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					“Go then, my lit­tle Book, and show to all
					

					That en­ter­tain and bid thee wel­come shall,
					

					What thou dost keep close shut up in thy breast;
					

					And wish what thou dost show them may be blest
					

					To them for good, may make them choose to be
					

					Pil­grims bet­ter, by far, than thee or me.
					

					Tell them of Mer­cy; she is one
					

					Who ear­ly hath her pil­grim­age be­gun.
					

					Yea, let young damsels learn of her to prize
					

					The world which is to come, and so be wise;
					

					For lit­tle trip­ping maids may fol­low God
					

					Along the ways which saint­ly feet have trod.”
				

				Adapt­ed from John Bun­yan
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				Play­ing Pil­grims

			
			“Christ­mas won’t be Christ­mas with­out any presents,” grum­bled Jo, ly­ing on the rug.

			“It’s so dread­ful to be poor!” sighed Meg, look­ing down at her old dress.

			“I don’t think it’s fair for some girls to have plen­ty of pret­ty things, and oth­er girls noth­ing at all,” added lit­tle Amy, with an in­jured sniff.

			“We’ve got fa­ther and moth­er and each oth­er,” said Beth con­tent­ed­ly, from her cor­ner.

			The four young faces on which the fire­light shone bright­ened at the cheer­ful words, but dark­ened again as Jo said sad­ly—

			“We haven’t got fa­ther, and shall not have him for a long time.” She didn’t say “per­haps nev­er,” but each silent­ly added it, think­ing of fa­ther far away, where the fight­ing was.

			No­body spoke for a minute; then Meg said in an al­tered tone—

			“You know the rea­son moth­er pro­posed not hav­ing any presents this Christ­mas was be­cause it is go­ing to be a hard win­ter for ev­ery­one; and she thinks we ought not to spend mon­ey for plea­sure, when our men are suf­fer­ing so in the army. We can’t do much, but we can make our lit­tle sac­ri­fices, and ought to do it glad­ly. But I am afraid I don’t;” and Meg shook her head, as she thought re­gret­ful­ly of all the pret­ty things she want­ed.

			“But I don’t think the lit­tle we should spend would do any good. We’ve each got a dol­lar, and the army wouldn’t be much helped by our giv­ing that. I agree not to ex­pect any­thing from moth­er or you, but I do want to buy Un­dine and Sin­tram for my­self; I’ve want­ed it so long,” said Jo, who was a book­worm.

			“I planned to spend mine in new mu­sic,” said Beth, with a lit­tle sigh, which no one heard but the hearth-brush and ket­tle-hold­er.

			“I shall get a nice box of Faber’s draw­ing-pen­cils; I re­al­ly need them,” said Amy de­cid­ed­ly.

			“Moth­er didn’t say any­thing about our mon­ey, and she won’t wish us to give up ev­ery­thing. Let’s each buy what we want, and have a lit­tle fun; I’m sure we work hard enough to earn it,” cried Jo, ex­am­in­ing the heels of her shoes in a gen­tle­man­ly man­ner.

			“I know I do—teach­ing those tire­some chil­dren near­ly all day, when I’m long­ing to en­joy my­self at home,” be­gan Meg, in the com­plain­ing tone again.

			“You don’t have half such a hard time as I do,” said Jo. “How would you like to be shut up for hours with a ner­vous, fussy old la­dy, who keeps you trot­ting, is nev­er sat­is­fied, and wor­ries you till you’re ready to fly out of the win­dow or cry?”

			“It’s naughty to fret; but I do think wash­ing dish­es and keep­ing things tidy is the worst work in the world. It makes me cross; and my hands get so stiff, I can’t prac­tise well at all;” and Beth looked at her rough hands with a sigh that any­one could hear that time.

			“I don’t be­lieve any of you suf­fer as I do,” cried Amy; “for you don’t have to go to school with im­per­ti­nent girls, who plague you if you don’t know your lessons, and laugh at your dress­es, and la­bel your fa­ther if he isn’t rich, and in­sult you when your nose isn’t nice.”

			“If you mean li­bel, I’d say so, and not talk about la­bels, as if pa­pa was a pick­le-bot­tle,” ad­vised Jo, laugh­ing.

			“I know what I mean, and you needn’t be statir­i­cal about it. It’s prop­er to use good words, and im­prove your vo­ca­bi­lary,” re­turned Amy, with dig­ni­ty.

			“Don’t peck at one an­oth­er, chil­dren. Don’t you wish we had the mon­ey pa­pa lost when we were lit­tle, Jo? Dear me! how hap­py and good we’d be, if we had no wor­ries!” said Meg, who could re­mem­ber bet­ter times.

			“You said the oth­er day, you thought we were a deal hap­pi­er than the King chil­dren, for they were fight­ing and fret­ting all the time, in spite of their mon­ey.”

			“So I did, Beth. Well, I think we are; for, though we do have to work, we make fun for our­selves, and are a pret­ty jol­ly set, as Jo would say.”

			“Jo does use such slang words!” ob­served Amy, with a re­prov­ing look at the long fig­ure stretched on the rug. Jo im­me­di­ate­ly sat up, put her hands in her pock­ets, and be­gan to whis­tle.

			“Don’t, Jo; it’s so boy­ish!”

			“That’s why I do it.”

			“I de­test rude, un­la­dy­like girls!”

			“I hate af­fect­ed, niminy-piminy chits!”

			“ ‘Birds in their lit­tle nests agree,’ ” sang Beth, the peace­mak­er, with such a fun­ny face that both sharp voic­es soft­ened to a laugh, and the “peck­ing” end­ed for that time.

			“Re­al­ly, girls, you are both to be blamed,” said Meg, be­gin­ning to lec­ture in her el­der-sis­ter­ly fash­ion. “You are old enough to leave off boy­ish tricks, and to be­have bet­ter, Josephine. It didn’t mat­ter so much when you were a lit­tle girl; but now you are so tall, and turn up your hair, you should re­mem­ber that you are a young la­dy.”

			“I’m not! and if turn­ing up my hair makes me one, I’ll wear it in two tails till I’m twen­ty,” cried Jo, pulling off her net, and shak­ing down a chest­nut mane. “I hate to think I’ve got to grow up, and be Miss March, and wear long gowns, and look as prim as a Chi­na-aster! It’s bad enough to be a girl, any­way, when I like boys’ games and work and man­ners! I can’t get over my dis­ap­point­ment in not be­ing a boy; and it’s worse than ev­er now, for I’m dy­ing to go and fight with pa­pa, and I can on­ly stay at home and knit, like a poky old wom­an!” And Jo shook the blue army-sock till the nee­dles rat­tled like cas­tanets, and her ball bound­ed across the room.

			“Poor Jo! It’s too bad, but it can’t be helped; so you must try to be con­tent­ed with mak­ing your name boy­ish, and play­ing broth­er to us girls,” said Beth, stroking the rough head at her knee with a hand that all the dish-wash­ing and dust­ing in the world could not make un­gen­tle in its touch.

			“As for you, Amy,” con­tin­ued Meg, “you are al­to­geth­er too par­tic­u­lar and prim. Your airs are fun­ny now; but you’ll grow up an af­fect­ed lit­tle goose, if you don’t take care. I like your nice man­ners and re­fined ways of speak­ing, when you don’t try to be el­e­gant; but your ab­surd words are as bad as Jo’s slang.”

			“If Jo is a tomboy and Amy a goose, what am I, please?” asked Beth, ready to share the lec­ture.

			“You’re a dear, and noth­ing else,” an­swered Meg warm­ly; and no one con­tra­dict­ed her, for the “Mouse” was the pet of the fam­i­ly.

			As young read­ers like to know “how peo­ple look,” we will take this mo­ment to give them a lit­tle sketch of the four sis­ters, who sat knit­ting away in the twi­light, while the De­cem­ber snow fell qui­et­ly with­out, and the fire crack­led cheer­ful­ly with­in. It was a com­fort­able old room, though the car­pet was fad­ed and the fur­ni­ture very plain; for a good pic­ture or two hung on the walls, books filled the re­cess­es, chrysan­the­mums and Christ­mas ros­es bloomed in the win­dows, and a pleas­ant at­mos­phere of home-peace per­vad­ed it.

			Mar­garet, the el­dest of the four, was six­teen, and very pret­ty, be­ing plump and fair, with large eyes, plen­ty of soft, brown hair, a sweet mouth, and white hands, of which she was rather vain. Fif­teen-year-old Jo was very tall, thin, and brown, and re­mind­ed one of a colt; for she nev­er seemed to know what to do with her long limbs, which were very much in her way. She had a de­cid­ed mouth, a com­i­cal nose, and sharp, gray eyes, which ap­peared to see ev­ery­thing, and were by turns fierce, fun­ny, or thought­ful. Her long, thick hair was her one beau­ty; but it was usu­al­ly bun­dled in­to a net, to be out of her way. Round shoul­ders had Jo, big hands and feet, a fly­away look to her clothes, and the un­com­fort­able ap­pear­ance of a girl who was rapid­ly shoot­ing up in­to a wom­an, and didn’t like it. Eliz­a­beth—or Beth, as ev­ery­one called her—was a rosy, smooth-haired, bright-eyed girl of thir­teen, with a shy man­ner, a timid voice, and a peace­ful ex­pres­sion, which was sel­dom dis­turbed. Her fa­ther called her “Lit­tle Tran­quil­li­ty,” and the name suit­ed her ex­cel­lent­ly; for she seemed to live in a hap­py world of her own, on­ly ven­tur­ing out to meet the few whom she trust­ed and loved. Amy, though the youngest, was a most im­por­tant per­son—in her own opin­ion at least. A reg­u­lar snow-maid­en, with blue eyes, and yel­low hair, curl­ing on her shoul­ders, pale and slen­der, and al­ways car­ry­ing her­self like a young la­dy mind­ful of her man­ners. What the char­ac­ters of the four sis­ters were we will leave to be found out.

			The clock struck six; and, hav­ing swept up the hearth, Beth put a pair of slip­pers down to warm. Some­how the sight of the old shoes had a good ef­fect up­on the girls; for moth­er was com­ing, and ev­ery­one bright­ened to wel­come her. Meg stopped lec­tur­ing, and light­ed the lamp, Amy got out of the easy-chair with­out be­ing asked, and Jo for­got how tired she was as she sat up to hold the slip­pers near­er to the blaze.

			“They are quite worn out; Marmee must have a new pair.”

			“I thought I’d get her some with my dol­lar,” said Beth.

			“No, I shall!” cried Amy.

			“I’m the old­est,” be­gan Meg, but Jo cut in with a de­cid­ed—

			“I’m the man of the fam­i­ly now pa­pa is away, and I shall pro­vide the slip­pers, for he told me to take spe­cial care of moth­er while he was gone.”

			“I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” said Beth; “let’s each get her some­thing for Christ­mas, and not get any­thing for our­selves.”

			“That’s like you, dear! What will we get?” ex­claimed Jo.

			Ev­ery­one thought sober­ly for a minute; then Meg an­nounced, as if the idea was sug­gest­ed by the sight of her own pret­ty hands, “I shall give her a nice pair of gloves.”

			“Army shoes, best to be had,” cried Jo.

			“Some hand­ker­chiefs, all hemmed,” said Beth.

			“I’ll get a lit­tle bot­tle of cologne; she likes it, and it won’t cost much, so I’ll have some left to buy my pen­cils,” added Amy.

			“How will we give the things?” asked Meg.

			“Put them on the ta­ble, and bring her in and see her open the bun­dles. Don’t you re­mem­ber how we used to do on our birth­days?” an­swered Jo.

			“I used to be so fright­ened when it was my turn to sit in the big chair with the crown on, and see you all come march­ing round to give the presents, with a kiss. I liked the things and the kiss­es, but it was dread­ful to have you sit look­ing at me while I opened the bun­dles,” said Beth, who was toast­ing her face and the bread for tea, at the same time.

			“Let Marmee think we are get­ting things for our­selves, and then sur­prise her. We must go shop­ping to­mor­row af­ter­noon, Meg; there is so much to do about the play for Christ­mas night,” said Jo, march­ing up and down, with her hands be­hind her back and her nose in the air.

			“I don’t mean to act any more af­ter this time; I’m get­ting too old for such things,” ob­served Meg, who was as much a child as ev­er about “dress­ing-up” frol­ics.

			“You won’t stop, I know, as long as you can trail round in a white gown with your hair down, and wear gold-pa­per jew­el­ry. You are the best ac­tress we’ve got, and there’ll be an end of ev­ery­thing if you quit the boards,” said Jo. “We ought to re­hearse tonight. Come here, Amy, and do the faint­ing scene, for you are as stiff as a pok­er in that.”

			“I can’t help it; I nev­er saw any­one faint, and I don’t choose to make my­self all black and blue, tum­bling flat as you do. If I can go down eas­i­ly, I’ll drop; if I can’t, I shall fall in­to a chair and be grace­ful; I don’t care if Hugo does come at me with a pis­tol,” re­turned Amy, who was not gift­ed with dra­mat­ic pow­er, but was cho­sen be­cause she was small enough to be borne out shriek­ing by the vil­lain of the piece.

			“Do it this way; clasp your hands so, and stag­ger across the room, cry­ing fran­ti­cal­ly, ‘Roderi­go! save me! save me!’ ” and away went Jo, with a melo­dra­mat­ic scream which was tru­ly thrilling.

			Amy fol­lowed, but she poked her hands out stiffly be­fore her, and jerked her­self along as if she went by ma­chin­ery; and her “Ow!” was more sug­ges­tive of pins be­ing run in­to her than of fear and an­guish. Jo gave a de­spair­ing groan, and Meg laughed out­right, while Beth let her bread burn as she watched the fun, with in­ter­est.

			“It’s no use! Do the best you can when the time comes, and if the au­di­ence laugh, don’t blame me. Come on, Meg.”

			Then things went smooth­ly, for Don Pe­dro de­fied the world in a speech of two pages with­out a sin­gle break; Ha­gar, the witch, chant­ed an aw­ful in­can­ta­tion over her ket­tle­ful of sim­mer­ing toads, with weird ef­fect; Roderi­go rent his chains asun­der man­ful­ly, and Hugo died in ag­o­nies of re­morse and ar­senic, with a wild “Ha! ha!”

			“It’s the best we’ve had yet,” said Meg, as the dead vil­lain sat up and rubbed his el­bows.

			“I don’t see how you can write and act such splen­did things, Jo. You’re a reg­u­lar Shake­speare!” ex­claimed Beth, who firm­ly be­lieved that her sis­ters were gift­ed with won­der­ful ge­nius in all things.

			“Not quite,” replied Jo mod­est­ly. “I do think The Witch’s Curse, an Op­er­at­ic Tragedy, is rather a nice thing; but I’d like to try Mac­beth, if we on­ly had a trap-door for Ban­quo. I al­ways want­ed to do the killing part. ‘Is that a dag­ger that I see be­fore me?’ ” mut­tered Jo, rolling her eyes and clutch­ing at the air, as she had seen a fa­mous trage­di­an do.

			“No, it’s the toast­ing fork, with moth­er’s shoe on it in­stead of the bread. Beth’s stage-struck!” cried Meg, and the re­hearsal end­ed in a gen­er­al burst of laugh­ter.

			“Glad to find you so mer­ry, my girls,” said a cheery voice at the door, and ac­tors and au­di­ence turned to wel­come a tall, moth­er­ly la­dy, with a “can-I-help-you” look about her which was tru­ly de­light­ful. She was not el­e­gant­ly dressed, but a no­ble-look­ing wom­an, and the girls thought the gray cloak and un­fash­ion­able bon­net cov­ered the most splen­did moth­er in the world.

			“Well, dearies, how have you got on to­day? There was so much to do, get­ting the box­es ready to go to­mor­row, that I didn’t come home to din­ner. Has any­one called, Beth? How is your cold, Meg? Jo, you look tired to death. Come and kiss me, ba­by.”

			While mak­ing these ma­ter­nal in­quiries Mrs. March got her wet things off, her warm slip­pers on, and sit­ting down in the easy-chair, drew Amy to her lap, pre­par­ing to en­joy the hap­pi­est hour of her busy day. The girls flew about, try­ing to make things com­fort­able, each in her own way. Meg ar­ranged the tea-ta­ble; Jo brought wood and set chairs, drop­ping, over­turn­ing, and clat­ter­ing ev­ery­thing she touched; Beth trot­ted to and fro be­tween par­lor and kitchen, qui­et and busy; while Amy gave di­rec­tions to ev­ery­one, as she sat with her hands fold­ed.

			As they gath­ered about the ta­ble, Mrs. March said, with a par­tic­u­lar­ly hap­py face, “I’ve got a treat for you af­ter sup­per.”

			A quick, bright smile went round like a streak of sun­shine. Beth clapped her hands, re­gard­less of the bis­cuit she held, and Jo tossed up her nap­kin, cry­ing, “A let­ter! a let­ter! Three cheers for fa­ther!”

			“Yes, a nice long let­ter. He is well, and thinks he shall get through the cold sea­son bet­ter than we feared. He sends all sorts of lov­ing wish­es for Christ­mas, and an es­pe­cial mes­sage to you girls,” said Mrs. March, pat­ting her pock­et as if she had got a trea­sure there.

			“Hur­ry and get done! Don’t stop to quirk your lit­tle fin­ger, and sim­per over your plate, Amy,” cried Jo, chok­ing in her tea, and drop­ping her bread, but­ter side down, on the car­pet, in her haste to get at the treat.

			Beth ate no more, but crept away, to sit in her shad­owy cor­ner and brood over the de­light to come, till the oth­ers were ready.

			“I think it was so splen­did in fa­ther to go as a chap­lain when he was too old to be draft­ed, and not strong enough for a sol­dier,” said Meg warm­ly.

			“Don’t I wish I could go as a drum­mer, a vi­van—what’s its name? or a nurse, so I could be near him and help him,” ex­claimed Jo, with a groan.

			“It must be very dis­agree­able to sleep in a tent, and eat all sorts of bad-tast­ing things, and drink out of a tin mug,” sighed Amy.

			“When will he come home, Marmee?” asked Beth, with a lit­tle quiver in her voice.

			“Not for many months, dear, un­less he is sick. He will stay and do his work faith­ful­ly as long as he can, and we won’t ask for him back a minute soon­er than he can be spared. Now come and hear the let­ter.”

			They all drew to the fire, moth­er in the big chair with Beth at her feet, Meg and Amy perched on ei­ther arm of the chair, and Jo lean­ing on the back, where no one would see any sign of emo­tion if the let­ter should hap­pen to be touch­ing.

			Very few let­ters were writ­ten in those hard times that were not touch­ing, es­pe­cial­ly those which fa­thers sent home. In this one lit­tle was said of the hard­ships en­dured, the dan­gers faced, or the home­sick­ness con­quered; it was a cheer­ful, hope­ful let­ter, full of live­ly de­scrip­tions of camp life, march­es, and mil­i­tary news; and on­ly at the end did the writ­er’s heart over­flow with fa­ther­ly love and long­ing for the lit­tle girls at home.

			“Give them all my dear love and a kiss. Tell them I think of them by day, pray for them by night, and find my best com­fort in their af­fec­tion at all times. A year seems very long to wait be­fore I see them, but re­mind them that while we wait we may all work, so that these hard days need not be wast­ed. I know they will re­mem­ber all I said to them, that they will be lov­ing chil­dren to you, will do their du­ty faith­ful­ly, fight their bo­som en­e­mies brave­ly, and con­quer them­selves so beau­ti­ful­ly, that when I come back to them I may be fonder and proud­er than ev­er of my lit­tle wom­en.”

			Ev­ery­body sniffed when they came to that part; Jo wasn’t ashamed of the great tear that dropped off the end of her nose, and Amy nev­er mind­ed the rum­pling of her curls as she hid her face on her moth­er’s shoul­der and sobbed out, “I am a self­ish girl! but I’ll tru­ly try to be bet­ter, so he mayn’t be dis­ap­point­ed in me by and by.”

			“We all will!” cried Meg. “I think too much of my looks, and hate to work, but won’t any more, if I can help it.”

			“I’ll try and be what he loves to call me, ‘a lit­tle wom­an,’ and not be rough and wild; but do my du­ty here in­stead of want­ing to be some­where else,” said Jo, think­ing that keep­ing her tem­per at home was a much hard­er task than fac­ing a rebel or two down South.

			Beth said noth­ing, but wiped away her tears with the blue army-sock, and be­gan to knit with all her might, los­ing no time in do­ing the du­ty that lay near­est her, while she re­solved in her qui­et lit­tle soul to be all that fa­ther hoped to find her when the year brought round the hap­py com­ing home.

			Mrs. March broke the si­lence that fol­lowed Jo’s words, by say­ing in her cheery voice, “Do you re­mem­ber how you used to play ‘Pil­grim’s Progress’ when you were lit­tle things? Noth­ing de­light­ed you more than to have me tie my piece-bags on your backs for bur­dens, give you hats and sticks and rolls of pa­per, and let you trav­el through the house from the cel­lar, which was the City of De­struc­tion, up, up, to the house­top, where you had all the love­ly things you could col­lect to make a Ce­les­tial City.”

			“What fun it was, es­pe­cial­ly go­ing by the li­ons, fight­ing Apol­ly­on, and pass­ing through the Val­ley where the hob­gob­lins were!” said Jo.

			“I liked the place where the bun­dles fell off and tum­bled down­stairs,” said Meg.

			“My fa­vorite part was when we came out on the flat roof where our flow­ers and ar­bors and pret­ty things were, and all stood and sung for joy up there in the sun­shine,” said Beth, smil­ing, as if that pleas­ant mo­ment had come back to her.

			“I don’t re­mem­ber much about it, ex­cept that I was afraid of the cel­lar and the dark en­try, and al­ways liked the cake and milk we had up at the top. If I wasn’t too old for such things, I’d rather like to play it over again,” said Amy, who be­gan to talk of re­nounc­ing child­ish things at the ma­ture age of twelve.

			“We nev­er are too old for this, my dear, be­cause it is a play we are play­ing all the time in one way or an­oth­er. Our bur­dens are here, our road is be­fore us, and the long­ing for good­ness and hap­pi­ness is the guide that leads us through many trou­bles and mis­takes to the peace which is a true Ce­les­tial City. Now, my lit­tle pil­grims, sup­pose you be­gin again, not in play, but in earnest, and see how far on you can get be­fore fa­ther comes home.”

			“Re­al­ly, moth­er? Where are our bun­dles?” asked Amy, who was a very lit­er­al young la­dy.

			“Each of you told what your bur­den was just now, ex­cept Beth; I rather think she hasn’t got any,” said her moth­er.

			“Yes, I have; mine is dish­es and dusters, and en­vy­ing girls with nice pi­anos, and be­ing afraid of peo­ple.”

			Beth’s bun­dle was such a fun­ny one that ev­ery­body want­ed to laugh; but no­body did, for it would have hurt her feel­ings very much.

			“Let us do it,” said Meg thought­ful­ly. “It is on­ly an­oth­er name for try­ing to be good, and the sto­ry may help us; for though we do want to be good, it’s hard work, and we for­get, and don’t do our best.”

			“We were in the Slough of De­spond tonight, and moth­er came and pulled us out as Help did in the book. We ought to have our roll of di­rec­tions, like Chris­tian. What shall we do about that?” asked Jo, de­light­ed with the fan­cy which lent a lit­tle ro­mance to the very dull task of do­ing her du­ty.

			“Look un­der your pil­lows, Christ­mas morn­ing, and you will find your guide­book,” replied Mrs. March.

			They talked over the new plan while old Han­nah cleared the ta­ble; then out came the four lit­tle work­bas­kets, and the nee­dles flew as the girls made sheets for Aunt March. It was un­in­ter­est­ing sewing, but tonight no one grum­bled. They adopt­ed Jo’s plan of di­vid­ing the long seams in­to four parts, and call­ing the quar­ters Eu­rope, Asia, Africa, and Amer­i­ca, and in that way got on cap­i­tal­ly, es­pe­cial­ly when they talked about the dif­fer­ent coun­tries as they stitched their way through them.

			At nine they stopped work, and sung, as usu­al, be­fore they went to bed. No one but Beth could get much mu­sic out of the old pi­ano; but she had a way of soft­ly touch­ing the yel­low keys, and mak­ing a pleas­ant ac­com­pa­ni­ment to the sim­ple songs they sung. Meg had a voice like a flute, and she and her moth­er led the lit­tle choir. Amy chirped like a crick­et, and Jo wan­dered through the airs at her own sweet will, al­ways com­ing out at the wrong place with a croak or a qua­ver that spoilt the most pen­sive tune. They had al­ways done this from the time they could lisp

			
				“Crin­kle, crin­kle, ’it­tle ’tar,”

			

			and it had be­come a house­hold cus­tom, for the moth­er was a born singer. The first sound in the morn­ing was her voice, as she went about the house singing like a lark; and the last sound at night was the same cheery sound, for the girls nev­er grew too old for that fa­mil­iar lul­la­by.

		
	
		
			
				II

				A Mer­ry Christ­mas

			
			Jo was the first to wake in the gray dawn of Christ­mas morn­ing. No stock­ings hung at the fire­place, and for a mo­ment she felt as much dis­ap­point­ed as she did long ago, when her lit­tle sock fell down be­cause it was so crammed with good­ies. Then she re­mem­bered her moth­er’s prom­ise, and, slip­ping her hand un­der her pil­low, drew out a lit­tle crim­son-cov­ered book. She knew it very well, for it was that beau­ti­ful old sto­ry of the best life ev­er lived, and Jo felt that it was a true guide­book for any pil­grim go­ing the long jour­ney. She woke Meg with a “Mer­ry Christ­mas,” and bade her see what was un­der her pil­low. A green-cov­ered book ap­peared, with the same pic­ture in­side, and a few words writ­ten by their moth­er, which made their one present very pre­cious in their eyes. Present­ly Beth and Amy woke, to rum­mage and find their lit­tle books al­so—one dove-col­ored, the oth­er blue; and all sat look­ing at and talk­ing about them, while the east grew rosy with the com­ing day.

			In spite of her small van­i­ties, Mar­garet had a sweet and pi­ous na­ture, which un­con­scious­ly in­flu­enced her sis­ters, es­pe­cial­ly Jo, who loved her very ten­der­ly, and obeyed her be­cause her ad­vice was so gen­tly giv­en.

			“Girls,” said Meg se­ri­ous­ly, look­ing from the tum­bled head be­side her to the two lit­tle night-capped ones in the room be­yond, “moth­er wants us to read and love and mind these books, and we must be­gin at once. We used to be faith­ful about it; but since fa­ther went away, and all this war trou­ble un­set­tled us, we have ne­glect­ed many things. You can do as you please; but I shall keep my book on the ta­ble here, and read a lit­tle ev­ery morn­ing as soon as I wake, for I know it will do me good, and help me through the day.”

			Then she opened her new book and be­gan to read. Jo put her arm round her, and, lean­ing cheek to cheek, read al­so, with the qui­et ex­pres­sion so sel­dom seen on her rest­less face.

			“How good Meg is! Come, Amy, let’s do as they do. I’ll help you with the hard words, and they’ll ex­plain things if we don’t un­der­stand,” whis­pered Beth, very much im­pressed by the pret­ty books and her sis­ters’ ex­am­ple.

			“I’m glad mine is blue,” said Amy; and then the rooms were very still while the pages were soft­ly turned, and the win­ter sun­shine crept in to touch the bright heads and se­ri­ous faces with a Christ­mas greet­ing.

			“Where is moth­er?” asked Meg, as she and Jo ran down to thank her for their gifts, half an hour lat­er.

			“Good­ness on­ly knows. Some poor creeter come a-beg­gin’, and your ma went straight off to see what was need­ed. There nev­er was such a wom­an for givin’ away vit­tles and drink, clothes and firin’,” replied Han­nah, who had lived with the fam­i­ly since Meg was born, and was con­sid­ered by them all more as a friend than a ser­vant.

			“She will be back soon, I think; so fry your cakes, and have ev­ery­thing ready,” said Meg, look­ing over the presents which were col­lect­ed in a bas­ket and kept un­der the so­fa, ready to be pro­duced at the prop­er time. “Why, where is Amy’s bot­tle of cologne?” she added, as the lit­tle flask did not ap­pear.

			“She took it out a minute ago, and went off with it to put a rib­bon on it, or some such no­tion,” replied Jo, danc­ing about the room to take the first stiff­ness off the new army-slip­pers.

			“How nice my hand­ker­chiefs look, don’t they? Han­nah washed and ironed them for me, and I marked them all my­self,” said Beth, look­ing proud­ly at the some­what un­even let­ters which had cost her such la­bor.

			“Bless the child! she’s gone and put ‘Moth­er’ on them in­stead of ‘M. March.’ How fun­ny!” cried Jo, tak­ing up one.

			“Isn’t it right? I thought it was bet­ter to do it so, be­cause Meg’s ini­tials are ‘M. M.,’ and I don’t want any­one to use these but Marmee,” said Beth, look­ing trou­bled.

			“It’s all right, dear, and a very pret­ty idea—quite sen­si­ble, too, for no one can ev­er mis­take now. It will please her very much, I know,” said Meg, with a frown for Jo and a smile for Beth.

			“There’s moth­er. Hide the bas­ket, quick!” cried Jo, as a door slammed, and steps sound­ed in the hall.

			Amy came in hasti­ly, and looked rather abashed when she saw her sis­ters all wait­ing for her.

			“Where have you been, and what are you hid­ing be­hind you?” asked Meg, sur­prised to see, by her hood and cloak, that lazy Amy had been out so ear­ly.

			“Don’t laugh at me, Jo! I didn’t mean any­one should know till the time came. I on­ly meant to change the lit­tle bot­tle for a big one, and I gave all my mon­ey to get it, and I’m tru­ly try­ing not to be self­ish any more.”

			As she spoke, Amy showed the hand­some flask which re­placed the cheap one; and looked so earnest and hum­ble in her lit­tle ef­fort to for­get her­self that Meg hugged her on the spot, and Jo pro­nounced her “a trump,” while Beth ran to the win­dow, and picked her finest rose to or­na­ment the state­ly bot­tle.

			“You see I felt ashamed of my present, af­ter read­ing and talk­ing about be­ing good this morn­ing, so I ran round the cor­ner and changed it the minute I was up: and I’m so glad, for mine is the hand­somest now.”

			An­oth­er bang of the street-door sent the bas­ket un­der the so­fa, and the girls to the ta­ble, ea­ger for break­fast.

			“Mer­ry Christ­mas, Marmee! Many of them! Thank you for our books; we read some, and mean to ev­ery day,” they cried, in cho­rus.

			“Mer­ry Christ­mas, lit­tle daugh­ters! I’m glad you be­gan at once, and hope you will keep on. But I want to say one word be­fore we sit down. Not far away from here lies a poor wom­an with a lit­tle new­born ba­by. Six chil­dren are hud­dled in­to one bed to keep from freez­ing, for they have no fire. There is noth­ing to eat over there; and the old­est boy came to tell me they were suf­fer­ing hunger and cold. My girls, will you give them your break­fast as a Christ­mas present?”

			They were all un­usu­al­ly hun­gry, hav­ing wait­ed near­ly an hour, and for a minute no one spoke; on­ly a minute, for Jo ex­claimed im­petu­ous­ly—

			“I’m so glad you came be­fore we be­gan!”

			“May I go and help car­ry the things to the poor lit­tle chil­dren?” asked Beth, ea­ger­ly.

			“I shall take the cream and the muffins,” added Amy, hero­ical­ly giv­ing up the ar­ti­cles she most liked.

			Meg was al­ready cov­er­ing the buck­wheats, and pil­ing the bread in­to one big plate.

			“I thought you’d do it,” said Mrs. March, smil­ing as if sat­is­fied. “You shall all go and help me, and when we come back we will have bread and milk for break­fast, and make it up at din­ner­time.”

			They were soon ready, and the pro­ces­sion set out. For­tu­nate­ly it was ear­ly, and they went through back streets, so few peo­ple saw them, and no one laughed at the queer par­ty.

			A poor, bare, mis­er­able room it was, with bro­ken win­dows, no fire, ragged bed­clothes, a sick moth­er, wail­ing ba­by, and a group of pale, hun­gry chil­dren cud­dled un­der one old quilt, try­ing to keep warm.

			How the big eyes stared and the blue lips smiled as the girls went in!

			“Ach, mein Gott! it is good an­gels come to us!” said the poor wom­an, cry­ing for joy.

			“Fun­ny an­gels in hoods and mit­tens,” said Jo, and set them laugh­ing.

			In a few min­utes it re­al­ly did seem as if kind spir­its had been at work there. Han­nah, who had car­ried wood, made a fire, and stopped up the bro­ken panes with old hats and her own cloak. Mrs. March gave the moth­er tea and gru­el, and com­fort­ed her with prom­ises of help, while she dressed the lit­tle ba­by as ten­der­ly as if it had been her own. The girls, mean­time, spread the ta­ble, set the chil­dren round the fire, and fed them like so many hun­gry birds—laugh­ing, talk­ing, and try­ing to un­der­stand the fun­ny bro­ken Eng­lish.

			“Das ist gut!” “Die En­gel-kinder!” cried the poor things, as they ate, and warmed their pur­ple hands at the com­fort­able blaze.

			The girls had nev­er been called an­gel chil­dren be­fore, and thought it very agree­able, es­pe­cial­ly Jo, who had been con­sid­ered a “San­cho” ev­er since she was born. That was a very hap­py break­fast, though they didn’t get any of it; and when they went away, leav­ing com­fort be­hind, I think there were not in all the city four mer­ri­er peo­ple than the hun­gry lit­tle girls who gave away their break­fasts and con­tent­ed them­selves with bread and milk on Christ­mas morn­ing.

			“That’s lov­ing our neigh­bor bet­ter than our­selves, and I like it,” said Meg, as they set out their presents, while their moth­er was up­stairs col­lect­ing clothes for the poor Hum­mels.

			Not a very splen­did show, but there was a great deal of love done up in the few lit­tle bun­dles; and the tall vase of red ros­es, white chrysan­the­mums, and trail­ing vines, which stood in the mid­dle, gave quite an el­e­gant air to the ta­ble.

			“She’s com­ing! Strike up, Beth! Open the door, Amy! Three cheers for Marmee!” cried Jo, pranc­ing about, while Meg went to con­duct moth­er to the seat of hon­or.

			Beth played her gayest march, Amy threw open the door, and Meg en­act­ed es­cort with great dig­ni­ty. Mrs. March was both sur­prised and touched; and smiled with her eyes full as she ex­am­ined her presents, and read the lit­tle notes which ac­com­pa­nied them. The slip­pers went on at once, a new hand­ker­chief was slipped in­to her pock­et, well scent­ed with Amy’s cologne, the rose was fas­tened in her bo­som, and the nice gloves were pro­nounced a “per­fect fit.”

			There was a good deal of laugh­ing and kiss­ing and ex­plain­ing, in the sim­ple, lov­ing fash­ion which makes these home-fes­ti­vals so pleas­ant at the time, so sweet to re­mem­ber long af­ter­ward, and then all fell to work.

			The morn­ing char­i­ties and cer­e­monies took so much time that the rest of the day was de­vot­ed to prepa­ra­tions for the evening fes­tiv­i­ties. Be­ing still too young to go of­ten to the the­atre, and not rich enough to af­ford any great out­lay for pri­vate per­for­mances, the girls put their wits to work, and—ne­ces­si­ty be­ing the moth­er of in­ven­tion—made what­ev­er they need­ed. Very clever were some of their pro­duc­tions—paste­board gui­tars, an­tique lamps made of old-fash­ioned but­ter-boats cov­ered with sil­ver pa­per, gor­geous robes of old cot­ton, glit­ter­ing with tin span­gles from a pick­le fac­to­ry, and ar­mor cov­ered with the same use­ful di­a­mond-shaped bits, left in sheets when the lids of tin pre­serve-pots were cut out. The fur­ni­ture was used to be­ing turned top­sy-turvy, and the big cham­ber was the scene of many in­no­cent rev­els.

			No gen­tle­men were ad­mit­ted; so Jo played male parts to her heart’s con­tent, and took im­mense sat­is­fac­tion in a pair of rus­set-leather boots giv­en her by a friend, who knew a la­dy who knew an ac­tor. These boots, an old foil, and a slashed dou­blet once used by an artist for some pic­ture, were Jo’s chief trea­sures, and ap­peared on all oc­ca­sions. The small­ness of the com­pa­ny made it nec­es­sary for the two prin­ci­pal ac­tors to take sev­er­al parts apiece; and they cer­tain­ly de­served some cred­it for the hard work they did in learn­ing three or four dif­fer­ent parts, whisk­ing in and out of var­i­ous cos­tumes, and man­ag­ing the stage be­sides. It was ex­cel­lent drill for their mem­o­ries, a harm­less amuse­ment, and em­ployed many hours which oth­er­wise would have been idle, lone­ly, or spent in less prof­itable so­ci­ety.

			On Christ­mas night, a dozen girls piled on to the bed which was the dress-cir­cle, and sat be­fore the blue and yel­low chintz cur­tains in a most flat­ter­ing state of ex­pectan­cy. There was a good deal of rustling and whis­per­ing be­hind the cur­tain, a tri­fle of lamp-smoke, and an oc­ca­sion­al gig­gle from Amy, who was apt to get hys­ter­i­cal in the ex­cite­ment of the mo­ment. Present­ly a bell sound­ed, the cur­tains flew apart, and the Op­er­at­ic Tragedy be­gan.

			“A gloomy wood,” ac­cord­ing to the one play­bill, was rep­re­sent­ed by a few shrubs in pots, green baize on the floor, and a cave in the dis­tance. This cave was made with a clotheshorse for a roof, bu­reaus for walls; and in it was a small fur­nace in full blast, with a black pot on it, and an old witch bend­ing over it. The stage was dark, and the glow of the fur­nace had a fine ef­fect, es­pe­cial­ly as re­al steam is­sued from the ket­tle when the witch took off the cov­er. A mo­ment was al­lowed for the first thrill to sub­side; then Hugo, the vil­lain, stalked in with a clank­ing sword at his side, a slouched hat, black beard, mys­te­ri­ous cloak, and the boots. Af­ter pac­ing to and fro in much ag­i­ta­tion, he struck his fore­head, and burst out in a wild strain, singing of his ha­tred to Roderi­go, his love for Zara, and his pleas­ing res­o­lu­tion to kill the one and win the oth­er. The gruff tones of Hugo’s voice, with an oc­ca­sion­al shout when his feel­ings over­came him, were very im­pres­sive, and the au­di­ence ap­plaud­ed the mo­ment he paused for breath. Bow­ing with the air of one ac­cus­tomed to pub­lic praise, he stole to the cav­ern, and or­dered Ha­gar to come forth with a com­mand­ing “What ho, min­ion! I need thee!”

			Out came Meg, with gray horse­hair hang­ing about her face, a red and black robe, a staff, and ca­bal­is­tic signs up­on her cloak. Hugo de­mand­ed a po­tion to make Zara adore him, and one to de­stroy Roderi­go. Ha­gar, in a fine dra­mat­ic melody, promised both, and pro­ceed­ed to call up the spir­it who would bring the love philter:—

			
				
					“Hith­er, hith­er, from thy home,
					

					Airy sprite, I bid thee come!
					

					Born of ros­es, fed on dew,
					

					Charms and po­tions canst thou brew?
					

					Bring me here, with elfin speed,
					

					The fra­grant philter which I need;
					

					Make it sweet and swift and strong,
					

					Spir­it, an­swer now my song!”
				

			

			A soft strain of mu­sic sound­ed, and then at the back of the cave ap­peared a lit­tle fig­ure in cloudy white, with glit­ter­ing wings, gold­en hair, and a gar­land of ros­es on its head. Wav­ing a wand, it sang—

			
				
					“Hith­er I come,
					

					From my airy home,
					

					Afar in the sil­ver moon.
					

					Take the mag­ic spell,
					

					And use it well,
					

					Or its pow­er will van­ish soon!”
				

			

			And, drop­ping a small, gild­ed bot­tle at the witch’s feet, the spir­it van­ished. An­oth­er chant from Ha­gar pro­duced an­oth­er ap­pari­tion—not a love­ly one; for, with a bang, an ug­ly black imp ap­peared, and, hav­ing croaked a re­ply, tossed a dark bot­tle at Hugo, and dis­ap­peared with a mock­ing laugh. Hav­ing war­bled his thanks and put the po­tions in his boots, Hugo de­part­ed; and Ha­gar in­formed the au­di­ence that, as he had killed a few of her friends in times past, she has cursed him, and in­tends to thwart his plans, and be re­venged on him. Then the cur­tain fell, and the au­di­ence re­posed and ate can­dy while dis­cussing the mer­its of the play.

			A good deal of ham­mer­ing went on be­fore the cur­tain rose again; but when it be­came ev­i­dent what a mas­ter­piece of stage-car­pen­ter­ing had been got up, no one mur­mured at the de­lay. It was tru­ly su­perb! A tow­er rose to the ceil­ing; half­way up ap­peared a win­dow, with a lamp burn­ing at it, and be­hind the white cur­tain ap­peared Zara in a love­ly blue and sil­ver dress, wait­ing for Roderi­go. He came in gor­geous ar­ray, with plumed cap, red cloak, chest­nut love-locks, a gui­tar, and the boots, of course. Kneel­ing at the foot of the tow­er, he sang a ser­e­nade in melt­ing tones. Zara replied, and, af­ter a mu­si­cal di­a­logue, con­sent­ed to fly. Then came the grand ef­fect of the play. Roderi­go pro­duced a rope-lad­der, with five steps to it, threw up one end, and in­vit­ed Zara to de­scend. Timid­ly she crept from her lat­tice, put her hand on Roderi­go’s shoul­der, and was about to leap grace­ful­ly down, when, “Alas! alas for Zara!” she for­got her train—it caught in the win­dow; the tow­er tot­tered, leaned for­ward, fell with a crash, and buried the un­hap­py lovers in the ru­ins!

			A uni­ver­sal shriek arose as the rus­set boots waved wild­ly from the wreck, and a gold­en head emerged, ex­claim­ing, “I told you so! I told you so!” With won­der­ful pres­ence of mind, Don Pe­dro, the cru­el sire, rushed in, dragged out his daugh­ter, with a hasty aside—

			“Don’t laugh! Act as if it was all right!”—and, or­der­ing Roderi­go up, ban­ished him from the king­dom with wrath and scorn. Though de­cid­ed­ly shak­en by the fall of the tow­er up­on him, Roderi­go de­fied the old gen­tle­man, and re­fused to stir. This daunt­less ex­am­ple fired Zara: she al­so de­fied her sire, and he or­dered them both to the deep­est dun­geons of the cas­tle. A stout lit­tle re­tain­er came in with chains, and led them away, look­ing very much fright­ened, and ev­i­dent­ly for­get­ting the speech he ought to have made.

			Act third was the cas­tle hall; and here Ha­gar ap­peared, hav­ing come to free the lovers and fin­ish Hugo. She hears him com­ing, and hides; sees him put the po­tions in­to two cups of wine, and bid the timid lit­tle ser­vant “Bear them to the cap­tives in their cells, and tell them I shall come anon.” The ser­vant takes Hugo aside to tell him some­thing, and Ha­gar changes the cups for two oth­ers which are harm­less. Fer­di­nan­do, the “min­ion,” car­ries them away, and Ha­gar puts back the cup which holds the poi­son meant for Roderi­go. Hugo, get­ting thirsty af­ter a long war­ble, drinks it, los­es his wits, and, af­ter a good deal of clutch­ing and stamp­ing, falls flat and dies; while Ha­gar in­forms him what she has done in a song of ex­quis­ite pow­er and melody.

			This was a tru­ly thrilling scene, though some per­sons might have thought that the sud­den tum­bling down of a quan­ti­ty of long hair rather marred the ef­fect of the vil­lain’s death. He was called be­fore the cur­tain, and with great pro­pri­ety ap­peared, lead­ing Ha­gar, whose singing was con­sid­ered more won­der­ful than all the rest of the per­for­mance put to­geth­er.

			Act fourth dis­played the de­spair­ing Roderi­go on the point of stab­bing him­self, be­cause he has been told that Zara has de­sert­ed him. Just as the dag­ger is at his heart, a love­ly song is sung un­der his win­dow, in­form­ing him that Zara is true, but in dan­ger, and he can save her, if he will. A key is thrown in, which un­locks the door, and in a spasm of rap­ture he tears off his chains, and rush­es away to find and res­cue his la­dylove.

			Act fifth opened with a stormy scene be­tween Zara and Don Pe­dro. He wish­es her to go in­to a con­vent, but she won’t hear of it; and, af­ter a touch­ing ap­peal, is about to faint, when Roderi­go dash­es in and de­mands her hand. Don Pe­dro re­fus­es, be­cause he is not rich. They shout and ges­tic­u­late tremen­dous­ly, but can­not agree, and Roderi­go is about to bear away the ex­haust­ed Zara, when the timid ser­vant en­ters with a let­ter and a bag from Ha­gar, who has mys­te­ri­ous­ly dis­ap­peared. The lat­ter in­forms the par­ty that she be­queaths un­told wealth to the young pair, and an aw­ful doom to Don Pe­dro, if he doesn’t make them hap­py. The bag is opened, and sev­er­al quarts of tin mon­ey show­er down up­on the stage, till it is quite glo­ri­fied with the glit­ter. This en­tire­ly soft­ens the “stern sire”: he con­sents with­out a mur­mur, all join in a joy­ful cho­rus, and the cur­tain falls up­on the lovers kneel­ing to re­ceive Don Pe­dro’s bless­ing in at­ti­tudes of the most ro­man­tic grace.

			Tu­mul­tuous ap­plause fol­lowed, but re­ceived an un­ex­pect­ed check; for the cot-bed, on which the “dress-cir­cle” was built, sud­den­ly shut up, and ex­tin­guished the en­thu­si­as­tic au­di­ence. Roderi­go and Don Pe­dro flew to the res­cue, and all were tak­en out un­hurt, though many were speech­less with laugh­ter. The ex­cite­ment had hard­ly sub­sid­ed, when Han­nah ap­peared, with “Mrs. March’s com­pli­ments, and would the ladies walk down to sup­per.”

			This was a sur­prise, even to the ac­tors; and, when they saw the ta­ble, they looked at one an­oth­er in rap­tur­ous amaze­ment. It was like Marmee to get up a lit­tle treat for them; but any­thing so fine as this was un­heard-of since the de­part­ed days of plen­ty. There was ice-cream—ac­tu­al­ly two dish­es of it, pink and white—and cake and fruit and dis­tract­ing French bon­bons, and, in the mid­dle of the ta­ble, four great bou­quets of hot­house flow­ers!

			It quite took their breath away; and they stared first at the ta­ble and then at their moth­er, who looked as if she en­joyed it im­mense­ly.

			“Is it fairies?” asked Amy,

			“It’s San­ta Claus,” said Beth.

			“Moth­er did it”; and Meg smiled her sweet­est, in spite of her gray beard and white eye­brows.

			“Aunt March had a good fit, and sent the sup­per,” cried Jo, with a sud­den in­spi­ra­tion.

			“All wrong. Old Mr. Lau­rence sent it,” replied Mrs. March.

			“The Lau­rence boy’s grand­fa­ther! What in the world put such a thing in­to his head? We don’t know him!” ex­claimed Meg.

			“Han­nah told one of his ser­vants about your break­fast par­ty. He is an odd old gen­tle­man, but that pleased him. He knew my fa­ther, years ago; and he sent me a po­lite note this af­ter­noon, say­ing he hoped I would al­low him to ex­press his friend­ly feel­ing to­ward my chil­dren by send­ing them a few tri­fles in hon­or of the day. I could not refuse; and so you have a lit­tle feast at night to make up for the bread-and-milk break­fast.”

			“That boy put it in­to his head, I know he did! He’s a cap­i­tal fel­low, and I wish we could get ac­quaint­ed. He looks as if he’d like to know us; but he’s bash­ful, and Meg is so prim she won’t let me speak to him when we pass,” said Jo, as the plates went round, and the ice be­gan to melt out of sight, with “Ohs!” and “Ahs!” of sat­is­fac­tion.

			“You mean the peo­ple who live in the big house next door, don’t you?” asked one of the girls. “My moth­er knows old Mr. Lau­rence; but says he’s very proud, and doesn’t like to mix with his neigh­bors. He keeps his grand­son shut up, when he isn’t rid­ing or walk­ing with his tu­tor, and makes him study very hard. We in­vit­ed him to our par­ty, but he didn’t come. Moth­er says he’s very nice, though he nev­er speaks to us girls.”

			“Our cat ran away once, and he brought her back, and we talked over the fence, and were get­ting on cap­i­tal­ly—all about crick­et, and so on—when he saw Meg com­ing, and walked off. I mean to know him some day; for he needs fun, I’m sure he does,” said Jo de­cid­ed­ly.

			“I like his man­ners, and he looks like a lit­tle gen­tle­man; so I’ve no ob­jec­tion to your know­ing him, if a prop­er op­por­tu­ni­ty comes. He brought the flow­ers him­self; and I should have asked him in, if I had been sure what was go­ing on up­stairs. He looked so wist­ful as he went away, hear­ing the frol­ic, and ev­i­dent­ly hav­ing none of his own.”

			“It’s a mer­cy you didn’t, moth­er!” laughed Jo, look­ing at her boots. “But we’ll have an­oth­er play, some time, that he can see. Per­haps he’ll help act; wouldn’t that be jol­ly?”

			“I nev­er had such a fine bou­quet be­fore! How pret­ty it is!” And Meg ex­am­ined her flow­ers with great in­ter­est.

			“They are love­ly! But Beth’s ros­es are sweet­er to me,” said Mrs. March, smelling the half-dead posy in her belt.

			Beth nes­tled up to her, and whis­pered soft­ly, “I wish I could send my bunch to fa­ther. I’m afraid he isn’t hav­ing such a mer­ry Christ­mas as we are.”

		
	
		
			
				III

				The Lau­rence Boy

			
			“Jo! Jo! where are you?” cried Meg, at the foot of the gar­ret stairs.

			“Here!” an­swered a husky voice from above; and, run­ning up, Meg found her sis­ter eat­ing ap­ples and cry­ing over the Heir of Red­clyffe, wrapped up in a com­forter on an old three-legged so­fa by the sun­ny win­dow. This was Jo’s fa­vorite refuge; and here she loved to re­tire with half a dozen rus­sets and a nice book, to en­joy the qui­et and the so­ci­ety of a pet rat who lived near by, and didn’t mind her a par­ti­cle. As Meg ap­peared, Scrab­ble whisked in­to his hole. Jo shook the tears off her cheeks, and wait­ed to hear the news.

			“Such fun! on­ly see! a reg­u­lar note of in­vi­ta­tion from Mrs. Gar­diner for to­mor­row night!” cried Meg, wav­ing the pre­cious pa­per, and then pro­ceed­ing to read it, with girl­ish de­light.

			“ ‘Mrs. Gar­diner would be hap­py to see Miss March and Miss Josephine at a lit­tle dance on New-Year’s Eve.’ Marmee is will­ing we should go; now what shall we wear?”

			“What’s the use of ask­ing that, when you know we shall wear our poplins, be­cause we haven’t got any­thing else?” an­swered Jo, with her mouth full.

			“If I on­ly had a silk!” sighed Meg. “Moth­er says I may when I’m eigh­teen, per­haps; but two years is an ev­er­last­ing time to wait.”

			“I’m sure our pops look like silk, and they are nice enough for us. Yours is as good as new, but I for­got the burn and the tear in mine. What­ev­er shall I do? the burn shows bad­ly, and I can’t take any out.”

			“You must sit still all you can, and keep your back out of sight; the front is all right. I shall have a new rib­bon for my hair, and Marmee will lend me her lit­tle pearl pin, and my new slip­pers are love­ly, and my gloves will do, though they aren’t as nice as I’d like.”

			“Mine are spoilt with lemon­ade, and I can’t get any new ones, so I shall have to go with­out,” said Jo, who nev­er trou­bled her­self much about dress.

			“You must have gloves, or I won’t go,” cried Meg de­cid­ed­ly. “Gloves are more im­por­tant than any­thing else; you can’t dance with­out them, and if you don’t I should be so mor­ti­fied.”

			“Then I’ll stay still. I don’t care much for com­pa­ny danc­ing; it’s no fun to go sail­ing round; I like to fly about and cut ca­pers.”

			“You can’t ask moth­er for new ones, they are so ex­pen­sive, and you are so care­less. She said, when you spoilt the oth­ers, that she shouldn’t get you any more this win­ter. Can’t you make them do?” asked Meg anx­ious­ly.

			“I can hold them crum­pled up in my hand, so no one will know how stained they are: that’s all I can do. No! I’ll tell you how we can man­age—each wear one good one and car­ry a bad one; don’t you see?”

			“Your hands are big­ger than mine, and you will stretch my glove dread­ful­ly,” be­gan Meg, whose gloves were a ten­der point with her.

			“Then I’ll go with­out. I don’t care what peo­ple say!” cried Jo, tak­ing up her book.

			“You may have it, you may! on­ly don’t stain it, and do be­have nice­ly. Don’t put your hands be­hind you, or stare, or say ‘Christo­pher Colum­bus!’ will you?”

			“Don’t wor­ry about me; I’ll be as prim as I can, and not get in­to any scrapes, if I can help it. Now go and an­swer your note, and let me fin­ish this splen­did sto­ry.”

			So Meg went away to “ac­cept with thanks,” look over her dress, and sing blithe­ly as she did up her one re­al lace frill; while Jo fin­ished her sto­ry, her four ap­ples, and had a game of romps with Scrab­ble.

			On New-Year’s Eve the par­lor was de­sert­ed, for the two younger girls played dress­ing-maids, and the two el­der were ab­sorbed in the all-im­por­tant busi­ness of “get­ting ready for the par­ty.” Sim­ple as the toi­lets were, there was a great deal of run­ning up and down, laugh­ing and talk­ing, and at one time a strong smell of burnt hair per­vad­ed the house. Meg want­ed a few curls about her face, and Jo un­der­took to pinch the pa­pered locks with a pair of hot tongs.

			“Ought they to smoke like that?” asked Beth, from her perch on the bed.

			“It’s the damp­ness dry­ing,” replied Jo.

			“What a queer smell! it’s like burnt feath­ers,” ob­served Amy, smooth­ing her own pret­ty curls with a su­pe­ri­or air.

			“There, now I’ll take off the pa­pers and you’ll see a cloud of lit­tle ringlets,” said Jo, putting down the tongs.

			She did take off the pa­pers, but no cloud of ringlets ap­peared, for the hair came with the pa­pers, and the hor­ri­fied hair­dress­er laid a row of lit­tle scorched bun­dles on the bu­reau be­fore her vic­tim.

			“Oh, oh, oh! what have you done? I’m spoilt! I can’t go! My hair, oh, my hair!” wailed Meg, look­ing with de­spair at the un­even friz­zle on her fore­head.

			“Just my luck! you shouldn’t have asked me to do it; I al­ways spoil ev­ery­thing. I’m so sor­ry, but the tongs were too hot, and so I’ve made a mess,” groaned poor Jo, re­gard­ing the black pan­cakes with tears of re­gret.

			“It isn’t spoilt; just friz­zle it, and tie your rib­bon so the ends come on your fore­head a bit, and it will look like the last fash­ion. I’ve seen many girls do it so,” said Amy con­sol­ing­ly.

			“Serves me right for try­ing to be fine. I wish I’d let my hair alone,” cried Meg petu­lant­ly.

			“So do I, it was so smooth and pret­ty. But it will soon grow out again,” said Beth, com­ing to kiss and com­fort the shorn sheep.

			Af­ter var­i­ous less­er mishaps, Meg was fin­ished at last, and by the unit­ed ex­er­tions of the fam­i­ly Jo’s hair was got up and her dress on. They looked very well in their sim­ple suits—Meg in sil­very drab, with a blue vel­vet snood, lace frills, and the pearl pin; Jo in ma­roon, with a stiff, gen­tle­man­ly linen col­lar, and a white chrysan­the­mum or two for her on­ly or­na­ment. Each put on one nice light glove, and car­ried one soiled one, and all pro­nounced the ef­fect “quite easy and fine.” Meg’s high-heeled slip­pers were very tight, and hurt her, though she would not own it, and Jo’s nine­teen hair­pins all seemed stuck straight in­to her head, which was not ex­act­ly com­fort­able; but, dear me, let us be el­e­gant or die!

			“Have a good time, dearies!” said Mrs. March, as the sis­ters went dain­ti­ly down the walk. “Don’t eat much sup­per, and come away at eleven, when I send Han­nah for you.” As the gate clashed be­hind them, a voice cried from a win­dow—

			“Girls, girls! have you both got nice pock­et-hand­ker­chiefs?”

			“Yes, yes, spandy nice, and Meg has cologne on hers,” cried Jo, adding, with a laugh, as they went on, “I do be­lieve Marmee would ask that if we were all run­ning away from an earth­quake.”

			“It is one of her aris­to­crat­ic tastes, and quite prop­er, for a re­al la­dy is al­ways known by neat boots, gloves, and hand­ker­chief,” replied Meg, who had a good many lit­tle “aris­to­crat­ic tastes” of her own.

			“Now don’t for­get to keep the bad breadth out of sight, Jo. Is my sash right? and does my hair look very bad?” said Meg, as she turned from the glass in Mrs. Gar­diner’s dress­ing-room, af­ter a pro­longed prink.

			“I know I shall for­get. If you see me do­ing any­thing wrong, just re­mind me by a wink, will you?” re­turned Jo, giv­ing her col­lar a twitch and her head a hasty brush.

			“No, wink­ing isn’t la­dy­like; I’ll lift my eye­brows if any­thing is wrong, and nod if you are all right. Now hold your shoul­ders straight, and take short steps, and don’t shake hands if you are in­tro­duced to any­one: it isn’t the thing.”

			“How do you learn all the prop­er ways? I nev­er can. Isn’t that mu­sic gay?”

			Down they went, feel­ing a tri­fle timid, for they sel­dom went to par­ties, and, in­for­mal as this lit­tle gath­er­ing was, it was an event to them. Mrs. Gar­diner, a state­ly old la­dy, greet­ed them kind­ly, and hand­ed them over to the el­dest of her six daugh­ters. Meg knew Sal­lie, and was at her ease very soon; but Jo, who didn’t care much for girls or girl­ish gos­sip, stood about, with her back care­ful­ly against the wall, and felt as much out of place as a colt in a flow­er-gar­den. Half a dozen jovial lads were talk­ing about skates in an­oth­er part of the room, and she longed to go and join them, for skat­ing was one of the joys of her life. She tele­graphed her wish to Meg, but the eye­brows went up so alarm­ing­ly that she dared not stir. No one came to talk to her, and one by one the group near her dwin­dled away, till she was left alone. She could not roam about and amuse her­self, for the burnt breadth would show, so she stared at peo­ple rather for­lorn­ly till the danc­ing be­gan. Meg was asked at once, and the tight slip­pers tripped about so briskly that none would have guessed the pain their wear­er suf­fered smil­ing­ly. Jo saw a big red­head­ed youth ap­proach­ing her cor­ner, and fear­ing he meant to en­gage her, she slipped in­to a cur­tained re­cess, in­tend­ing to peep and en­joy her­self in peace. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, an­oth­er bash­ful per­son had cho­sen the same refuge; for, as the cur­tain fell be­hind her, she found her­self face to face with the “Lau­rence boy.”

			“Dear me, I didn’t know any­one was here!” stam­mered Jo, pre­par­ing to back out as speed­i­ly as she had bounced in.

			But the boy laughed, and said pleas­ant­ly, though he looked a lit­tle star­tled—

			“Don’t mind me; stay, if you like.”

			“Shan’t I dis­turb you?”

			“Not a bit; I on­ly came here be­cause I don’t know many peo­ple, and felt rather strange at first, you know.”

			“So did I. Don’t go away, please, un­less you’d rather.”

			The boy sat down again and looked at his pumps, till Jo said, try­ing to be po­lite and easy—

			“I think I’ve had the plea­sure of see­ing you be­fore; you live near us, don’t you?”

			“Next door”; and he looked up and laughed out­right, for Jo’s prim man­ner was rather fun­ny when he re­mem­bered how they had chat­ted about crick­et when he brought the cat home.

			That put Jo at her ease; and she laughed too, as she said, in her hearti­est way—

			“We did have such a good time over your nice Christ­mas present.”

			“Grand­pa sent it.”

			“But you put it in­to his head, didn’t you, now?”

			“How is your cat, Miss March?” asked the boy, try­ing to look sober, while his black eyes shone with fun.

			“Nice­ly, thank you, Mr. Lau­rence; but I am not Miss March, I’m on­ly Jo,” re­turned the young la­dy.

			“I’m not Mr. Lau­rence, I’m on­ly Lau­rie.”

			“Lau­rie Lau­rence—what an odd name!”

			“My first name is Theodore, but I don’t like it, for the fel­lows called me Do­ra, so I made them say Lau­rie in­stead.”

			“I hate my name, too—so sen­ti­men­tal! I wish ev­ery­one would say Jo, in­stead of Josephine. How did you make the boys stop call­ing you Do­ra?”

			“I thrashed ’em.”

			“I can’t thrash Aunt March, so I sup­pose I shall have to bear it”; and Jo re­signed her­self with a sigh.

			“Don’t you like to dance, Miss Jo?” asked Lau­rie, look­ing as if he thought the name suit­ed her.

			“I like it well enough if there is plen­ty of room, and ev­ery­one is live­ly. In a place like this I’m sure to up­set some­thing, tread on peo­ple’s toes, or do some­thing dread­ful, so I keep out of mis­chief, and let Meg sail about. Don’t you dance?”

			“Some­times; you see I’ve been abroad a good many years, and haven’t been in­to com­pa­ny enough yet to know how you do things here.”

			“Abroad!” cried Jo. “Oh, tell me about it! I love dear­ly to hear peo­ple de­scribe their trav­els.”

			Lau­rie didn’t seem to know where to be­gin; but Jo’s ea­ger ques­tions soon set him go­ing, and he told her how he had been at school in Ve­vay, where the boys nev­er wore hats, and had a fleet of boats on the lake, and for hol­i­day fun went walk­ing trips about Switzer­land with their teach­ers.

			“Don’t I wish I’d been there!” cried Jo. “Did you go to Paris?”

			“We spent last win­ter there.”

			“Can you talk French?”

			“We were not al­lowed to speak any­thing else at Ve­vay.”

			“Do say some! I can read it, but can’t pro­nounce.”

			“Quel nom a cette je­une demoi­selle en les pan­tou­fles jo­lis?” said Lau­rie good-na­tured­ly.

			“How nice­ly you do it! Let me see—you said, ‘Who is the young la­dy in the pret­ty slip­pers,’ didn’t you?”

			“Oui, made­moi­selle.”

			“It’s my sis­ter Mar­garet, and you knew it was! Do you think she is pret­ty?”

			“Yes; she makes me think of the Ger­man girls, she looks so fresh and qui­et, and dances like a la­dy.”

			Jo quite glowed with plea­sure at this boy­ish praise of her sis­ter, and stored it up to re­peat to Meg. Both peeped and crit­i­cised and chat­ted, till they felt like old ac­quain­tances. Lau­rie’s bash­ful­ness soon wore off; for Jo’s gen­tle­man­ly de­meanor amused and set him at his ease, and Jo was her mer­ry self again, be­cause her dress was for­got­ten, and no­body lift­ed their eye­brows at her. She liked the “Lau­rence boy” bet­ter than ev­er, and took sev­er­al good looks at him, so that she might de­scribe him to the girls; for they had no broth­ers, very few male cousins, and boys were al­most un­known crea­tures to them.

			“Curly black hair; brown skin; big, black eyes; hand­some nose; fine teeth; small hands and feet; taller than I am; very po­lite, for a boy, and al­to­geth­er jol­ly. Won­der how old he is?”

			It was on the tip of Jo’s tongue to ask; but she checked her­self in time, and, with un­usu­al tact, tried to find out in a round­about way.

			“I sup­pose you are go­ing to col­lege soon? I see you peg­ging away at your books—no, I mean study­ing hard”; and Jo blushed at the dread­ful “peg­ging” which had es­caped her.

			Lau­rie smiled, but didn’t seem shocked, and an­swered, with a shrug—

			“Not for a year or two; I won’t go be­fore sev­en­teen, any­way.”

			“Aren’t you but fif­teen?” asked Jo, look­ing at the tall lad, whom she had imag­ined sev­en­teen al­ready.

			“Six­teen, next month.”

			“How I wish I was go­ing to col­lege! You don’t look as if you liked it.”

			“I hate it! Noth­ing but grind­ing or sky­lark­ing. And I don’t like the way fel­lows do ei­ther, in this coun­try.”

			“What do you like?”

			“To live in Italy, and to en­joy my­self in my own way.”

			Jo want­ed very much to ask what his own way was; but his black brows looked rather threat­en­ing as he knit them; so she changed the sub­ject by say­ing, as her foot kept time, “That’s a splen­did pol­ka! Why don’t you go and try it?”

			“If you will come too,” he an­swered, with a gal­lant lit­tle bow.

			“I can’t; for I told Meg I wouldn’t, be­cause—” There Jo stopped, and looked un­de­cid­ed whether to tell or to laugh.

			“Be­cause what?” asked Lau­rie cu­ri­ous­ly.

			“You won’t tell?”

			“Nev­er!”

			“Well, I have a bad trick of stand­ing be­fore the fire, and so I burn my frocks, and I scorched this one; and, though it’s nice­ly mend­ed, it shows, and Meg told me to keep still, so no one would see it. You may laugh, if you want to; it is fun­ny, I know.”

			But Lau­rie didn’t laugh; he on­ly looked down a minute, and the ex­pres­sion of his face puz­zled Jo, when he said very gen­tly—

			“Nev­er mind that; I’ll tell you how we can man­age: there’s a long hall out there, and we can dance grand­ly, and no one will see us. Please come?”

			Jo thanked him, and glad­ly went, wish­ing she had two neat gloves, when she saw the nice, pearl-col­ored ones her part­ner wore. The hall was emp­ty, and they had a grand pol­ka; for Lau­rie danced well, and taught her the Ger­man step, which de­light­ed Jo, be­ing full of swing and spring. When the mu­sic stopped, they sat down on the stairs to get their breath; and Lau­rie was in the midst of an ac­count of a stu­dents’ fes­ti­val at Hei­del­berg, when Meg ap­peared in search of her sis­ter. She beck­oned, and Jo re­luc­tant­ly fol­lowed her in­to a side-room, where she found her on a so­fa, hold­ing her foot, and look­ing pale.

			“I’ve sprained my an­kle. That stupid high heel turned, and gave me a sad wrench. It aches so, I can hard­ly stand, and I don’t know how I’m ev­er go­ing to get home,” she said, rock­ing to and fro in pain.

			“I knew you’d hurt your feet with those sil­ly shoes. I’m sor­ry. But I don’t see what you can do, ex­cept get a car­riage, or stay here all night,” an­swered Jo, soft­ly rub­bing the poor an­kle as she spoke.

			“I can’t have a car­riage, with­out its cost­ing ev­er so much. I dare say I can’t get one at all; for most peo­ple come in their own, and it’s a long way to the sta­ble, and no one to send.”

			“I’ll go.”

			“No, in­deed! It’s past nine, and dark as Egypt. I can’t stop here, for the house is full. Sal­lie has some girls stay­ing with her. I’ll rest till Han­nah comes, and then do the best I can.”

			“I’ll ask Lau­rie; he will go,” said Jo, look­ing re­lieved as the idea oc­curred to her.

			“Mer­cy, no! Don’t ask or tell any­one. Get me my rub­bers, and put these slip­pers with our things. I can’t dance any more; but as soon as sup­per is over, watch for Han­nah, and tell me the minute she comes.”

			“They are go­ing out to sup­per now. I’ll stay with you; I’d rather.”

			“No, dear, run along, and bring me some cof­fee. I’m so tired, I can’t stir!”

			So Meg re­clined, with rub­bers well hid­den, and Jo went blun­der­ing away to the din­ing-room, which she found af­ter go­ing in­to a chi­na-clos­et, and open­ing the door of a room where old Mr. Gar­diner was tak­ing a lit­tle pri­vate re­fresh­ment. Mak­ing a dart at the ta­ble, she se­cured the cof­fee, which she im­me­di­ate­ly spilt, there­by mak­ing the front of her dress as bad as the back.

			“Oh, dear, what a blun­der­buss I am!” ex­claimed Jo, fin­ish­ing Meg’s glove by scrub­bing her gown with it.

			“Can I help you?” said a friend­ly voice; and there was Lau­rie, with a full cup in one hand and a plate of ice in the oth­er.

			“I was try­ing to get some­thing for Meg, who is very tired, and some­one shook me; and here I am, in a nice state,” an­swered Jo, glanc­ing dis­mal­ly from the stained skirt to the cof­fee-col­ored glove.

			“Too bad! I was look­ing for some­one to give this to. May I take it to your sis­ter?”

			“Oh, thank you! I’ll show you where she is. I don’t of­fer to take it my­self, for I should on­ly get in­to an­oth­er scrape if I did.”

			Jo led the way; and, as if used to wait­ing on ladies, Lau­rie drew up a lit­tle ta­ble, brought a sec­ond in­stal­ment of cof­fee and ice for Jo, and was so oblig­ing that even par­tic­u­lar Meg pro­nounced him a “nice boy.” They had a mer­ry time over the bon­bons and mot­toes, and were in the midst of a qui­et game of “Buzz,” with two or three oth­er young peo­ple who had strayed in, when Han­nah ap­peared. Meg for­got her foot, and rose so quick­ly that she was forced to catch hold of Jo, with an ex­cla­ma­tion of pain.

			“Hush! Don’t say any­thing,” she whis­pered, adding aloud, “It’s noth­ing. I turned my foot a lit­tle, that’s all”; and limped up­stairs to put her things on.

			Han­nah scold­ed, Meg cried, and Jo was at her wits’ end, till she de­cid­ed to take things in­to her own hands. Slip­ping out, she ran down, and, find­ing a ser­vant, asked if he could get her a car­riage. It hap­pened to be a hired wait­er, who knew noth­ing about the neigh­bor­hood; and Jo was look­ing round for help, when Lau­rie, who had heard what she said, came up, and of­fered his grand­fa­ther’s car­riage, which had just come for him, he said.

			“It’s so ear­ly! You can’t mean to go yet?” be­gan Jo, look­ing re­lieved, but hes­i­tat­ing to ac­cept the of­fer.

			“I al­ways go ear­ly—I do, tru­ly! Please let me take you home? It’s all on my way, you know, and it rains, they say.”

			That set­tled it; and, telling him of Meg’s mishap, Jo grate­ful­ly ac­cept­ed, and rushed up to bring down the rest of the par­ty. Han­nah hat­ed rain as much as a cat does; so she made no trou­ble, and they rolled away in the lux­u­ri­ous close car­riage, feel­ing very fes­tive and el­e­gant. Lau­rie went on the box, so Meg could keep her foot up, and the girls talked over their par­ty in free­dom.

			“I had a cap­i­tal time. Did you?” asked Jo, rum­pling up her hair, and mak­ing her­self com­fort­able.

			“Yes, till I hurt my­self. Sal­lie’s friend, An­nie Mof­fat, took a fan­cy to me, and asked me to come and spend a week with her, when Sal­lie does. She is go­ing in the spring, when the opera comes; and it will be per­fect­ly splen­did, if moth­er on­ly lets me go,” an­swered Meg, cheer­ing up at the thought.

			“I saw you danc­ing with the red­head­ed man I ran away from. Was he nice?”

			“Oh, very! His hair is auburn, not red; and he was very po­lite, and I had a de­li­cious re­dowa with him.”

			“He looked like a grasshop­per in a fit, when he did the new step. Lau­rie and I couldn’t help laugh­ing. Did you hear us?”

			“No; but it was very rude. What were you about all that time, hid­den away there?”

			Jo told her ad­ven­tures, and, by the time she had fin­ished, they were at home. With many thanks, they said “Good night,” and crept in, hop­ing to dis­turb no one; but the in­stant their door creaked, two lit­tle night­caps bobbed up, and two sleepy but ea­ger voic­es cried out—

			“Tell about the par­ty! tell about the par­ty!”

			With what Meg called “a great want of man­ners,” Jo had saved some bon­bons for the lit­tle girls; and they soon sub­sid­ed, af­ter hear­ing the most thrilling events of the evening.

			“I de­clare, it re­al­ly seems like be­ing a fine young la­dy, to come home from the par­ty in a car­riage, and sit in my dress­ing-gown, with a maid to wait on me,” said Meg, as Jo bound up her foot with ar­ni­ca, and brushed her hair.

			“I don’t be­lieve fine young ladies en­joy them­selves a bit more than we do, in spite of our burnt hair, old gowns, one glove apiece, and tight slip­pers that sprain our an­kles when we are sil­ly enough to wear them.” And I think Jo was quite right.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				Bur­dens

			
			“Oh dear, how hard it does seem to take up our packs and go on,” sighed Meg, the morn­ing af­ter the par­ty; for, now the hol­i­days were over, the week of mer­ry­mak­ing did not fit her for go­ing on eas­i­ly with the task she nev­er liked.

			“I wish it was Christ­mas or New-Year all the time; wouldn’t it be fun?” an­swered Jo, yawn­ing dis­mal­ly.

			“We shouldn’t en­joy our­selves half so much as we do now. But it does seem so nice to have lit­tle sup­pers and bou­quets, and go to par­ties, and drive home, and read and rest, and not work. It’s like oth­er peo­ple, you know, and I al­ways en­vy girls who do such things; I’m so fond of lux­u­ry,” said Meg, try­ing to de­cide which of two shab­by gowns was the least shab­by.

			“Well, we can’t have it, so don’t let us grum­ble, but shoul­der our bun­dles and trudge along as cheer­ful­ly as Marmee does. I’m sure Aunt March is a reg­u­lar Old Man of the Sea to me, but I sup­pose when I’ve learned to car­ry her with­out com­plain­ing, she will tum­ble off, or get so light that I shan’t mind her.”

			This idea tick­led Jo’s fan­cy, and put her in good spir­its; but Meg didn’t bright­en, for her bur­den, con­sist­ing of four spoilt chil­dren, seemed heav­ier than ev­er. She hadn’t heart enough even to make her­self pret­ty, as usu­al, by putting on a blue neck-rib­bon, and dress­ing her hair in the most be­com­ing way.

			“Where’s the use of look­ing nice, when no one sees me but those cross midgets, and no one cares whether I’m pret­ty or not?” she mut­tered, shut­ting her draw­er with a jerk. “I shall have to toil and moil all my days, with on­ly lit­tle bits of fun now and then, and get old and ug­ly and sour, be­cause I’m poor, and can’t en­joy my life as oth­er girls do. It’s a shame!”

			So Meg went down, wear­ing an in­jured look, and wasn’t at all agree­able at break­fast-time. Ev­ery­one seemed rather out of sorts, and in­clined to croak. Beth had a headache, and lay on the so­fa, try­ing to com­fort her­self with the cat and three kit­tens; Amy was fret­ting be­cause her lessons were not learned, and she couldn’t find her rub­bers; Jo would whis­tle and make a great rack­et get­ting ready; Mrs. March was very busy try­ing to fin­ish a let­ter, which must go at once; and Han­nah had the grumps, for be­ing up late didn’t suit her.

			“There nev­er was such a cross fam­i­ly!” cried Jo, los­ing her tem­per when she had up­set an ink­stand, bro­ken both boot-lac­ings, and sat down up­on her hat.

			“You’re the cross­est per­son in it!” re­turned Amy, wash­ing out the sum, that was all wrong, with the tears that had fall­en on her slate.

			“Beth, if you don’t keep these hor­rid cats down cel­lar I’ll have them drowned,” ex­claimed Meg an­gri­ly, as she tried to get rid of the kit­ten, which had scram­bled up her back, and stuck like a burr just out of reach.

			Jo laughed, Meg scold­ed, Beth im­plored, and Amy wailed, be­cause she couldn’t re­mem­ber how much nine times twelve was.

			“Girls, girls, do be qui­et one minute! I must get this off by the ear­ly mail, and you drive me dis­tract­ed with your wor­ry,” cried Mrs. March, cross­ing out the third spoilt sen­tence in her let­ter.

			There was a mo­men­tary lull, bro­ken by Han­nah, who stalked in, laid two hot turnovers on the ta­ble, and stalked out again. These turnovers were an in­sti­tu­tion; and the girls called them “muffs,” for they had no oth­ers, and found the hot pies very com­fort­ing to their hands on cold morn­ings. Han­nah nev­er for­got to make them, no mat­ter how busy or grumpy she might be, for the walk was long and bleak; the poor things got no oth­er lunch, and were sel­dom home be­fore two.

			“Cud­dle your cats, and get over your headache, Bethy. Good­bye, Marmee; we are a set of ras­cals this morn­ing, but we’ll come home reg­u­lar an­gels. Now then, Meg!” and Jo tramped away, feel­ing that the pil­grims were not set­ting out as they ought to do.

			They al­ways looked back be­fore turn­ing the cor­ner, for their moth­er was al­ways at the win­dow, to nod and smile, and wave her hand to them. Some­how it seemed as if they couldn’t have got through the day with­out that; for, what­ev­er their mood might be, the last glimpse of that moth­er­ly face was sure to af­fect them like sun­shine.

			“If Marmee shook her fist in­stead of kiss­ing her hand to us, it would serve us right, for more un­grate­ful wretch­es than we are were nev­er seen,” cried Jo, tak­ing a re­morse­ful sat­is­fac­tion in the snowy walk and bit­ter wind.

			“Don’t use such dread­ful ex­pres­sions,” said Meg, from the depths of the vail in which she had shroud­ed her­self like a nun sick of the world.

			“I like good strong words, that mean some­thing,” replied Jo, catch­ing her hat as it took a leap off her head, prepara­to­ry to fly­ing away al­to­geth­er.

			“Call your­self any names you like; but I am nei­ther a ras­cal nor a wretch, and I don’t choose to be called so.”

			“You’re a blight­ed be­ing, and de­cid­ed­ly cross to­day be­cause you can’t sit in the lap of lux­u­ry all the time. Poor dear, just wait till I make my for­tune, and you shall rev­el in car­riages and ice-cream and high-heeled slip­pers and posies and red­head­ed boys to dance with.”

			“How ridicu­lous you are, Jo!” but Meg laughed at the non­sense, and felt bet­ter in spite of her­self.

			“Lucky for you I am; for if I put on crushed airs, and tried to be dis­mal, as you do, we should be in a nice state. Thank good­ness, I can al­ways find some­thing fun­ny to keep me up. Don’t croak any more, but come home jol­ly, there’s a dear.”

			Jo gave her sis­ter an en­cour­ag­ing pat on the shoul­der as they part­ed for the day, each go­ing a dif­fer­ent way, each hug­ging her lit­tle warm turnover, and each try­ing to be cheer­ful in spite of win­try weath­er, hard work, and the un­sat­is­fied de­sires of plea­sure-lov­ing youth.

			When Mr. March lost his prop­er­ty in try­ing to help an un­for­tu­nate friend, the two old­est girls begged to be al­lowed to do some­thing to­ward their own sup­port, at least. Be­liev­ing that they could not be­gin too ear­ly to cul­ti­vate en­er­gy, in­dus­try, and in­de­pen­dence, their par­ents con­sent­ed, and both fell to work with the hearty good­will which in spite of all ob­sta­cles, is sure to suc­ceed at last. Mar­garet found a place as nurs­ery gov­erness, and felt rich with her small salary. As she said, she was “fond of lux­u­ry,” and her chief trou­ble was pover­ty. She found it hard­er to bear than the oth­ers, be­cause she could re­mem­ber a time when home was beau­ti­ful, life full of ease and plea­sure, and want of any kind un­known. She tried not to be en­vi­ous or dis­con­tent­ed, but it was very nat­u­ral that the young girl should long for pret­ty things, gay friends, ac­com­plish­ments, and a hap­py life. At the Kings’ she dai­ly saw all she want­ed, for the chil­dren’s old­er sis­ters were just out, and Meg caught fre­quent glimpses of dain­ty ball-dress­es and bou­quets, heard live­ly gos­sip about the­atres, con­certs, sleigh­ing par­ties, and mer­ry­mak­ings of all kinds, and saw mon­ey lav­ished on tri­fles which would have been so pre­cious to her. Poor Meg sel­dom com­plained, but a sense of in­jus­tice made her feel bit­ter to­ward ev­ery­one some­times, for she had not yet learned to know how rich she was in the bless­ings which alone can make life hap­py.

			Jo hap­pened to suit Aunt March, who was lame, and need­ed an ac­tive per­son to wait up­on her. The child­less old la­dy had of­fered to adopt one of the girls when the trou­bles came, and was much of­fend­ed be­cause her of­fer was de­clined. Oth­er friends told the March­es that they had lost all chance of be­ing re­mem­bered in the rich old la­dy’s will; but the un­world­ly March­es on­ly said—

			“We can’t give up our girls for a dozen for­tunes. Rich or poor, we will keep to­geth­er and be hap­py in one an­oth­er.”

			The old la­dy wouldn’t speak to them for a time, but hap­pen­ing to meet Jo at a friend’s, some­thing in her com­i­cal face and blunt man­ners struck the old la­dy’s fan­cy, and she pro­posed to take her for a com­pan­ion. This did not suit Jo at all; but she ac­cept­ed the place since noth­ing bet­ter ap­peared, and, to ev­ery­one’s sur­prise, got on re­mark­ably well with her iras­ci­ble rel­a­tive. There was an oc­ca­sion­al tem­pest, and once Jo had marched home, declar­ing she couldn’t bear it any longer; but Aunt March al­ways cleared up quick­ly, and sent for her back again with such ur­gen­cy that she could not refuse, for in her heart she rather liked the pep­pery old la­dy.

			I sus­pect that the re­al at­trac­tion was a large li­brary of fine books, which was left to dust and spi­ders since Un­cle March died. Jo re­mem­bered the kind old gen­tle­man, who used to let her build rail­roads and bridges with his big dic­tio­nar­ies, tell her sto­ries about the queer pic­tures in his Latin books, and buy her cards of gin­ger­bread when­ev­er he met her in the street. The dim, dusty room, with the busts star­ing down from the tall book­cas­es, the cosy chairs, the globes, and, best of all, the wilder­ness of books, in which she could wan­der where she liked, made the li­brary a re­gion of bliss to her. The mo­ment Aunt March took her nap, or was busy with com­pa­ny, Jo hur­ried to this qui­et place, and, curl­ing her­self up in the easy-chair, de­voured po­et­ry, ro­mance, his­to­ry, trav­els, and pic­tures, like a reg­u­lar book­worm. But, like all hap­pi­ness, it did not last long; for as sure as she had just reached the heart of the sto­ry, the sweet­est verse of the song, or the most per­ilous ad­ven­ture of her trav­eller, a shrill voice called, “Josy-phine! Josy-phine!” and she had to leave her par­adise to wind yarn, wash the poo­dle, or read Belsham’s Es­says by the hour to­geth­er.

			Jo’s am­bi­tion was to do some­thing very splen­did; what it was she had no idea, as yet, but left it for time to tell her; and, mean­while, found her great­est af­flic­tion in the fact that she couldn’t read, run, and ride as much as she liked. A quick tem­per, sharp tongue, and rest­less spir­it were al­ways get­ting her in­to scrapes, and her life was a se­ries of ups and downs, which were both com­ic and pa­thet­ic. But the train­ing she re­ceived at Aunt March’s was just what she need­ed; and the thought that she was do­ing some­thing to sup­port her­self made her hap­py, in spite of the per­pet­u­al “Josy-phine!”

			Beth was too bash­ful to go to school; it had been tried, but she suf­fered so much that it was giv­en up, and she did her lessons at home, with her fa­ther. Even when he went away, and her moth­er was called to de­vote her skill and en­er­gy to Sol­diers’ Aid So­ci­eties, Beth went faith­ful­ly on by her­self, and did the best she could. She was a house­wife­ly lit­tle crea­ture, and helped Han­nah keep home neat and com­fort­able for the work­ers, nev­er think­ing of any re­ward but to be loved. Long, qui­et days she spent, not lone­ly nor idle, for her lit­tle world was peo­pled with imag­i­nary friends, and she was by na­ture a busy bee. There were six dolls to be tak­en up and dressed ev­ery morn­ing, for Beth was a child still, and loved her pets as well as ev­er. Not one whole or hand­some one among them; all were out­casts till Beth took them in; for, when her sis­ters out­grew these idols, they passed to her, be­cause Amy would have noth­ing old or ug­ly. Beth cher­ished them all the more ten­der­ly for that very rea­son, and set up a hos­pi­tal for in­firm dolls. No pins were ev­er stuck in­to their cot­ton vi­tals; no harsh words or blows were ev­er giv­en them; no ne­glect ev­er sad­dened the heart of the most re­pul­sive: but all were fed and clothed, nursed and ca­ressed, with an af­fec­tion which nev­er failed. One for­lorn frag­ment of dol­lan­i­ty had be­longed to Jo; and, hav­ing led a tem­pes­tu­ous life, was left a wreck in the rag­bag, from which drea­ry poor­house it was res­cued by Beth, and tak­en to her refuge. Hav­ing no top to its head, she tied on a neat lit­tle cap, and, as both arms and legs were gone, she hid these de­fi­cien­cies by fold­ing it in a blan­ket, and de­vot­ing her best bed to this chron­ic in­valid. If any­one had known the care lav­ished on that dol­ly, I think it would have touched their hearts, even while they laughed. She brought it bits of bou­quets; she read to it, took it out to breathe the air, hid­den un­der her coat; she sung it lul­labys, and nev­er went to bed with­out kiss­ing its dirty face, and whis­per­ing ten­der­ly, “I hope you’ll have a good night, my poor dear.”

			Beth had her trou­bles as well as the oth­ers; and not be­ing an an­gel, but a very hu­man lit­tle girl, she of­ten “wept a lit­tle weep,” as Jo said, be­cause she couldn’t take mu­sic lessons and have a fine pi­ano. She loved mu­sic so dear­ly, tried so hard to learn, and prac­tised away so pa­tient­ly at the jin­gling old in­stru­ment, that it did seem as if some­one (not to hint Aunt March) ought to help her. No­body did, how­ev­er, and no­body saw Beth wipe the tears off the yel­low keys, that wouldn’t keep in tune, when she was all alone. She sang like a lit­tle lark about her work, nev­er was too tired to play for Marmee and the girls, and day af­ter day said hope­ful­ly to her­self, “I know I’ll get my mu­sic some time, if I’m good.”

			There are many Beths in the world, shy and qui­et, sit­ting in cor­ners till need­ed, and liv­ing for oth­ers so cheer­ful­ly that no one sees the sac­ri­fices till the lit­tle crick­et on the hearth stops chirp­ing, and the sweet, sun­shiny pres­ence van­ish­es, leav­ing si­lence and shad­ow be­hind.

			If any­body had asked Amy what the great­est tri­al of her life was, she would have an­swered at once, “My nose.” When she was a ba­by, Jo had ac­ci­den­tal­ly dropped her in­to the coal-hod, and Amy in­sist­ed that the fall had ru­ined her nose for­ev­er. It was not big, nor red, like poor “Pe­trea’s”; it was on­ly rather flat, and all the pinch­ing in the world could not give it an aris­to­crat­ic point. No one mind­ed it but her­self, and it was do­ing its best to grow, but Amy felt deeply the want of a Gre­cian nose, and drew whole sheets of hand­some ones to con­sole her­self.

			“Lit­tle Raphael,” as her sis­ters called her, had a de­cid­ed tal­ent for draw­ing, and was nev­er so hap­py as when copy­ing flow­ers, de­sign­ing fairies, or il­lus­trat­ing sto­ries with queer spec­i­mens of art. Her teach­ers com­plained that, in­stead of do­ing her sums, she cov­ered her slate with an­i­mals; the blank pages of her at­las were used to copy maps on; and car­i­ca­tures of the most lu­di­crous de­scrip­tion came flut­ter­ing out of all her books at un­lucky mo­ments. She got through her lessons as well as she could, and man­aged to es­cape rep­ri­mands by be­ing a mod­el of de­port­ment. She was a great fa­vorite with her mates, be­ing good-tem­pered, and pos­sess­ing the hap­py art of pleas­ing with­out ef­fort. Her lit­tle airs and graces were much ad­mired, so were her ac­com­plish­ments; for be­side her draw­ing, she could play twelve tunes, cro­chet, and read French with­out mis­pro­nounc­ing more than two thirds of the words. She had a plain­tive way of say­ing, “When pa­pa was rich we did so-and-so,” which was very touch­ing; and her long words were con­sid­ered “per­fect­ly el­e­gant” by the girls.

			Amy was in a fair way to be spoilt; for ev­ery­one pet­ted her, and her small van­i­ties and self­ish­ness­es were grow­ing nice­ly. One thing, how­ev­er, rather quenched the van­i­ties; she had to wear her cousin’s clothes. Now Flo­rence’s mam­ma hadn’t a par­ti­cle of taste, and Amy suf­fered deeply at hav­ing to wear a red in­stead of a blue bon­net, un­be­com­ing gowns, and fussy aprons that did not fit. Ev­ery­thing was good, well made, and lit­tle worn; but Amy’s artis­tic eyes were much af­flict­ed, es­pe­cial­ly this win­ter, when her school dress was a dull pur­ple, with yel­low dots, and no trim­ming.

			“My on­ly com­fort,” she said to Meg, with tears in her eyes, “is, that moth­er don’t take tucks in my dress­es when­ev­er I’m naughty, as Maria Parks’ moth­er does. My dear, it’s re­al­ly dread­ful; for some­times she is so bad, her frock is up to her knees, and she can’t come to school. When I think of this deg­gerre­da­tion, I feel that I can bear even my flat nose and pur­ple gown, with yel­low sky­rock­ets on it.”

			Meg was Amy’s con­fi­dant and mon­i­tor, and, by some strange at­trac­tion of op­po­sites, Jo was gen­tle Beth’s. To Jo alone did the shy child tell her thoughts; and over her big, harum-scarum sis­ter, Beth un­con­scious­ly ex­er­cised more in­flu­ence than any­one in the fam­i­ly. The two old­er girls were a great deal to one an­oth­er, but each took one of the younger in­to her keep­ing, and watched over her in her own way; “play­ing moth­er” they called it, and put their sis­ters in the places of dis­card­ed dolls, with the ma­ter­nal in­stinct of lit­tle wom­en.

			“Has any­body got any­thing to tell? It’s been such a dis­mal day I’m re­al­ly dy­ing for some amuse­ment,” said Meg, as they sat sewing to­geth­er that evening.

			“I had a queer time with aunt to­day, and, as I got the best of it, I’ll tell you about it,” be­gan Jo, who dear­ly loved to tell sto­ries. “I was read­ing that ev­er­last­ing Belsham, and dron­ing away as I al­ways do, for aunt soon drops off, and then I take out some nice book, and read like fury till she wakes up. I ac­tu­al­ly made my­self sleepy; and, be­fore she be­gan to nod, I gave such a gape that she asked me what I meant by open­ing my mouth wide enough to take the whole book in at once.

			“ ‘I wish I could, and be done with it,’ said I, try­ing not to be saucy.

			“Then she gave me a long lec­ture on my sins, and told me to sit and think them over while she just ‘lost’ her­self for a mo­ment. She nev­er finds her­self very soon; so the minute her cap be­gan to bob, like a top-heavy dahlia, I whipped the Vicar of Wake­field out of my pock­et, and read away, with one eye on him, and one on aunt. I’d just got to where they all tum­bled in­to the wa­ter, when I for­got, and laughed out loud. Aunt woke up; and, be­ing more good-na­tured af­ter her nap, told me to read a bit, and show what friv­o­lous work I pre­ferred to the wor­thy and in­struc­tive Belsham. I did my very best, and she liked it, though she on­ly said—

			“ ‘I don’t un­der­stand what it’s all about. Go back and be­gin it, child.’

			“Back I went, and made the Prim­ros­es as in­ter­est­ing as ev­er I could. Once I was wicked enough to stop in a thrilling place, and say meek­ly, ‘I’m afraid it tires you, ma’am; shan’t I stop now?’

			“She caught up her knit­ting, which had dropped out of her hands, gave me a sharp look through her specs, and said, in her short way—

			“ ‘Fin­ish the chap­ter, and don’t be im­per­ti­nent, miss.’ ”

			“Did she own she liked it?” asked Meg.

			“Oh, bless you, no! but she let old Belsham rest; and, when I ran back af­ter my gloves this af­ter­noon, there she was, so hard at the Vicar that she didn’t hear me laugh as I danced a jig in the hall, be­cause of the good time com­ing. What a pleas­ant life she might have, if she on­ly chose. I don’t en­vy her much, in spite of her mon­ey, for af­ter all rich peo­ple have about as many wor­ries as poor ones, I think,” added Jo.

			“That re­minds me,” said Meg, “that I’ve got some­thing to tell. It isn’t fun­ny, like Jo’s sto­ry, but I thought about it a good deal as I came home. At the Kings to­day I found ev­ery­body in a flur­ry, and one of the chil­dren said that her old­est broth­er had done some­thing dread­ful, and pa­pa had sent him away. I heard Mrs. King cry­ing and Mr. King talk­ing very loud, and Grace and Ellen turned away their faces when they passed me, so I shouldn’t see how red their eyes were. I didn’t ask any ques­tions, of course; but I felt so sor­ry for them, and was rather glad I hadn’t any wild broth­ers to do wicked things and dis­grace the fam­i­ly.”

			“I think be­ing dis­graced in school is a great deal tryin­ger than any­thing bad boys can do,” said Amy, shak­ing her head, as if her ex­pe­ri­ence of life had been a deep one. “Susie Perkins came to school to­day with a love­ly red car­nelian ring; I want­ed it dread­ful­ly, and wished I was her with all my might. Well, she drew a pic­ture of Mr. Davis, with a mon­strous nose and a hump, and the words, ‘Young ladies, my eye is up­on you!’ com­ing out of his mouth in a bal­loon thing. We were laugh­ing over it, when all of a sud­den his eye was on us, and he or­dered Susie to bring up her slate. She was par­rylized with fright, but she went, and oh, what do you think he did? He took her by the ear, the ear! just fan­cy how hor­rid!—and led her to the recita­tion plat­form, and made her stand there half an hour, hold­ing that slate so ev­ery­one could see.”

			“Didn’t the girls laugh at the pic­ture?” asked Jo, who rel­ished the scrape.

			“Laugh? Not one! They sat as still as mice; and Susie cried quarts, I know she did. I didn’t en­vy her then; for I felt that mil­lions of car­nelian rings wouldn’t have made me hap­py, af­ter that. I nev­er, nev­er should have got over such a ag­o­niz­ing mor­ti­fi­ca­tion.” And Amy went on with her work, in the proud con­scious­ness of virtue, and the suc­cess­ful ut­ter­ance of two long words in a breath.

			“I saw some­thing that I liked this morn­ing, and I meant to tell it at din­ner, but I for­got,” said Beth, putting Jo’s top­sy-turvy bas­ket in or­der as she talked. “When I went to get some oys­ters for Han­nah, Mr. Lau­rence was in the fish-shop; but he didn’t see me, for I kept be­hind a bar­rel, and he was busy with Mr. Cut­ter, the fish-man. A poor wom­an came in, with a pail and a mop, and asked Mr. Cut­ter if he would let her do some scrub­bing for a bit of fish, be­cause she hadn’t any din­ner for her chil­dren, and had been dis­ap­point­ed of a day’s work. Mr. Cut­ter was in a hur­ry, and said ‘No,’ rather cross­ly; so she was go­ing away, look­ing hun­gry and sor­ry, when Mr. Lau­rence hooked up a big fish with the crooked end of his cane, and held it out to her. She was so glad and sur­prised, she took it right in her arms, and thanked him over and over. He told her to ‘go along and cook it,’ and she hur­ried off, so hap­py! Wasn’t it good of him? Oh, she did look so fun­ny, hug­ging the big, slip­pery fish, and hop­ing Mr. Lau­rence’s bed in heav­en would be ‘aisy.’ ”

			When they had laughed at Beth’s sto­ry, they asked their moth­er for one; and, af­ter a mo­ment’s thought, she said sober­ly—

			“As I sat cut­ting out blue flan­nel jack­ets to­day, at the rooms, I felt very anx­ious about fa­ther, and thought how lone­ly and help­less we should be, if any­thing hap­pened to him. It was not a wise thing to do; but I kept on wor­ry­ing, till an old man came in, with an or­der for some clothes. He sat down near me, and I be­gan to talk to him; for he looked poor and tired and anx­ious.

			“ ‘Have you sons in the army?’ I asked; for the note he brought was not to me.

			“ ‘Yes, ma’am. I had four, but two were killed, one is a pris­on­er, and I’m go­ing to the oth­er, who is very sick in a Wash­ing­ton hos­pi­tal,’ he an­swered qui­et­ly.

			“ ‘You have done a great deal for your coun­try, sir,’ I said, feel­ing re­spect now, in­stead of pity.

			“ ‘Not a mite more than I ought, ma’am. I’d go my­self, if I was any use; as I ain’t, I give my boys, and give ’em free.’

			“He spoke so cheer­ful­ly, looked so sin­cere, and seemed so glad to give his all, that I was ashamed of my­self. I’d giv­en one man, and thought it too much, while he gave four, with­out grudg­ing them. I had all my girls to com­fort me at home; and his last son was wait­ing, miles away, to say ‘good­bye’ to him, per­haps! I felt so rich, so hap­py, think­ing of my bless­ings, that I made him a nice bun­dle, gave him some mon­ey, and thanked him hearti­ly for the les­son he had taught me.”

			“Tell an­oth­er sto­ry, moth­er—one with a moral to it, like this. I like to think about them af­ter­wards, if they are re­al, and not too preachy,” said Jo, af­ter a minute’s si­lence.

			Mrs. March smiled, and be­gan at once; for she had told sto­ries to this lit­tle au­di­ence for many years, and knew how to please them.

			“Once up­on a time, there were four girls, who had enough to eat and drink and wear, a good many com­forts and plea­sures, kind friends and par­ents, who loved them dear­ly, and yet they were not con­tent­ed.” (Here the lis­ten­ers stole sly looks at one an­oth­er, and be­gan to sew dili­gent­ly.) “These girls were anx­ious to be good, and made many ex­cel­lent res­o­lu­tions; but they did not keep them very well, and were con­stant­ly say­ing, ‘If we on­ly had this,’ or ‘If we could on­ly do that,’ quite for­get­ting how much they al­ready had, and how many pleas­ant things they ac­tu­al­ly could do. So they asked an old wom­an what spell they could use to make them hap­py, and she said, ‘When you feel dis­con­tent­ed, think over your bless­ings, and be grate­ful.’ ” (Here Jo looked up quick­ly, as if about to speak, but changed her mind, see­ing that the sto­ry was not done yet.)

			“Be­ing sen­si­ble girls, they de­cid­ed to try her ad­vice, and soon were sur­prised to see how well off they were. One dis­cov­ered that mon­ey couldn’t keep shame and sor­row out of rich peo­ple’s hous­es; an­oth­er that, though she was poor, she was a great deal hap­pi­er, with her youth, health, and good spir­its, than a cer­tain fret­ful, fee­ble old la­dy, who couldn’t en­joy her com­forts; a third that, dis­agree­able as it was to help get din­ner, it was hard­er still to have to go beg­ging for it; and the fourth, that even car­nelian rings were not so valu­able as good be­hav­ior. So they agreed to stop com­plain­ing, to en­joy the bless­ings al­ready pos­sessed, and try to de­serve them, lest they should be tak­en away en­tire­ly, in­stead of in­creased; and I be­lieve they were nev­er dis­ap­point­ed, or sor­ry that they took the old wom­an’s ad­vice.”

			“Now, Marmee, that is very cun­ning of you to turn our own sto­ries against us, and give us a ser­mon in­stead of a ro­mance!” cried Meg.

			“I like that kind of ser­mon. It’s the sort fa­ther used to tell us,” said Beth thought­ful­ly, putting the nee­dles straight on Jo’s cush­ion.

			“I don’t com­plain near as much as the oth­ers do, and I shall be more care­ful than ev­er now; for I’ve had warn­ing from Susie’s down­fall,” said Amy moral­ly.

			“We need­ed that les­son, and we won’t for­get it. If we do, you just say to us, as old Chloe did in Un­cle Tom, ‘Tink ob yer mar­cies, chillen! tink ob yer mar­cies!’ ” added Jo, who could not, for the life of her, help get­ting a morsel of fun out of the lit­tle ser­mon, though she took it to heart as much as any of them.

		
	
		
			
				V

				Be­ing Neigh­bor­ly

			
			“What in the world are you go­ing to do now, Jo?” asked Meg, one snowy af­ter­noon, as her sis­ter came tramp­ing through the hall, in rub­ber boots, old sack and hood, with a broom in one hand and a shov­el in the oth­er.

			“Go­ing out for ex­er­cise,” an­swered Jo, with a mis­chievous twin­kle in her eyes.

			“I should think two long walks this morn­ing would have been enough! It’s cold and dull out; and I ad­vise you to stay, warm and dry, by the fire, as I do,” said Meg, with a shiv­er.

			“Nev­er take ad­vice! Can’t keep still all day, and, not be­ing a pussy­cat, I don’t like to doze by the fire. I like ad­ven­tures, and I’m go­ing to find some.”

			Meg went back to toast her feet and read Ivan­hoe; and Jo be­gan to dig paths with great en­er­gy. The snow was light, and with her broom she soon swept a path all round the gar­den, for Beth to walk in when the sun came out; and the in­valid dolls need­ed air. Now, the gar­den sep­a­rat­ed the March­es’ house from that of Mr. Lau­rence. Both stood in a sub­urb of the city, which was still coun­try-like, with groves and lawns, large gar­dens, and qui­et streets. A low hedge part­ed the two es­tates. On one side was an old, brown house, look­ing rather bare and shab­by, robbed of the vines that in sum­mer cov­ered its walls, and the flow­ers which then sur­round­ed it. On the oth­er side was a state­ly stone man­sion, plain­ly be­to­ken­ing ev­ery sort of com­fort and lux­u­ry, from the big coach-house and well-kept grounds to the con­ser­va­to­ry and the glimpses of love­ly things one caught be­tween the rich cur­tains. Yet it seemed a lone­ly, life­less sort of house; for no chil­dren frol­icked on the lawn, no moth­er­ly face ev­er smiled at the win­dows, and few peo­ple went in and out, ex­cept the old gen­tle­man and his grand­son.

			To Jo’s live­ly fan­cy, this fine house seemed a kind of en­chant­ed palace, full of splen­dors and de­lights, which no one en­joyed. She had long want­ed to be­hold these hid­den glo­ries, and to know the “Lau­rence boy,” who looked as if he would like to be known, if he on­ly knew how to be­gin. Since the par­ty, she had been more ea­ger than ev­er, and had planned many ways of mak­ing friends with him; but he had not been seen late­ly, and Jo be­gan to think he had gone away, when she one day spied a brown face at an up­per win­dow, look­ing wist­ful­ly down in­to their gar­den, where Beth and Amy were snow­balling one an­oth­er.

			“That boy is suf­fer­ing for so­ci­ety and fun,” she said to her­self. “His grand­pa does not know what’s good for him, and keeps him shut up all alone. He needs a par­ty of jol­ly boys to play with, or some­body young and live­ly. I’ve a great mind to go over and tell the old gen­tle­man so!”

			The idea amused Jo, who liked to do dar­ing things, and was al­ways scan­dal­iz­ing Meg by her queer per­for­mances. The plan of “go­ing over” was not for­got­ten; and when the snowy af­ter­noon came, Jo re­solved to try what could be done. She saw Mr. Lau­rence drive off, and then sal­lied out to dig her way down to the hedge, where she paused, and took a sur­vey. All qui­et—cur­tains down at the low­er win­dows; ser­vants out of sight, and noth­ing hu­man vis­i­ble but a curly black head lean­ing on a thin hand at the up­per win­dow.

			“There he is,” thought Jo, “poor boy! all alone and sick this dis­mal day. It’s a shame! I’ll toss up a snow­ball, and make him look out, and then say a kind word to him.”

			Up went a hand­ful of soft snow, and the head turned at once, show­ing a face which lost its list­less look in a minute, as the big eyes bright­ened and the mouth be­gan to smile. Jo nod­ded and laughed, and flour­ished her broom as she called out—

			“How do you do? Are you sick?”

			Lau­rie opened the win­dow, and croaked out as hoarse­ly as a raven—

			“Bet­ter, thank you. I’ve had a bad cold, and been shut up a week.”

			“I’m sor­ry. What do you amuse your­self with?”

			“Noth­ing; it’s as dull as tombs up here.”

			“Don’t you read?”

			“Not much; they won’t let me.”

			“Can’t some­body read to you?”

			“Grand­pa does, some­times; but my books don’t in­ter­est him, and I hate to ask Brooke all the time.”

			“Have some­one come and see you, then.”

			“There isn’t any­one I’d like to see. Boys make such a row, and my head is weak.”

			“Isn’t there some nice girl who’d read and amuse you? Girls are qui­et, and like to play nurse.”

			“Don’t know any.”

			“You know us,” be­gan Jo, then laughed, and stopped.

			“So I do! Will you come, please?” cried Lau­rie.

			“I’m not qui­et and nice; but I’ll come, if moth­er will let me. I’ll go ask her. Shut that win­dow, like a good boy, and wait till I come.”

			With that, Jo shoul­dered her broom and marched in­to the house, won­der­ing what they would all say to her. Lau­rie was in a flut­ter of ex­cite­ment at the idea of hav­ing com­pa­ny, and flew about to get ready; for, as Mrs. March said, he was “a lit­tle gen­tle­man,” and did hon­or to the com­ing guest by brush­ing his curly pate, putting on a fresh col­lar, and try­ing to tidy up the room, which, in spite of half a dozen ser­vants, was any­thing but neat. Present­ly there came a loud ring, then a de­cid­ed voice, ask­ing for “Mr. Lau­rie,” and a sur­prised-look­ing ser­vant came run­ning up to an­nounce a young la­dy.

			“All right, show her up, it’s Miss Jo,” said Lau­rie, go­ing to the door of his lit­tle par­lor to meet Jo, who ap­peared, look­ing rosy and kind and quite at her ease, with a cov­ered dish in one hand and Beth’s three kit­tens in the oth­er.

			“Here I am, bag and bag­gage,” she said briskly. “Moth­er sent her love, and was glad if I could do any­thing for you. Meg want­ed me to bring some of her blanc­mange; she makes it very nice­ly, and Beth thought her cats would be com­fort­ing. I knew you’d laugh at them, but I couldn’t refuse, she was so anx­ious to do some­thing.”

			It so hap­pened that Beth’s fun­ny loan was just the thing; for, in laugh­ing over the kits, Lau­rie for­got his bash­ful­ness, and grew so­cia­ble at once.

			“That looks too pret­ty to eat,” he said, smil­ing with plea­sure, as Jo un­cov­ered the dish, and showed the blanc­mange, sur­round­ed by a gar­land of green leaves, and the scar­let flow­ers of Amy’s pet gera­ni­um.

			“It isn’t any­thing, on­ly they all felt kind­ly, and want­ed to show it. Tell the girl to put it away for your tea: it’s so sim­ple, you can eat it; and, be­ing soft, it will slip down with­out hurt­ing your sore throat. What a cosy room this is!”

			“It might be if it was kept nice; but the maids are lazy, and I don’t know how to make them mind. It wor­ries me, though.”

			“I’ll right it up in two min­utes; for it on­ly needs to have the hearth brushed, so—and the things made straight on the man­tel­piece so—and the books put here, and the bot­tles there, and your so­fa turned from the light, and the pil­lows plumped up a bit. Now, then, you’re fixed.”

			And so he was; for, as she laughed and talked, Jo had whisked things in­to place, and giv­en quite a dif­fer­ent air to the room. Lau­rie watched her in re­spect­ful si­lence; and when she beck­oned him to his so­fa, he sat down with a sigh of sat­is­fac­tion, say­ing grate­ful­ly—

			“How kind you are! Yes, that’s what it want­ed. Now please take the big chair, and let me do some­thing to amuse my com­pa­ny.”

			“No; I came to amuse you. Shall I read aloud?” and Jo looked af­fec­tion­ate­ly to­ward some invit­ing books near by.

			“Thank you; I’ve read all those, and if you don’t mind, I’d rather talk,” an­swered Lau­rie.

			“Not a bit; I’ll talk all day if you’ll on­ly set me go­ing. Beth says I nev­er know when to stop.”

			“Is Beth the rosy one, who stays at home a good deal, and some­times goes out with a lit­tle bas­ket?” asked Lau­rie, with in­ter­est.

			“Yes, that’s Beth; she’s my girl, and a reg­u­lar good one she is, too.”

			“The pret­ty one is Meg, and the curly-haired one is Amy, I be­lieve?”

			“How did you find that out?”

			Lau­rie col­ored up, but an­swered frankly, “Why, you see, I of­ten hear you call­ing to one an­oth­er, and when I’m alone up here, I can’t help look­ing over at your house, you al­ways seem to be hav­ing such good times. I beg your par­don for be­ing so rude, but some­times you for­get to put down the cur­tain at the win­dow where the flow­ers are; and when the lamps are light­ed, it’s like look­ing at a pic­ture to see the fire, and you all round the ta­ble with your moth­er; her face is right op­po­site, and it looks so sweet be­hind the flow­ers, I can’t help watch­ing it. I haven’t got any moth­er, you know;” and Lau­rie poked the fire to hide a lit­tle twitch­ing of the lips that he could not con­trol.

			The soli­tary, hun­gry look in his eyes went straight to Jo’s warm heart. She had been so sim­ply taught that there was no non­sense in her head, and at fif­teen she was as in­no­cent and frank as any child. Lau­rie was sick and lone­ly; and, feel­ing how rich she was in home-love and hap­pi­ness, she glad­ly tried to share it with him. Her face was very friend­ly and her sharp voice un­usu­al­ly gen­tle as she said—

			“We’ll nev­er draw that cur­tain any more, and I give you leave to look as much as you like. I just wish, though, in­stead of peep­ing, you’d come over and see us. Moth­er is so splen­did, she’d do you heaps of good, and Beth would sing to you if I begged her to, and Amy would dance; Meg and I would make you laugh over our fun­ny stage prop­er­ties, and we’d have jol­ly times. Wouldn’t your grand­pa let you?”

			“I think he would, if your moth­er asked him. He’s very kind, though he does not look so; and he lets me do what I like, pret­ty much, on­ly he’s afraid I might be a both­er to strangers,” be­gan Lau­rie, bright­en­ing more and more.

			“We are not strangers, we are neigh­bors, and you needn’t think you’d be a both­er. We want to know you, and I’ve been try­ing to do it this ev­er so long. We haven’t been here a great while, you know, but we have got ac­quaint­ed with all our neigh­bors but you.”

			“You see grand­pa lives among his books, and doesn’t mind much what hap­pens out­side. Mr. Brooke, my tu­tor, doesn’t stay here, you know, and I have no one to go about with me, so I just stop at home and get on as I can.”

			“That’s bad. You ought to make an ef­fort, and go vis­it­ing ev­ery­where you are asked; then you’ll have plen­ty of friends, and pleas­ant places to go to. Nev­er mind be­ing bash­ful; it won’t last long if you keep go­ing.”

			Lau­rie turned red again, but wasn’t of­fend­ed at be­ing ac­cused of bash­ful­ness; for there was so much good­will in Jo, it was im­pos­si­ble not to take her blunt speech­es as kind­ly as they were meant.

			“Do you like your school?” asked the boy, chang­ing the sub­ject, af­ter a lit­tle pause, dur­ing which he stared at the fire, and Jo looked about her, well pleased.

			“Don’t go to school; I’m a busi­ness man—girl, I mean. I go to wait on my great-aunt, and a dear, cross old soul she is, too,” an­swered Jo.

			Lau­rie opened his mouth to ask an­oth­er ques­tion; but re­mem­ber­ing just in time that it wasn’t man­ners to make too many in­quiries in­to peo­ple’s af­fairs, he shut it again, and looked un­com­fort­able. Jo liked his good breed­ing, and didn’t mind hav­ing a laugh at Aunt March, so she gave him a live­ly de­scrip­tion of the fid­gety old la­dy, her fat poo­dle, the par­rot that talked Span­ish, and the li­brary where she rev­elled. Lau­rie en­joyed that im­mense­ly; and when she told about the prim old gen­tle­man who came once to woo Aunt March, and, in the mid­dle of a fine speech, how Poll had tweaked his wig off to his great dis­may, the boy lay back and laughed till the tears ran down his cheeks, and a maid popped her head in to see what was the mat­ter.

			“Oh! that does me no end of good. Tell on, please,” he said, tak­ing his face out of the so­fa-cush­ion, red and shin­ing with mer­ri­ment.

			Much elat­ed with her suc­cess, Jo did “tell on,” all about their plays and plans, their hopes and fears for fa­ther, and the most in­ter­est­ing events of the lit­tle world in which the sis­ters lived. Then they got to talk­ing about books; and to Jo’s de­light, she found that Lau­rie loved them as well as she did, and had read even more than her­self.

			“If you like them so much, come down and see ours. Grand­pa is out, so you needn’t be afraid,” said Lau­rie, get­ting up.

			“I’m not afraid of any­thing,” re­turned Jo, with a toss of the head.

			“I don’t be­lieve you are!” ex­claimed the boy, look­ing at her with much ad­mi­ra­tion, though he pri­vate­ly thought she would have good rea­son to be a tri­fle afraid of the old gen­tle­man, if she met him in some of his moods.

			The at­mos­phere of the whole house be­ing sum­mer-like, Lau­rie led the way from room to room, let­ting Jo stop to ex­am­ine what­ev­er struck her fan­cy; and so at last they came to the li­brary, where she clapped her hands, and pranced, as she al­ways did when es­pe­cial­ly de­light­ed. It was lined with books, and there were pic­tures and stat­ues, and dis­tract­ing lit­tle cab­i­nets full of coins and cu­riosi­ties, and sleepy-hol­low chairs, and queer ta­bles, and bronzes; and, best of all, a great open fire­place, with quaint tiles all round it.

			“What rich­ness!” sighed Jo, sink­ing in­to the depth of a vel­vet chair, and gaz­ing about her with an air of in­tense sat­is­fac­tion. “Theodore Lau­rence, you ought to be the hap­pi­est boy in the world,” she added im­pres­sive­ly.

			“A fel­low can’t live on books,” said Lau­rie, shak­ing his head, as he perched on a ta­ble op­po­site.

			Be­fore he could say more, a bell rung, and Jo flew up, ex­claim­ing with alarm, “Mer­cy me! it’s your grand­pa!”

			“Well, what if it is? You are not afraid of any­thing, you know,” re­turned the boy, look­ing wicked.

			“I think I am a lit­tle bit afraid of him, but I don’t know why I should be. Marmee said I might come, and I don’t think you’re any the worse for it,” said Jo, com­pos­ing her­self, though she kept her eyes on the door.

			“I’m a great deal bet­ter for it, and ev­er so much obliged. I’m on­ly afraid you are very tired talk­ing to me; it was so pleas­ant, I couldn’t bear to stop,” said Lau­rie grate­ful­ly.

			“The doc­tor to see you, sir,” and the maid beck­oned as she spoke.

			“Would you mind if I left you for a minute? I sup­pose I must see him,” said Lau­rie.

			“Don’t mind me. I’m as hap­py as a crick­et here,” an­swered Jo.

			Lau­rie went away, and his guest amused her­self in her own way. She was stand­ing be­fore a fine por­trait of the old gen­tle­man, when the door opened again, and, with­out turn­ing, she said de­cid­ed­ly, “I’m sure now that I shouldn’t be afraid of him, for he’s got kind eyes, though his mouth is grim, and he looks as if he had a tremen­dous will of his own. He isn’t as hand­some as my grand­fa­ther, but I like him.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” said a gruff voice be­hind her; and there, to her great dis­may, stood old Mr. Lau­rence.

			Poor Jo blushed till she couldn’t blush any red­der, and her heart be­gan to beat un­com­fort­ably fast as she thought what she had said. For a minute a wild de­sire to run away pos­sessed her; but that was cow­ard­ly, and the girls would laugh at her: so she re­solved to stay, and get out of the scrape as she could. A sec­ond look showed her that the liv­ing eyes, un­der the bushy gray eye­brows, were kinder even than the paint­ed ones; and there was a sly twin­kle in them, which less­ened her fear a good deal. The gruff voice was gruffer than ev­er, as the old gen­tle­man said abrupt­ly, af­ter that dread­ful pause, “So you’re not afraid of me, hey?”

			“Not much, sir.”

			“And you don’t think me as hand­some as your grand­fa­ther?”

			“Not quite, sir.”

			“And I’ve got a tremen­dous will, have I?”

			“I on­ly said I thought so.”

			“But you like me, in spite of it?”

			“Yes, I do, sir.”

			That an­swer pleased the old gen­tle­man; he gave a short laugh, shook hands with her, and, putting his fin­ger un­der her chin, turned up her face, ex­am­ined it grave­ly, and let it go, say­ing, with a nod, “You’ve got your grand­fa­ther’s spir­it, if you haven’t his face. He was a fine man, my dear; but, what is bet­ter, he was a brave and an hon­est one, and I was proud to be his friend.”

			“Thank you, sir;” and Jo was quite com­fort­able af­ter that, for it suit­ed her ex­act­ly.

			“What have you been do­ing to this boy of mine, hey?” was the next ques­tion, sharply put.

			“On­ly try­ing to be neigh­bor­ly, sir;” and Jo told how her vis­it came about.

			“You think he needs cheer­ing up a bit, do you?”

			“Yes, sir; he seems a lit­tle lone­ly, and young folks would do him good per­haps. We are on­ly girls, but we should be glad to help if we could, for we don’t for­get the splen­did Christ­mas present you sent us,” said Jo ea­ger­ly.

			“Tut, tut, tut! that was the boy’s af­fair. How is the poor wom­an?”

			“Do­ing nice­ly, sir;” and off went Jo, talk­ing very fast, as she told all about the Hum­mels, in whom her moth­er had in­ter­est­ed rich­er friends than they were.

			“Just her fa­ther’s way of do­ing good. I shall come and see your moth­er some fine day. Tell her so. There’s the tea-bell; we have it ear­ly, on the boy’s ac­count. Come down, and go on be­ing neigh­bor­ly.”

			“If you’d like to have me, sir.”

			“Shouldn’t ask you, if I didn’t;” and Mr. Lau­rence of­fered her his arm with old-fash­ioned cour­tesy.

			“What would Meg say to this?” thought Jo, as she was marched away, while her eyes danced with fun as she imag­ined her­self telling the sto­ry at home.

			“Hey! Why, what the dick­ens has come to the fel­low?” said the old gen­tle­man, as Lau­rie came run­ning down­stairs, and brought up with a start of sur­prise at the as­ton­ish­ing sight of Jo arm-in-arm with his re­doubtable grand­fa­ther.

			“I didn’t know you’d come, sir,” he be­gan, as Jo gave him a tri­umphant lit­tle glance.

			“That’s ev­i­dent, by the way you rack­et down­stairs. Come to your tea, sir, and be­have like a gen­tle­man;” and hav­ing pulled the boy’s hair by way of a ca­ress, Mr. Lau­rence walked on, while Lau­rie went through a se­ries of com­ic evo­lu­tions be­hind their backs, which near­ly pro­duced an ex­plo­sion of laugh­ter from Jo.

			The old gen­tle­man did not say much as he drank his four cups of tea, but he watched the young peo­ple, who soon chat­ted away like old friends, and the change in his grand­son did not es­cape him. There was col­or, light, and life in the boy’s face now, vi­vac­i­ty in his man­ner, and gen­uine mer­ri­ment in his laugh.

			“She’s right; the lad is lone­ly. I’ll see what these lit­tle girls can do for him,” thought Mr. Lau­rence, as he looked and lis­tened. He liked Jo, for her odd, blunt ways suit­ed him; and she seemed to un­der­stand the boy al­most as well as if she had been one her­self.

			If the Lau­rences had been what Jo called “prim and poky,” she would not have got on at all, for such peo­ple al­ways made her shy and awk­ward; but find­ing them free and easy, she was so her­self, and made a good im­pres­sion. When they rose she pro­posed to go, but Lau­rie said he had some­thing more to show her, and took her away to the con­ser­va­to­ry, which had been light­ed for her ben­e­fit. It seemed quite fairy­like to Jo, as she went up and down the walks, en­joy­ing the bloom­ing walls on ei­ther side, the soft light, the damp sweet air, and the won­der­ful vines and trees that hung above her—while her new friend cut the finest flow­ers till his hands were full; then he tied them up, say­ing, with the hap­py look Jo liked to see, “Please give these to your moth­er, and tell her I like the medicine she sent me very much.”

			They found Mr. Lau­rence stand­ing be­fore the fire in the great draw­ing-room, but Jo’s at­ten­tion was en­tire­ly ab­sorbed by a grand pi­ano, which stood open.

			“Do you play?” she asked, turn­ing to Lau­rie with a re­spect­ful ex­pres­sion.

			“Some­times,” he an­swered mod­est­ly.

			“Please do now. I want to hear it, so I can tell Beth.”

			“Won’t you first?”

			“Don’t know how; too stupid to learn, but I love mu­sic dear­ly.”

			So Lau­rie played, and Jo lis­tened, with her nose lux­u­ri­ous­ly buried in he­liotrope and tea-ros­es. Her re­spect and re­gard for the “Lau­rence boy” in­creased very much, for he played re­mark­ably well, and didn’t put on any airs. She wished Beth could hear him, but she did not say so; on­ly praised him till he was quite abashed, and his grand­fa­ther came to the res­cue. “That will do, that will do, young la­dy. Too many sug­arplums are not good for him. His mu­sic isn’t bad, but I hope he will do as well in more im­por­tant things. Go­ing? Well, I’m much obliged to you, and I hope you’ll come again. My re­spects to your moth­er. Good night, Doc­tor Jo.”

			He shook hands kind­ly, but looked as if some­thing did not please him. When they got in­to the hall, Jo asked Lau­rie if she had said any­thing amiss. He shook his head.

			“No, it was me; he doesn’t like to hear me play.”

			“Why not?”

			“I’ll tell you some day. John is go­ing home with you, as I can’t.”

			“No need of that; I am not a young la­dy, and it’s on­ly a step. Take care of your­self, won’t you?”

			“Yes; but you will come again, I hope?”

			“If you prom­ise to come and see us af­ter you are well.”

			“I will.”

			“Good night, Lau­rie!”

			“Good night, Jo, good night!”

			When all the af­ter­noon’s ad­ven­tures had been told, the fam­i­ly felt in­clined to go vis­it­ing in a body, for each found some­thing very at­trac­tive in the big house on the oth­er side of the hedge. Mrs. March want­ed to talk of her fa­ther with the old man who had not for­got­ten him; Meg longed to walk in the con­ser­va­to­ry; Beth sighed for the grand pi­ano; and Amy was ea­ger to see the fine pic­tures and stat­ues.

			“Moth­er, why didn’t Mr. Lau­rence like to have Lau­rie play?” asked Jo, who was of an in­quir­ing dis­po­si­tion.

			“I am not sure, but I think it was be­cause his son, Lau­rie’s fa­ther, mar­ried an Ital­ian la­dy, a mu­si­cian, which dis­pleased the old man, who is very proud. The la­dy was good and love­ly and ac­com­plished, but he did not like her, and nev­er saw his son af­ter he mar­ried. They both died when Lau­rie was a lit­tle child, and then his grand­fa­ther took him home. I fan­cy the boy, who was born in Italy, is not very strong, and the old man is afraid of los­ing him, which makes him so care­ful. Lau­rie comes nat­u­ral­ly by his love of mu­sic, for he is like his moth­er, and I dare say his grand­fa­ther fears that he may want to be a mu­si­cian; at any rate, his skill re­minds him of the wom­an he did not like, and so he ‘glow­ered,’ as Jo said.”

			“Dear me, how ro­man­tic!” ex­claimed Meg.

			“How sil­ly!” said Jo. “Let him be a mu­si­cian, if he wants to, and not plague his life out send­ing him to col­lege, when he hates to go.”

			“That’s why he has such hand­some black eyes and pret­ty man­ners, I sup­pose. Ital­ians are al­ways nice,” said Meg, who was a lit­tle sen­ti­men­tal.

			“What do you know about his eyes and his man­ners? You nev­er spoke to him, hard­ly,” cried Jo, who was not sen­ti­men­tal.

			“I saw him at the par­ty, and what you tell shows that he knows how to be­have. That was a nice lit­tle speech about the medicine moth­er sent him.”

			“He meant the blanc­mange, I sup­pose.”

			“How stupid you are, child! He meant you, of course.”

			“Did he?” and Jo opened her eyes as if it had nev­er oc­curred to her be­fore.

			“I nev­er saw such a girl! You don’t know a com­pli­ment when you get it,” said Meg, with the air of a young la­dy who knew all about the mat­ter.

			“I think they are great non­sense, and I’ll thank you not to be sil­ly, and spoil my fun. Lau­rie’s a nice boy, and I like him, and I won’t have any sen­ti­men­tal stuff about com­pli­ments and such rub­bish. We’ll all be good to him, be­cause he hasn’t got any moth­er, and he may come over and see us, mayn’t he, Marmee?”

			“Yes, Jo, your lit­tle friend is very wel­come, and I hope Meg will re­mem­ber that chil­dren should be chil­dren as long as they can.”

			“I don’t call my­self a child, and I’m not in my teens yet,” ob­served Amy. “What do you say, Beth?”

			“I was think­ing about our ‘Pil­grim’s Progress,’ ” an­swered Beth, who had not heard a word. “How we got out of the Slough and through the Wick­et Gate by re­solv­ing to be good, and up the steep hill by try­ing; and that maybe the house over there, full of splen­did things, is go­ing to be our Palace Beau­ti­ful.”

			“We have got to get by the li­ons, first,” said Jo, as if she rather liked the prospect.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				Beth Finds the Palace Beau­ti­ful

			
			The big house did prove a Palace Beau­ti­ful, though it took some time for all to get in, and Beth found it very hard to pass the li­ons. Old Mr. Lau­rence was the big­gest one; but af­ter he had called, said some­thing fun­ny or kind to each one of the girls, and talked over old times with their moth­er, no­body felt much afraid of him, ex­cept timid Beth. The oth­er li­on was the fact that they were poor and Lau­rie rich; for this made them shy of ac­cept­ing fa­vors which they could not re­turn. But, af­ter a while, they found that he con­sid­ered them the bene­fac­tors, and could not do enough to show how grate­ful he was for Mrs. March’s moth­er­ly wel­come, their cheer­ful so­ci­ety, and the com­fort he took in that hum­ble home of theirs. So they soon for­got their pride, and in­ter­changed kind­ness­es with­out stop­ping to think which was the greater.

			All sorts of pleas­ant things hap­pened about that time; for the new friend­ship flour­ished like grass in spring. Ev­ery­one liked Lau­rie, and he pri­vate­ly in­formed his tu­tor that “the March­es were reg­u­lar­ly splen­did girls.” With the de­light­ful en­thu­si­asm of youth, they took the soli­tary boy in­to their midst, and made much of him, and he found some­thing very charm­ing in the in­no­cent com­pan­ion­ship of these sim­ple-heart­ed girls. Nev­er hav­ing known moth­er or sis­ters, he was quick to feel the in­flu­ences they brought about him; and their busy, live­ly ways made him ashamed of the in­do­lent life he led. He was tired of books, and found peo­ple so in­ter­est­ing now that Mr. Brooke was obliged to make very un­sat­is­fac­to­ry re­ports; for Lau­rie was al­ways play­ing tru­ant, and run­ning over to the March­es.

			“Nev­er mind; let him take a hol­i­day, and make it up af­ter­wards,” said the old gen­tle­man. “The good la­dy next door says he is study­ing too hard, and needs young so­ci­ety, amuse­ment, and ex­er­cise. I sus­pect she is right, and that I’ve been cod­dling the fel­low as if I’d been his grand­moth­er. Let him do what he likes, as long as he is hap­py. He can’t get in­to mis­chief in that lit­tle nun­nery over there; and Mrs. March is do­ing more for him than we can.”

			What good times they had, to be sure! Such plays and tableaux, such sleigh-rides and skat­ing frol­ics, such pleas­ant evenings in the old par­lor, and now and then such gay lit­tle par­ties at the great house. Meg could walk in the con­ser­va­to­ry when­ev­er she liked, and rev­el in bou­quets; Jo browsed over the new li­brary vo­ra­cious­ly, and con­vulsed the old gen­tle­man with her crit­i­cisms; Amy copied pic­tures, and en­joyed beau­ty to her heart’s con­tent; and Lau­rie played “lord of the manor” in the most de­light­ful style.

			But Beth, though yearn­ing for the grand pi­ano, could not pluck up courage to go to the “Man­sion of Bliss,” as Meg called it. She went once with Jo; but the old gen­tle­man, not be­ing aware of her in­fir­mi­ty, stared at her so hard from un­der his heavy eye­brows, and said “Hey!” so loud, that he fright­ened her so much her “feet chat­tered on the floor,” she told her moth­er; and she ran away, declar­ing she would nev­er go there any more, not even for the dear pi­ano. No per­sua­sions or en­tice­ments could over­come her fear, till, the fact com­ing to Mr. Lau­rence’s ear in some mys­te­ri­ous way, he set about mend­ing mat­ters. Dur­ing one of the brief calls he made, he art­ful­ly led the con­ver­sa­tion to mu­sic, and talked away about great singers whom he had seen, fine or­gans he had heard, and told such charm­ing anec­dotes that Beth found it im­pos­si­ble to stay in her dis­tant cor­ner, but crept near­er and near­er, as if fas­ci­nat­ed. At the back of his chair she stopped, and stood lis­ten­ing, with her great eyes wide open, and her cheeks red with the ex­cite­ment of this un­usu­al per­for­mance. Tak­ing no more no­tice of her than if she had been a fly, Mr. Lau­rence talked on about Lau­rie’s lessons and teach­ers; and present­ly, as if the idea had just oc­curred to him, he said to Mrs. March—

			“The boy ne­glects his mu­sic now, and I’m glad of it, for he was get­ting too fond of it. But the pi­ano suf­fers for want of use. Wouldn’t some of your girls like to run over, and prac­tise on it now and then, just to keep it in tune, you know, ma’am?”

			Beth took a step for­ward, and pressed her hands tight­ly to­geth­er to keep from clap­ping them, for this was an ir­re­sistible temp­ta­tion; and the thought of prac­tis­ing on that splen­did in­stru­ment quite took her breath away. Be­fore Mrs. March could re­ply, Mr. Lau­rence went on with an odd lit­tle nod and smile—

			“They needn’t see or speak to any­one, but run in at any time; for I’m shut up in my study at the oth­er end of the house, Lau­rie is out a great deal, and the ser­vants are nev­er near the draw­ing-room af­ter nine o’clock.”

			Here he rose, as if go­ing, and Beth made up her mind to speak, for that last ar­range­ment left noth­ing to be de­sired. “Please tell the young ladies what I say; and if they don’t care to come, why, nev­er mind.” Here a lit­tle hand slipped in­to his, and Beth looked up at him with a face full of grat­i­tude, as she said, in her earnest yet timid way—

			“O sir, they do care, very, very much!”

			“Are you the mu­si­cal girl?” he asked, with­out any star­tling “Hey!” as he looked down at her very kind­ly.

			“I’m Beth. I love it dear­ly, and I’ll come, if you are quite sure no­body will hear me—and be dis­turbed,” she added, fear­ing to be rude, and trem­bling at her own bold­ness as she spoke.

			“Not a soul, my dear. The house is emp­ty half the day; so come, and drum away as much as you like, and I shall be obliged to you.”

			“How kind you are, sir!”

			Beth blushed like a rose un­der the friend­ly look he wore; but she was not fright­ened now, and gave the big hand a grate­ful squeeze, be­cause she had no words to thank him for the pre­cious gift he had giv­en her. The old gen­tle­man soft­ly stroked the hair off her fore­head, and, stoop­ing down, he kissed her, say­ing, in a tone few peo­ple ev­er heard—

			“I had a lit­tle girl once, with eyes like these. God bless you, my dear! Good day, madam;” and away he went, in a great hur­ry.

			Beth had a rap­ture with her moth­er, and then rushed up to im­part the glo­ri­ous news to her fam­i­ly of in­valids, as the girls were not at home. How blithe­ly she sung that evening, and how they all laughed at her, be­cause she woke Amy in the night by play­ing the pi­ano on her face in her sleep. Next day, hav­ing seen both the old and young gen­tle­man out of the house, Beth, af­ter two or three re­treats, fair­ly got in at the side-door, and made her way, as noise­less­ly as any mouse, to the draw­ing-room, where her idol stood. Quite by ac­ci­dent, of course, some pret­ty, easy mu­sic lay on the pi­ano; and, with trem­bling fin­gers, and fre­quent stops to lis­ten and look about, Beth at last touched the great in­stru­ment, and straight­way for­got her fear, her­self, and ev­ery­thing else but the un­speak­able de­light which the mu­sic gave her, for it was like the voice of a beloved friend.

			She stayed till Han­nah came to take her home to din­ner; but she had no ap­petite, and could on­ly sit and smile up­on ev­ery­one in a gen­er­al state of beat­i­tude.

			Af­ter that, the lit­tle brown hood slipped through the hedge near­ly ev­ery day, and the great draw­ing-room was haunt­ed by a tune­ful spir­it that came and went un­seen. She nev­er knew that Mr. Lau­rence of­ten opened his study-door to hear the old-fash­ioned airs he liked; she nev­er saw Lau­rie mount guard in the hall to warn the ser­vants away; she nev­er sus­pect­ed that the ex­er­cise-books and new songs which she found in the rack were put there for her es­pe­cial ben­e­fit; and when he talked to her about mu­sic at home, she on­ly thought how kind he was to tell things that helped her so much. So she en­joyed her­self hearti­ly, and found, what isn’t al­ways the case, that her grant­ed wish was all she had hoped. Per­haps it was be­cause she was so grate­ful for this bless­ing that a greater was giv­en her; at any rate, she de­served both.

			“Moth­er, I’m go­ing to work Mr. Lau­rence a pair of slip­pers. He is so kind to me, I must thank him, and I don’t know any oth­er way. Can I do it?” asked Beth, a few weeks af­ter that event­ful call of his.

			“Yes, dear. It will please him very much, and be a nice way of thank­ing him. The girls will help you about them, and I will pay for the mak­ing up,” replied Mrs. March, who took pe­cu­liar plea­sure in grant­ing Beth’s re­quests, be­cause she so sel­dom asked any­thing for her­self.

			Af­ter many se­ri­ous dis­cus­sions with Meg and Jo, the pat­tern was cho­sen, the ma­te­ri­als bought, and the slip­pers be­gun. A clus­ter of grave yet cheer­ful pan­sies, on a deep­er pur­ple ground, was pro­nounced very ap­pro­pri­ate and pret­ty; and Beth worked away ear­ly and late, with oc­ca­sion­al lifts over hard parts. She was a nim­ble lit­tle needle­wom­an, and they were fin­ished be­fore any­one got tired of them. Then she wrote a very short, sim­ple note, and, with Lau­rie’s help, got them smug­gled on to the study-ta­ble one morn­ing be­fore the old gen­tle­man was up.

			When this ex­cite­ment was over, Beth wait­ed to see what would hap­pen. All that day passed, and a part of the next, be­fore any ac­knowl­edg­ment ar­rived, and she was be­gin­ning to fear she had of­fend­ed her crotch­ety friend. On the af­ter­noon of the sec­ond day, she went out to do an er­rand, and give poor Joan­na, the in­valid doll, her dai­ly ex­er­cise. As she came up the street, on her re­turn, she saw three, yes, four, heads pop­ping in and out of the par­lor win­dows, and the mo­ment they saw her, sev­er­al hands were waved, and sev­er­al joy­ful voic­es screamed—

			“Here’s a let­ter from the old gen­tle­man! Come quick, and read it!”

			“O Beth, he’s sent you—” be­gan Amy, ges­tic­u­lat­ing with un­seem­ly en­er­gy; but she got no fur­ther, for Jo quenched her by slam­ming down the win­dow.

			Beth hur­ried on in a flut­ter of sus­pense. At the door, her sis­ters seized and bore her to the par­lor in a tri­umphal pro­ces­sion, all point­ing, and all say­ing at once, “Look there! look there!” Beth did look, and turned pale with de­light and sur­prise; for there stood a lit­tle cab­i­net-pi­ano, with a let­ter ly­ing on the glossy lid, di­rect­ed, like a sign­board, to “Miss Eliz­a­beth March.”

			“For me?” gasped Beth, hold­ing on to Jo, and feel­ing as if she should tum­ble down, it was such an over­whelm­ing thing al­to­geth­er.

			“Yes; all for you, my pre­cious! Isn’t it splen­did of him? Don’t you think he’s the dear­est old man in the world? Here’s the key in the let­ter. We didn’t open it, but we are dy­ing to know what he says,” cried Jo, hug­ging her sis­ter, and of­fer­ing the note.

			“You read it! I can’t, I feel so queer! Oh, it is too love­ly!” and Beth hid her face in Jo’s apron, quite up­set by her present.

			Jo opened the pa­per, and be­gan to laugh, for the first words she saw were—

			
				
					“Miss March:

					“Dear Madam—”

				
			

			“How nice it sounds! I wish some­one would write to me so!” said Amy, who thought the old-fash­ioned ad­dress very el­e­gant.

			
				“ ‘I have had many pairs of slip­pers in my life, but I nev­er had any that suit­ed me so well as yours,’ ” con­tin­ued Jo. “ ‘Heart’s-ease is my fa­vorite flow­er, and these will al­ways re­mind me of the gen­tle giv­er. I like to pay my debts; so I know you will al­low “the old gen­tle­man” to send you some­thing which once be­longed to the lit­tle grand­daugh­ter he lost. With hearty thanks and best wish­es, I re­main—

				
					“ ‘Your grate­ful friend and hum­ble ser­vant,

					“ ‘James Lau­rence.’ ”

				
			

			“There, Beth, that’s an hon­or to be proud of, I’m sure! Lau­rie told me how fond Mr. Lau­rence used to be of the child who died, and how he kept all her lit­tle things care­ful­ly. Just think, he’s giv­en you her pi­ano. That comes of hav­ing big blue eyes and lov­ing mu­sic,” said Jo, try­ing to soothe Beth, who trem­bled, and looked more ex­cit­ed than she had ev­er been be­fore.

			“See the cun­ning brack­ets to hold can­dles, and the nice green silk, puck­ered up, with a gold rose in the mid­dle, and the pret­ty rack and stool, all com­plete,” added Meg, open­ing the in­stru­ment and dis­play­ing its beau­ties.

			“ ‘Your hum­ble ser­vant, James Lau­rence’; on­ly think of his writ­ing that to you. I’ll tell the girls. They’ll think it’s splen­did,” said Amy, much im­pressed by the note.

			“Try it, hon­ey. Let’s hear the sound of the ba­by-pi­anny,” said Han­nah, who al­ways took a share in the fam­i­ly joys and sor­rows.

			So Beth tried it; and ev­ery­one pro­nounced it the most re­mark­able pi­ano ev­er heard. It had ev­i­dent­ly been new­ly tuned and put in ap­ple-pie or­der; but, per­fect as it was, I think the re­al charm of it lay in the hap­pi­est of all hap­py faces which leaned over it, as Beth lov­ing­ly touched the beau­ti­ful black and white keys and pressed the bright ped­als.

			“You’ll have to go and thank him,” said Jo, by way of a joke; for the idea of the child’s re­al­ly go­ing nev­er en­tered her head.

			“Yes, I mean to. I guess I’ll go now, be­fore I get fright­ened think­ing about it.” And, to the ut­ter amaze­ment of the as­sem­bled fam­i­ly, Beth walked de­lib­er­ate­ly down the gar­den, through the hedge, and in at the Lau­rences’ door.

			“Well, I wish I may die if it ain’t the queer­est thing I ev­er see! The pi­anny has turned her head! She’d nev­er have gone in her right mind,” cried Han­nah, star­ing af­ter her, while the girls were ren­dered quite speech­less by the mir­a­cle.

			They would have been still more amazed if they had seen what Beth did af­ter­ward. If you will be­lieve me, she went and knocked at the study-door be­fore she gave her­self time to think; and when a gruff voice called out, “Come in!” she did go in, right up to Mr. Lau­rence, who looked quite tak­en aback, and held out her hand, say­ing, with on­ly a small qua­ver in her voice, “I came to thank you, sir, for—” But she didn’t fin­ish; for he looked so friend­ly that she for­got her speech, and, on­ly re­mem­ber­ing that he had lost the lit­tle girl he loved, she put both arms round his neck, and kissed him.

			If the roof of the house had sud­den­ly flown off, the old gen­tle­man wouldn’t have been more as­ton­ished; but he liked it—oh, dear, yes, he liked it amaz­ing­ly!—and was so touched and pleased by that con­fid­ing lit­tle kiss that all his crusti­ness van­ished; and he just set her on his knee, and laid his wrin­kled cheek against her rosy one, feel­ing as if he had got his own lit­tle grand­daugh­ter back again. Beth ceased to fear him from that mo­ment, and sat there talk­ing to him as cosi­ly as if she had known him all her life; for love casts out fear, and grat­i­tude can con­quer pride. When she went home, he walked with her to her own gate, shook hands cor­dial­ly, and touched his hat as he marched back again, look­ing very state­ly and erect, like a hand­some, sol­dier­ly old gen­tle­man, as he was.

			When the girls saw that per­for­mance, Jo be­gan to dance a jig, by way of ex­press­ing her sat­is­fac­tion; Amy near­ly fell out of the win­dow in her sur­prise; and Meg ex­claimed, with up­lift­ed hands, “Well, I do be­lieve the world is com­ing to an end!”

		
	
		
			
				VII

				Amy’s Val­ley of Hu­mil­i­a­tion

			
			“That boy is a per­fect Cy­clops, isn’t he?” said Amy, one day, as Lau­rie clat­tered by on horse­back, with a flour­ish of his whip as he passed.

			“How dare you say so, when he’s got both his eyes? and very hand­some ones they are, too,” cried Jo, who re­sent­ed any slight­ing re­marks about her friend.

			“I didn’t say any­thing about his eyes, and I don’t see why you need fire up when I ad­mire his rid­ing.”

			“Oh, my good­ness! that lit­tle goose means a cen­taur, and she called him a Cy­clops,” ex­claimed Jo, with a burst of laugh­ter.

			“You needn’t be so rude; it’s on­ly a ‘lapse of lingy,’ as Mr. Davis says,” re­tort­ed Amy, fin­ish­ing Jo with her Latin. “I just wish I had a lit­tle of the mon­ey Lau­rie spends on that horse,” she added, as if to her­self, yet hop­ing her sis­ters would hear.

			“Why?” asked Meg kind­ly, for Jo had gone off in an­oth­er laugh at Amy’s sec­ond blun­der.

			“I need it so much; I’m dread­ful­ly in debt, and it won’t be my turn to have the rag-mon­ey for a month.”

			“In debt, Amy? What do you mean?” and Meg looked sober.

			“Why, I owe at least a dozen pick­led limes, and I can’t pay them, you know, till I have mon­ey, for Marmee for­bade my hav­ing any­thing charged at the shop.”

			“Tell me all about it. Are limes the fash­ion now? It used to be prick­ing bits of rub­ber to make balls;” and Meg tried to keep her coun­te­nance, Amy looked so grave and im­por­tant.

			“Why, you see, the girls are al­ways buy­ing them, and un­less you want to be thought mean, you must do it, too. It’s noth­ing but limes now, for ev­ery­one is suck­ing them in their desks in school-time, and trad­ing them off for pen­cils, bead-rings, pa­per dolls, or some­thing else, at re­cess. If one girl likes an­oth­er, she gives her a lime; if she’s mad with her, she eats one be­fore her face, and don’t of­fer even a suck. They treat by turns; and I’ve had ev­er so many, but haven’t re­turned them; and I ought, for they are debts of hon­or, you know.”

			“How much will pay them off, and re­store your cred­it?” asked Meg, tak­ing out her purse.

			“A quar­ter would more than do it, and leave a few cents over for a treat for you. Don’t you like limes?”

			“Not much; you may have my share. Here’s the mon­ey. Make it last as long as you can, for it isn’t very plen­ty, you know.”

			“Oh, thank you! It must be so nice to have pock­et-mon­ey! I’ll have a grand feast, for I haven’t tast­ed a lime this week. I felt del­i­cate about tak­ing any, as I couldn’t re­turn them, and I’m ac­tu­al­ly suf­fer­ing for one.”

			Next day Amy was rather late at school; but could not re­sist the temp­ta­tion of dis­play­ing, with par­don­able pride, a moist brown-pa­per par­cel, be­fore she con­signed it to the in­most re­cess­es of her desk. Dur­ing the next few min­utes the ru­mor that Amy March had got twen­ty-four de­li­cious limes (she ate one on the way), and was go­ing to treat, cir­cu­lat­ed through her “set,” and the at­ten­tions of her friends be­came quite over­whelm­ing. Katy Brown in­vit­ed her to her next par­ty on the spot; Mary Kings­ley in­sist­ed on lend­ing her her watch till re­cess; and Jen­ny Snow, a satir­i­cal young la­dy, who had base­ly twit­ted Amy up­on her lime­less state, prompt­ly buried the hatch­et, and of­fered to fur­nish an­swers to cer­tain ap­palling sums. But Amy had not for­got­ten Miss Snow’s cut­ting re­marks about “some per­sons whose noses were not too flat to smell oth­er peo­ple’s limes, and stuck-up peo­ple, who were not too proud to ask for them;” and she in­stant­ly crushed “that Snow girl’s” hopes by the with­er­ing tele­gram, “You needn’t be so po­lite all of a sud­den, for you won’t get any.”

			A dis­tin­guished per­son­age hap­pened to vis­it the school that morn­ing, and Amy’s beau­ti­ful­ly drawn maps re­ceived praise, which hon­or to her foe ran­kled in the soul of Miss Snow, and caused Miss March to as­sume the airs of a stu­dious young pea­cock. But, alas, alas! pride goes be­fore a fall, and the re­venge­ful Snow turned the ta­bles with dis­as­trous suc­cess. No soon­er had the guest paid the usu­al stale com­pli­ments, and bowed him­self out, than Jen­ny, un­der pre­tence of ask­ing an im­por­tant ques­tion, in­formed Mr. Davis, the teach­er, that Amy March had pick­led limes in her desk.

			Now Mr. Davis had de­clared limes a con­tra­band ar­ti­cle, and solemn­ly vowed to pub­licly fer­rule the first per­son who was found break­ing the law. This much-en­dur­ing man had suc­ceed­ed in ban­ish­ing chew­ing-gum af­ter a long and stormy war, had made a bon­fire of the con­fis­cat­ed nov­els and news­pa­pers, had sup­pressed a pri­vate post-of­fice, had for­bid­den dis­tor­tions of the face, nick­names, and car­i­ca­tures, and done all that one man could do to keep half a hun­dred re­bel­lious girls in or­der. Boys are try­ing enough to hu­man pa­tience, good­ness knows! but girls are in­fin­ite­ly more so, es­pe­cial­ly to ner­vous gen­tle­men, with tyran­ni­cal tem­pers, and no more tal­ent for teach­ing than Dr. Blim­ber. Mr. Davis knew any quan­ti­ty of Greek, Latin, Al­ge­bra, and olo­gies of all sorts, so he was called a fine teach­er; and man­ners, morals, feel­ings, and ex­am­ples were not con­sid­ered of any par­tic­u­lar im­por­tance. It was a most un­for­tu­nate mo­ment for de­nounc­ing Amy, and Jen­ny knew it. Mr. Davis had ev­i­dent­ly tak­en his cof­fee too strong that morn­ing; there was an east wind, which al­ways af­fect­ed his neu­ral­gia; and his pupils had not done him the cred­it which he felt he de­served: there­fore, to use the ex­pres­sive, if not el­e­gant, lan­guage of a school­girl, “he was as ner­vous as a witch and as cross as a bear.” The word “limes” was like fire to pow­der; his yel­low face flushed, and he rapped on his desk with an en­er­gy which made Jen­ny skip to her seat with un­usu­al ra­pid­i­ty.

			“Young ladies, at­ten­tion, if you please!”

			At the stern or­der the buzz ceased, and fifty pairs of blue, black, gray, and brown eyes were obe­di­ent­ly fixed up­on his aw­ful coun­te­nance.

			“Miss March, come to the desk.”

			Amy rose to com­ply with out­ward com­po­sure, but a se­cret fear op­pressed her, for the limes weighed up­on her con­science.

			“Bring with you the limes you have in your desk,” was the un­ex­pect­ed com­mand which ar­rest­ed her be­fore she got out of her seat.

			“Don’t take all,” whis­pered her neigh­bor, a young la­dy of great pres­ence of mind.

			Amy hasti­ly shook out half a dozen, and laid the rest down be­fore Mr. Davis, feel­ing that any man pos­sess­ing a hu­man heart would re­lent when that de­li­cious per­fume met his nose. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, Mr. Davis par­tic­u­lar­ly de­test­ed the odor of the fash­ion­able pick­le, and dis­gust added to his wrath.

			“Is that all?”

			“Not quite,” stam­mered Amy.

			“Bring the rest im­me­di­ate­ly.”

			With a de­spair­ing glance at her set, she obeyed.

			“You are sure there are no more?”

			“I nev­er lie, sir.”

			“So I see. Now take these dis­gust­ing things two by two, and throw them out of the win­dow.”

			There was a si­mul­ta­ne­ous sigh, which cre­at­ed quite a lit­tle gust, as the last hope fled, and the treat was rav­ished from their long­ing lips. Scar­let with shame and anger, Amy went to and fro six dread­ful times; and as each doomed cou­ple—look­ing oh! so plump and juicy—fell from her re­luc­tant hands, a shout from the street com­plet­ed the an­guish of the girls, for it told them that their feast was be­ing ex­ult­ed over by the lit­tle Irish chil­dren, who were their sworn foes. This—this was too much; all flashed in­dig­nant or ap­peal­ing glances at the in­ex­orable Davis, and one pas­sion­ate lime-lover burst in­to tears.

			As Amy re­turned from her last trip, Mr. Davis gave a por­ten­tous “Hem!” and said, in his most im­pres­sive man­ner—

			“Young ladies, you re­mem­ber what I said to you a week ago. I am sor­ry this has hap­pened, but I nev­er al­low my rules to be in­fringed, and I nev­er break my word. Miss March, hold out your hand.”

			Amy start­ed, and put both hands be­hind her, turn­ing on him an im­plor­ing look which plead­ed for her bet­ter than the words she could not ut­ter. She was rather a fa­vorite with “old Davis,” as, of course, he was called, and it’s my pri­vate be­lief that he would have bro­ken his word if the in­dig­na­tion of one ir­re­press­ible young la­dy had not found vent in a hiss. That hiss, faint as it was, ir­ri­tat­ed the iras­ci­ble gen­tle­man, and sealed the cul­prit’s fate.

			“Your hand, Miss March!” was the on­ly an­swer her mute ap­peal re­ceived; and, too proud to cry or be­seech, Amy set her teeth, threw back her head de­fi­ant­ly, and bore with­out flinch­ing sev­er­al tin­gling blows on her lit­tle palm. They were nei­ther many nor heavy, but that made no dif­fer­ence to her. For the first time in her life she had been struck; and the dis­grace, in her eyes, was as deep as if he had knocked her down.

			“You will now stand on the plat­form till re­cess,” said Mr. Davis, re­solved to do the thing thor­ough­ly, since he had be­gun.

			That was dread­ful. It would have been bad enough to go to her seat, and see the pity­ing faces of her friends, or the sat­is­fied ones of her few en­e­mies; but to face the whole school, with that shame fresh up­on her, seemed im­pos­si­ble, and for a sec­ond she felt as if she could on­ly drop down where she stood, and break her heart with cry­ing. A bit­ter sense of wrong, and the thought of Jen­ny Snow, helped her to bear it; and, tak­ing the ig­no­min­ious place, she fixed her eyes on the stove-fun­nel above what now seemed a sea of faces, and stood there, so mo­tion­less and white that the girls found it very hard to study, with that pa­thet­ic fig­ure be­fore them.

			Dur­ing the fif­teen min­utes that fol­lowed, the proud and sen­si­tive lit­tle girl suf­fered a shame and pain which she nev­er for­got. To oth­ers it might seem a lu­di­crous or triv­ial af­fair, but to her it was a hard ex­pe­ri­ence; for dur­ing the twelve years of her life she had been gov­erned by love alone, and a blow of that sort had nev­er touched her be­fore. The smart of her hand and the ache of her heart were for­got­ten in the sting of the thought—

			“I shall have to tell at home, and they will be so dis­ap­point­ed in me!”

			The fif­teen min­utes seemed an hour; but they came to an end at last, and the word “Re­cess!” had nev­er seemed so wel­come to her be­fore.

			“You can go, Miss March,” said Mr. Davis, look­ing, as he felt, un­com­fort­able.

			He did not soon for­get the re­proach­ful glance Amy gave him, as she went, with­out a word to any­one, straight in­to the an­te­room, snatched her things, and left the place “for­ev­er,” as she pas­sion­ate­ly de­clared to her­self. She was in a sad state when she got home; and when the old­er girls ar­rived, some time lat­er, an in­dig­na­tion meet­ing was held at once. Mrs. March did not say much, but looked dis­turbed, and com­fort­ed her af­flict­ed lit­tle daugh­ter in her ten­der­est man­ner. Meg bathed the in­sult­ed hand with glyc­er­ine and tears; Beth felt that even her beloved kit­tens would fail as a balm for griefs like this; Jo wrath­ful­ly pro­posed that Mr. Davis be ar­rest­ed with­out de­lay; and Han­nah shook her fist at the “vil­lain,” and pound­ed pota­toes for din­ner as if she had him un­der her pes­tle.

			No no­tice was tak­en of Amy’s flight, ex­cept by her mates; but the sharp-eyed demoi­selles dis­cov­ered that Mr. Davis was quite be­nig­nant in the af­ter­noon, al­so un­usu­al­ly ner­vous. Just be­fore school closed, Jo ap­peared, wear­ing a grim ex­pres­sion, as she stalked up to the desk, and de­liv­ered a let­ter from her moth­er; then col­lect­ed Amy’s prop­er­ty, and de­part­ed, care­ful­ly scrap­ing the mud from her boots on the door­mat, as if she shook the dust of the place off her feet.

			“Yes, you can have a va­ca­tion from school, but I want you to study a lit­tle ev­ery day, with Beth,” said Mrs. March, that evening. “I don’t ap­prove of cor­po­ral pun­ish­ment, es­pe­cial­ly for girls. I dis­like Mr. Davis’s man­ner of teach­ing, and don’t think the girls you as­so­ciate with are do­ing you any good, so I shall ask your fa­ther’s ad­vice be­fore I send you any­where else.”

			“That’s good! I wish all the girls would leave, and spoil his old school. It’s per­fect­ly mad­den­ing to think of those love­ly limes,” sighed Amy, with the air of a mar­tyr.

			“I am not sor­ry you lost them, for you broke the rules, and de­served some pun­ish­ment for dis­obe­di­ence,” was the se­vere re­ply, which rather dis­ap­point­ed the young la­dy, who ex­pect­ed noth­ing but sym­pa­thy.

			“Do you mean you are glad I was dis­graced be­fore the whole school?” cried Amy.

			“I should not have cho­sen that way of mend­ing a fault,” replied her moth­er; “but I’m not sure that it won’t do you more good than a milder method. You are get­ting to be rather con­ceit­ed, my dear, and it is quite time you set about cor­rect­ing it. You have a good many lit­tle gifts and virtues, but there is no need of parad­ing them, for con­ceit spoils the finest ge­nius. There is not much dan­ger that re­al tal­ent or good­ness will be over­looked long; even if it is, the con­scious­ness of pos­sess­ing and us­ing it well should sat­is­fy one, and the great charm of all pow­er is mod­esty.”

			“So it is!” cried Lau­rie, who was play­ing chess in a cor­ner with Jo. “I knew a girl, once, who had a re­al­ly re­mark­able tal­ent for mu­sic, and she didn’t know it; nev­er guessed what sweet lit­tle things she com­posed when she was alone, and wouldn’t have be­lieved it if any­one had told her.”

			“I wish I’d known that nice girl; maybe she would have helped me, I’m so stupid,” said Beth, who stood be­side him, lis­ten­ing ea­ger­ly.

			“You do know her, and she helps you bet­ter than any­one else could,” an­swered Lau­rie, look­ing at her with such mis­chievous mean­ing in his mer­ry black eyes, that Beth sud­den­ly turned very red, and hid her face in the so­fa-cush­ion, quite over­come by such an un­ex­pect­ed dis­cov­ery.

			Jo let Lau­rie win the game, to pay for that praise of her Beth, who could not be pre­vailed up­on to play for them af­ter her com­pli­ment. So Lau­rie did his best, and sung de­light­ful­ly, be­ing in a par­tic­u­lar­ly live­ly hu­mor, for to the March­es he sel­dom showed the moody side of his char­ac­ter. When he was gone, Amy, who had been pen­sive all the evening, said sud­den­ly, as if busy over some new idea—

			“Is Lau­rie an ac­com­plished boy?”

			“Yes; he has had an ex­cel­lent ed­u­ca­tion, and has much tal­ent; he will make a fine man, if not spoilt by pet­ting,” replied her moth­er.

			“And he isn’t con­ceit­ed, is he?” asked Amy.

			“Not in the least; that is why he is so charm­ing, and we all like him so much.”

			“I see; it’s nice to have ac­com­plish­ments, and be el­e­gant; but not to show off, or get perked up,” said Amy thought­ful­ly.

			“These things are al­ways seen and felt in a per­son’s man­ner and con­ver­sa­tion, if mod­est­ly used; but it is not nec­es­sary to dis­play them,” said Mrs. March.

			“Any more than it’s prop­er to wear all your bon­nets and gowns and rib­bons at once, that folks may know you’ve got them,” added Jo; and the lec­ture end­ed in a laugh.

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				Jo Meets Apol­ly­on

			
			“Girls, where are you go­ing?” asked Amy, com­ing in­to their room one Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon, and find­ing them get­ting ready to go out, with an air of se­cre­cy which ex­cit­ed her cu­rios­i­ty.

			“Nev­er mind; lit­tle girls shouldn’t ask ques­tions,” re­turned Jo sharply.

			Now if there is any­thing mor­ti­fy­ing to our feel­ings, when we are young, it is to be told that; and to be bid­den to “run away, dear,” is still more try­ing to us. Amy bri­dled up at this in­sult, and de­ter­mined to find out the se­cret, if she teased for an hour. Turn­ing to Meg, who nev­er re­fused her any­thing very long, she said coax­ing­ly, “Do tell me! I should think you might let me go, too; for Beth is fuss­ing over her pi­ano, and I haven’t got any­thing to do, and am so lone­ly.”

			“I can’t, dear, be­cause you aren’t in­vit­ed,” be­gan Meg; but Jo broke in im­pa­tient­ly, “Now, Meg, be qui­et, or you will spoil it all. You can’t go, Amy; so don’t be a ba­by, and whine about it.”

			“You are go­ing some­where with Lau­rie, I know you are; you were whis­per­ing and laugh­ing to­geth­er, on the so­fa, last night, and you stopped when I came in. Aren’t you go­ing with him?”

			“Yes, we are; now do be still, and stop both­er­ing.”

			Amy held her tongue, but used her eyes, and saw Meg slip a fan in­to her pock­et.

			“I know! I know! you’re go­ing to the the­atre to see the Sev­en Cas­tles!” she cried; adding res­o­lute­ly, “and I shall go, for moth­er said I might see it; and I’ve got my rag-mon­ey, and it was mean not to tell me in time.”

			“Just lis­ten to me a minute, and be a good child,” said Meg sooth­ing­ly. “Moth­er doesn’t wish you to go this week, be­cause your eyes are not well enough yet to bear the light of this fairy piece. Next week you can go with Beth and Han­nah, and have a nice time.”

			“I don’t like that half as well as go­ing with you and Lau­rie. Please let me; I’ve been sick with this cold so long, and shut up, I’m dy­ing for some fun. Do, Meg! I’ll be ev­er so good,” plead­ed Amy, look­ing as pa­thet­ic as she could.

			“Sup­pose we take her. I don’t be­lieve moth­er would mind, if we bun­dle her up well,” be­gan Meg.

			“If she goes I shan’t; and if I don’t, Lau­rie won’t like it; and it will be very rude, af­ter he in­vit­ed on­ly us, to go and drag in Amy. I should think she’d hate to poke her­self where she isn’t want­ed,” said Jo cross­ly, for she dis­liked the trou­ble of over­see­ing a fid­gety child, when she want­ed to en­joy her­self.

			Her tone and man­ner an­gered Amy, who be­gan to put her boots on, say­ing, in her most ag­gra­vat­ing way, “I shall go; Meg says I may; and if I pay for my­self, Lau­rie hasn’t any­thing to do with it.”

			“You can’t sit with us, for our seats are re­served, and you mustn’t sit alone; so Lau­rie will give you his place, and that will spoil our plea­sure; or he’ll get an­oth­er seat for you, and that isn’t prop­er, when you weren’t asked. You shan’t stir a step; so you may just stay where you are,” scold­ed Jo, cross­er than ev­er, hav­ing just pricked her fin­ger in her hur­ry.

			Sit­ting on the floor, with one boot on, Amy be­gan to cry, and Meg to rea­son with her, when Lau­rie called from be­low, and the two girls hur­ried down, leav­ing their sis­ter wail­ing; for now and then she for­got her grown-up ways, and act­ed like a spoilt child. Just as the par­ty was set­ting out, Amy called over the ban­is­ters, in a threat­en­ing tone, “You’ll be sor­ry for this, Jo March; see if you ain’t.”

			“Fid­dle­sticks!” re­turned Jo, slam­ming the door.

			They had a charm­ing time, for The Sev­en Cas­tles of the Di­a­mond Lake were as bril­liant and won­der­ful as heart could wish. But, in spite of the com­i­cal red imps, sparkling elves, and gor­geous princes and princess­es, Jo’s plea­sure had a drop of bit­ter­ness in it; the fairy queen’s yel­low curls re­mind­ed her of Amy; and be­tween the acts she amused her­self with won­der­ing what her sis­ter would do to make her “sor­ry for it.” She and Amy had had many live­ly skir­mish­es in the course of their lives, for both had quick tem­pers, and were apt to be vi­o­lent when fair­ly roused. Amy teased Jo, and Jo ir­ri­tat­ed Amy, and se­mi-oc­ca­sion­al ex­plo­sions oc­curred, of which both were much ashamed af­ter­ward. Al­though the old­est, Jo had the least self-con­trol, and had hard times try­ing to curb the fiery spir­it which was con­tin­u­al­ly get­ting her in­to trou­ble; her anger nev­er last­ed long, and, hav­ing humbly con­fessed her fault, she sin­cere­ly re­pent­ed, and tried to do bet­ter. Her sis­ters used to say that they rather liked to get Jo in­to a fury, be­cause she was such an an­gel af­ter­ward. Poor Jo tried des­per­ate­ly to be good, but her bo­som en­e­my was al­ways ready to flame up and de­feat her; and it took years of pa­tient ef­fort to sub­due it.

			When they got home, they found Amy read­ing in the par­lor. She as­sumed an in­jured air as they came in; nev­er lift­ed her eyes from her book, or asked a sin­gle ques­tion. Per­haps cu­rios­i­ty might have con­quered re­sent­ment, if Beth had not been there to in­quire, and re­ceive a glow­ing de­scrip­tion of the play. On go­ing up to put away her best hat, Jo’s first look was to­ward the bu­reau; for, in their last quar­rel, Amy had soothed her feel­ings by turn­ing Jo’s top draw­er up­side down on the floor. Ev­ery­thing was in its place, how­ev­er; and af­ter a hasty glance in­to her var­i­ous clos­ets, bags, and box­es, Jo de­cid­ed that Amy had for­giv­en and for­got­ten her wrongs.

			There Jo was mis­tak­en; for next day she made a dis­cov­ery which pro­duced a tem­pest. Meg, Beth, and Amy were sit­ting to­geth­er, late in the af­ter­noon, when Jo burst in­to the room, look­ing ex­cit­ed, and de­mand­ing breath­less­ly, “Has any­one tak­en my book?”

			Meg and Beth said “No,” at once, and looked sur­prised; Amy poked the fire, and said noth­ing. Jo saw her col­or rise, and was down up­on her in a minute.

			“Amy, you’ve got it?”

			“No, I haven’t.”

			“You know where it is, then?”

			“No, I don’t.”

			“That’s a fib!” cried Jo, tak­ing her by the shoul­ders, and look­ing fierce enough to fright­en a much braver child than Amy.

			“It isn’t. I haven’t got it, don’t know where it is now, and don’t care.”

			“You know some­thing about it, and you’d bet­ter tell at once, or I’ll make you,” and Jo gave her a slight shake.

			“Scold as much as you like, you’ll nev­er see your sil­ly old book again,” cried Amy, get­ting ex­cit­ed in her turn.

			“Why not?”

			“I burnt it up.”

			“What! my lit­tle book I was so fond of, and worked over, and meant to fin­ish be­fore fa­ther got home? Have you re­al­ly burnt it?” said Jo, turn­ing very pale, while her eyes kin­dled and her hands clutched Amy ner­vous­ly.

			“Yes, I did! I told you I’d make you pay for be­ing so cross yes­ter­day, and I have, so—”

			Amy got no far­ther, for Jo’s hot tem­per mas­tered her, and she shook Amy till her teeth chat­tered in her head; cry­ing, in a pas­sion of grief and anger—

			“You wicked, wicked girl! I nev­er can write it again, and I’ll nev­er for­give you as long as I live.”

			Meg flew to res­cue Amy, and Beth to paci­fy Jo, but Jo was quite be­side her­self; and, with a part­ing box on her sis­ter’s ear, she rushed out of the room up to the old so­fa in the gar­ret, and fin­ished her fight alone.

			The storm cleared up be­low, for Mrs. March came home, and, hav­ing heard the sto­ry, soon brought Amy to a sense of the wrong she had done her sis­ter. Jo’s book was the pride of her heart, and was re­gard­ed by her fam­i­ly as a lit­er­ary sprout of great prom­ise. It was on­ly half a dozen lit­tle fairy tales, but Jo had worked over them pa­tient­ly, putting her whole heart in­to her work, hop­ing to make some­thing good enough to print. She had just copied them with great care, and had de­stroyed the old man­u­script, so that Amy’s bon­fire had con­sumed the lov­ing work of sev­er­al years. It seemed a small loss to oth­ers, but to Jo it was a dread­ful calami­ty, and she felt that it nev­er could be made up to her. Beth mourned as for a de­part­ed kit­ten, and Meg re­fused to de­fend her pet; Mrs. March looked grave and grieved, and Amy felt that no one would love her till she had asked par­don for the act which she now re­gret­ted more than any of them.

			When the tea-bell rung, Jo ap­peared, look­ing so grim and un­ap­proach­able that it took all Amy’s courage to say meek­ly—

			“Please for­give me, Jo; I’m very, very sor­ry.”

			“I nev­er shall for­give you,” was Jo’s stern an­swer; and, from that mo­ment, she ig­nored Amy en­tire­ly.

			No one spoke of the great trou­ble—not even Mrs. March—for all had learned by ex­pe­ri­ence that when Jo was in that mood words were wast­ed; and the wis­est course was to wait till some lit­tle ac­ci­dent, or her own gen­er­ous na­ture, soft­ened Jo’s re­sent­ment, and healed the breach. It was not a hap­py evening; for, though they sewed as usu­al, while their moth­er read aloud from Bre­mer, Scott, or Edge­worth, some­thing was want­ing, and the sweet home-peace was dis­turbed. They felt this most when singing-time came; for Beth could on­ly play, Jo stood dumb as a stone, and Amy broke down, so Meg and moth­er sung alone. But, in spite of their ef­forts to be as cheery as larks, the flute-like voic­es did not seem to chord as well as usu­al, and all felt out of tune.

			As Jo re­ceived her good­night kiss, Mrs. March whis­pered gen­tly—

			“My dear, don’t let the sun go down up­on your anger; for­give each oth­er, help each oth­er, and be­gin again to­mor­row.”

			Jo want­ed to lay her head down on that moth­er­ly bo­som, and cry her grief and anger all away; but tears were an un­man­ly weak­ness, and she felt so deeply in­jured that she re­al­ly couldn’t quite for­give yet. So she winked hard, shook her head, and said, gruffly be­cause Amy was lis­ten­ing—

			“It was an abom­inable thing, and she don’t de­serve to be for­giv­en.”

			With that she marched off to bed, and there was no mer­ry or con­fi­den­tial gos­sip that night.

			Amy was much of­fend­ed that her over­tures of peace had been re­pulsed, and be­gan to wish she had not hum­bled her­self, to feel more in­jured than ev­er, and to plume her­self on her su­pe­ri­or virtue in a way which was par­tic­u­lar­ly ex­as­per­at­ing. Jo still looked like a thun­der­cloud, and noth­ing went well all day. It was bit­ter cold in the morn­ing; she dropped her pre­cious turnover in the gut­ter, Aunt March had an at­tack of fid­gets, Meg was pen­sive, Beth would look grieved and wist­ful when she got home, and Amy kept mak­ing re­marks about peo­ple who were al­ways talk­ing about be­ing good, and yet wouldn’t try, when oth­er peo­ple set them a vir­tu­ous ex­am­ple.

			“Ev­ery­body is so hate­ful, I’ll ask Lau­rie to go skat­ing. He is al­ways kind and jol­ly, and will put me to rights, I know,” said Jo to her­self, and off she went.

			Amy heard the clash of skates, and looked out with an im­pa­tient ex­cla­ma­tion—

			“There! she promised I should go next time, for this is the last ice we shall have. But it’s no use to ask such a cross­patch to take me.”

			“Don’t say that; you were very naughty, and it is hard to for­give the loss of her pre­cious lit­tle book; but I think she might do it now, and I guess she will, if you try her at the right minute,” said Meg. “Go af­ter them; don’t say any­thing till Jo has got good-na­tured with Lau­rie, then take a qui­et minute, and just kiss her, or do some kind thing, and I’m sure she’ll be friends again, with all her heart.”

			“I’ll try,” said Amy, for the ad­vice suit­ed her; and, af­ter a flur­ry to get ready, she ran af­ter the friends, who were just dis­ap­pear­ing over the hill.

			It was not far to the riv­er, but both were ready be­fore Amy reached them. Jo saw her com­ing, and turned her back; Lau­rie did not see, for he was care­ful­ly skat­ing along the shore, sound­ing the ice, for a warm spell had pre­ced­ed the cold snap.

			“I’ll go on to the first bend, and see if it’s all right, be­fore we be­gin to race,” Amy heard him say, as he shot away, look­ing like a young Rus­sian, in his fur-trimmed coat and cap.

			Jo heard Amy pant­ing af­ter her run, stamp­ing her feet and blow­ing her fin­gers, as she tried to put her skates on; but Jo nev­er turned, and went slow­ly zigzag­ging down the riv­er, tak­ing a bit­ter, un­hap­py sort of sat­is­fac­tion in her sis­ter’s trou­bles. She had cher­ished her anger till it grew strong, and took pos­ses­sion of her, as evil thoughts and feel­ings al­ways do, un­less cast out at once. As Lau­rie turned the bend, he shout­ed back—

			“Keep near the shore; it isn’t safe in the mid­dle.”

			Jo heard, but Amy was just strug­gling to her feet, and did not catch a word. Jo glanced over her shoul­der, and the lit­tle de­mon she was har­bor­ing said in her ear—

			“No mat­ter whether she heard or not, let her take care of her­self.”

			Lau­rie had van­ished round the bend; Jo was just at the turn, and Amy, far be­hind, strik­ing out to­ward the smoother ice in the mid­dle of the riv­er. For a minute Jo stood still, with a strange feel­ing at her heart; then she re­solved to go on, but some­thing held and turned her round, just in time to see Amy throw up her hands and go down, with the sud­den crash of rot­ten ice, the splash of wa­ter, and a cry that made Jo’s heart stand still with fear. She tried to call Lau­rie, but her voice was gone; she tried to rush for­ward, but her feet seemed to have no strength in them; and, for a sec­ond, she could on­ly stand mo­tion­less, star­ing, with a ter­ror-strick­en face, at the lit­tle blue hood above the black wa­ter. Some­thing rushed swift­ly by her, and Lau­rie’s voice cried out—

			“Bring a rail; quick, quick!”

			How she did it, she nev­er knew; but for the next few min­utes she worked as if pos­sessed, blind­ly obey­ing Lau­rie, who was quite self-pos­sessed, and, ly­ing flat, held Amy up by his arm and hock­ey till Jo dragged a rail from the fence, and to­geth­er they got the child out, more fright­ened than hurt.

			“Now then, we must walk her home as fast as we can; pile our things on her, while I get off these con­found­ed skates,” cried Lau­rie, wrap­ping his coat round Amy, and tug­ging away at the straps, which nev­er seemed so in­tri­cate be­fore.

			Shiv­er­ing, drip­ping, and cry­ing, they got Amy home; and, af­ter an ex­cit­ing time of it, she fell asleep, rolled in blan­kets, be­fore a hot fire. Dur­ing the bus­tle Jo had scarce­ly spo­ken; but flown about, look­ing pale and wild, with her things half off, her dress torn, and her hands cut and bruised by ice and rails, and re­frac­to­ry buck­les. When Amy was com­fort­ably asleep, the house qui­et, and Mrs. March sit­ting by the bed, she called Jo to her, and be­gan to bind up the hurt hands.

			“Are you sure she is safe?” whis­pered Jo, look­ing re­morse­ful­ly at the gold­en head, which might have been swept away from her sight for­ev­er un­der the treach­er­ous ice.

			“Quite safe, dear; she is not hurt, and won’t even take cold, I think, you were so sen­si­ble in cov­er­ing and get­ting her home quick­ly,” replied her moth­er cheer­ful­ly.

			“Lau­rie did it all; I on­ly let her go. Moth­er, if she should die, it would be my fault”; and Jo dropped down be­side the bed, in a pas­sion of pen­i­tent tears, telling all that had hap­pened, bit­ter­ly con­demn­ing her hard­ness of heart, and sob­bing out her grat­i­tude for be­ing spared the heavy pun­ish­ment which might have come up­on her.

			“It’s my dread­ful tem­per! I try to cure it; I think I have, and then it breaks out worse than ev­er. O moth­er, what shall I do? what shall I do?” cried poor Jo, in de­spair.

			“Watch and pray, dear; nev­er get tired of try­ing; and nev­er think it is im­pos­si­ble to con­quer your fault,” said Mrs. March, draw­ing the blowzy head to her shoul­der, and kiss­ing the wet cheek so ten­der­ly that Jo cried hard­er than ev­er.

			“You don’t know, you can’t guess how bad it is! It seems as if I could do any­thing when I’m in a pas­sion; I get so sav­age, I could hurt any­one, and en­joy it. I’m afraid I shall do some­thing dread­ful some day, and spoil my life, and make ev­ery­body hate me. O moth­er, help me, do help me!”

			“I will, my child, I will. Don’t cry so bit­ter­ly, but re­mem­ber this day, and re­solve, with all your soul, that you will nev­er know an­oth­er like it. Jo, dear, we all have our temp­ta­tions, some far greater than yours, and it of­ten takes us all our lives to con­quer them. You think your tem­per is the worst in the world; but mine used to be just like it.”

			“Yours, moth­er? Why, you are nev­er an­gry!” and, for the mo­ment, Jo for­got re­morse in sur­prise.

			“I’ve been try­ing to cure it for forty years, and have on­ly suc­ceed­ed in con­trol­ling it. I am an­gry near­ly ev­ery day of my life, Jo; but I have learned not to show it; and I still hope to learn not to feel it, though it may take me an­oth­er forty years to do so.”

			The pa­tience and the hu­mil­i­ty of the face she loved so well was a bet­ter les­son to Jo than the wis­est lec­ture, the sharpest re­proof. She felt com­fort­ed at once by the sym­pa­thy and con­fi­dence giv­en her; the knowl­edge that her moth­er had a fault like hers, and tried to mend it, made her own eas­i­er to bear and strength­ened her res­o­lu­tion to cure it; though forty years seemed rather a long time to watch and pray, to a girl of fif­teen.

			“Moth­er, are you an­gry when you fold your lips tight to­geth­er, and go out of the room some­times, when Aunt March scolds, or peo­ple wor­ry you?” asked Jo, feel­ing near­er and dear­er to her moth­er than ev­er be­fore.

			“Yes, I’ve learned to check the hasty words that rise to my lips; and when I feel that they mean to break out against my will, I just go away a minute, and give my­self a lit­tle shake, for be­ing so weak and wicked,” an­swered Mrs. March, with a sigh and a smile, as she smoothed and fas­tened up Jo’s di­shev­elled hair.

			“How did you learn to keep still? That is what trou­bles me—for the sharp words fly out be­fore I know what I’m about; and the more I say the worse I get, till it’s a plea­sure to hurt peo­ple’s feel­ings, and say dread­ful things. Tell me how you do it, Marmee dear.”

			“My good moth­er used to help me—”

			“As you do us—” in­ter­rupt­ed Jo, with a grate­ful kiss.

			“But I lost her when I was a lit­tle old­er than you are, and for years had to strug­gle on alone, for I was too proud to con­fess my weak­ness to any­one else. I had a hard time, Jo, and shed a good many bit­ter tears over my fail­ures; for, in spite of my ef­forts, I nev­er seemed to get on. Then your fa­ther came, and I was so hap­py that I found it easy to be good. But by and by, when I had four lit­tle daugh­ters round me, and we were poor, then the old trou­ble be­gan again; for I am not pa­tient by na­ture, and it tried me very much to see my chil­dren want­ing any­thing.”

			“Poor moth­er! what helped you then?”

			“Your fa­ther, Jo. He nev­er los­es pa­tience—nev­er doubts or com­plains—but al­ways hopes, and works and waits so cheer­ful­ly, that one is ashamed to do oth­er­wise be­fore him. He helped and com­fort­ed me, and showed me that I must try to prac­tise all the virtues I would have my lit­tle girls pos­sess, for I was their ex­am­ple. It was eas­i­er to try for your sakes than for my own; a star­tled or sur­prised look from one of you, when I spoke sharply, re­buked me more than any words could have done; and the love, re­spect, and con­fi­dence of my chil­dren was the sweet­est re­ward I could re­ceive for my ef­forts to be the wom­an I would have them copy.”

			“O moth­er, if I’m ev­er half as good as you, I shall be sat­is­fied,” cried Jo, much touched.

			“I hope you will be a great deal bet­ter, dear; but you must keep watch over your ‘bo­som en­e­my,’ as fa­ther calls it, or it may sad­den, if not spoil your life. You have had a warn­ing; re­mem­ber it, and try with heart and soul to mas­ter this quick tem­per, be­fore it brings you greater sor­row and re­gret than you have known to­day.”

			“I will try, moth­er; I tru­ly will. But you must help me, re­mind me, and keep me from fly­ing out. I used to see fa­ther some­times put his fin­ger on his lips, and look at you with a very kind, but sober face, and you al­ways fold­ed your lips tight or went away: was he re­mind­ing you then?” asked Jo soft­ly.

			“Yes; I asked him to help me so, and he nev­er for­got it, but saved me from many a sharp word by that lit­tle ges­ture and kind look.”

			Jo saw that her moth­er’s eyes filled and her lips trem­bled, as she spoke; and, fear­ing that she had said too much, she whis­pered anx­ious­ly, “Was it wrong to watch you, and to speak of it? I didn’t mean to be rude, but it’s so com­fort­able to say all I think to you, and feel so safe and hap­py here.”

			“My Jo, you may say any­thing to your moth­er, for it is my great­est hap­pi­ness and pride to feel that my girls con­fide in me, and know how much I love them.”

			“I thought I’d grieved you.”

			“No, dear; but speak­ing of fa­ther re­mind­ed me how much I miss him, how much I owe him, and how faith­ful­ly I should watch and work to keep his lit­tle daugh­ters safe and good for him.”

			“Yet you told him to go, moth­er, and didn’t cry when he went, and nev­er com­plain now, or seem as if you need­ed any help,” said Jo, won­der­ing.

			“I gave my best to the coun­try I love, and kept my tears till he was gone. Why should I com­plain, when we both have mere­ly done our du­ty and will sure­ly be the hap­pi­er for it in the end? If I don’t seem to need help, it is be­cause I have a bet­ter friend, even than fa­ther, to com­fort and sus­tain me. My child, the trou­bles and temp­ta­tions of your life are be­gin­ning, and may be many; but you can over­come and out­live them all if you learn to feel the strength and ten­der­ness of your Heav­en­ly Fa­ther as you do that of your earth­ly one. The more you love and trust Him, the near­er you will feel to Him, and the less you will de­pend on hu­man pow­er and wis­dom. His love and care nev­er tire or change, can nev­er be tak­en from you, but may be­come the source of life­long peace, hap­pi­ness, and strength. Be­lieve this hearti­ly, and go to God with all your lit­tle cares, and hopes, and sins, and sor­rows, as freely and con­fid­ing­ly as you come to your moth­er.”

			Jo’s on­ly an­swer was to hold her moth­er close, and, in the si­lence which fol­lowed, the sin­cer­est prayer she had ev­er prayed left her heart with­out words; for in that sad, yet hap­py hour, she had learned not on­ly the bit­ter­ness of re­morse and de­spair, but the sweet­ness of self-de­nial and self-con­trol; and, led by her moth­er’s hand, she had drawn near­er to the Friend who wel­comes ev­ery child with a love stronger than that of any fa­ther, ten­der­er than that of any moth­er.

			Amy stirred, and sighed in her sleep; and, as if ea­ger to be­gin at once to mend her fault, Jo looked up with an ex­pres­sion on her face which it had nev­er worn be­fore.

			“I let the sun go down on my anger; I wouldn’t for­give her, and to­day, if it hadn’t been for Lau­rie, it might have been too late! How could I be so wicked?” said Jo, half aloud, as she leaned over her sis­ter, soft­ly stroking the wet hair scat­tered on the pil­low.

			As if she heard, Amy opened her eyes, and held out her arms, with a smile that went straight to Jo’s heart. Nei­ther said a word, but they hugged one an­oth­er close, in spite of the blan­kets, and ev­ery­thing was for­giv­en and for­got­ten in one hearty kiss.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				Meg Goes to Van­i­ty Fair

			
			“I do think it was the most for­tu­nate thing in the world that those chil­dren should have the measles just now,” said Meg, one April day, as she stood pack­ing the “go abroady” trunk in her room, sur­round­ed by her sis­ters.

			“And so nice of An­nie Mof­fat not to for­get her prom­ise. A whole fort­night of fun will be reg­u­lar­ly splen­did,” replied Jo, look­ing like a wind­mill, as she fold­ed skirts with her long arms.

			“And such love­ly weath­er; I’m so glad of that,” added Beth, tidi­ly sort­ing neck and hair rib­bons in her best box, lent for the great oc­ca­sion.

			“I wish I was go­ing to have a fine time, and wear all these nice things,” said Amy, with her mouth full of pins, as she ar­tis­ti­cal­ly re­plen­ished her sis­ter’s cush­ion.

			“I wish you were all go­ing; but, as you can’t, I shall keep my ad­ven­tures to tell you when I come back. I’m sure it’s the least I can do, when you have been so kind, lend­ing me things, and help­ing me get ready,” said Meg, glanc­ing round the room at the very sim­ple out­fit, which seemed near­ly per­fect in their eyes.

			“What did moth­er give you out of the trea­sure-box?” asked Amy, who had not been present at the open­ing of a cer­tain cedar chest, in which Mrs. March kept a few relics of past splen­dor, as gifts for her girls when the prop­er time came.

			“A pair of silk stock­ings, that pret­ty carved fan, and a love­ly blue sash. I want­ed the vi­o­let silk; but there isn’t time to make it over, so I must be con­tent­ed with my old tar­la­tan.”

			“It will look nice­ly over my new muslin skirt, and the sash will set it off beau­ti­ful­ly. I wish I hadn’t smashed my coral bracelet, for you might have had it,” said Jo, who loved to give and lend, but whose pos­ses­sions were usu­al­ly too di­lap­i­dat­ed to be of much use.

			“There is a love­ly old-fash­ioned pearl set in the trea­sure-box; but moth­er said re­al flow­ers were the pret­ti­est or­na­ment for a young girl, and Lau­rie promised to send me all I want,” replied Meg. “Now, let me see; there’s my new gray walk­ing-suit—just curl up the feath­er in my hat, Beth—then my poplin, for Sun­day, and the small par­ty—it looks heavy for spring, doesn’t it? The vi­o­let silk would be so nice; oh, dear!”

			“Nev­er mind; you’ve got the tar­la­tan for the big par­ty, and you al­ways look like an an­gel in white,” said Amy, brood­ing over the lit­tle store of fin­ery in which her soul de­light­ed.

			“It isn’t low-necked, and it doesn’t sweep enough, but it will have to do. My blue house-dress looks so well, turned and fresh­ly trimmed, that I feel as if I’d got a new one. My silk sacque isn’t a bit the fash­ion, and my bon­net doesn’t look like Sal­lie’s; I didn’t like to say any­thing, but I was sad­ly dis­ap­point­ed in my um­brel­la. I told moth­er black, with a white han­dle, but she for­got, and bought a green one, with a yel­low­ish han­dle. It’s strong and neat, so I ought not to com­plain, but I know I shall feel ashamed of it be­side An­nie’s silk one with a gold top,” sighed Meg, sur­vey­ing the lit­tle um­brel­la with great dis­fa­vor.

			“Change it,” ad­vised Jo.

			“I won’t be so sil­ly, or hurt Marmee’s feel­ings, when she took so much pains to get my things. It’s a non­sen­si­cal no­tion of mine, and I’m not go­ing to give up to it. My silk stock­ings and two pairs of new gloves are my com­fort. You are a dear, to lend me yours, Jo. I feel so rich, and sort of el­e­gant, with two new pairs, and the old ones cleaned up for com­mon;” and Meg took a re­fresh­ing peep at her glove-box.

			“An­nie Mof­fat has blue and pink bows on her night­caps; would you put some on mine?” she asked, as Beth brought up a pile of snowy muslins, fresh from Han­nah’s hands.

			“No, I wouldn’t; for the smart caps won’t match the plain gowns, with­out any trim­ming on them. Poor folks shouldn’t rig,” said Jo de­cid­ed­ly.

			“I won­der if I shall ev­er be hap­py enough to have re­al lace on my clothes, and bows on my caps?” said Meg im­pa­tient­ly.

			“You said the oth­er day that you’d be per­fect­ly hap­py if you could on­ly go to An­nie Mof­fat’s,” ob­served Beth, in her qui­et way.

			“So I did! Well, I am hap­py, and I won’t fret; but it does seem as if the more one gets the more one wants, doesn’t it? There, now, the trays are ready, and ev­ery­thing in but my ball-dress, which I shall leave for moth­er to pack,” said Meg, cheer­ing up, as she glanced from the half-filled trunk to the many-times pressed and mend­ed white tar­la­tan, which she called her “ball-dress,” with an im­por­tant air.

			The next day was fine, and Meg de­part­ed, in style, for a fort­night of nov­el­ty and plea­sure. Mrs. March had con­sent­ed to the vis­it rather re­luc­tant­ly, fear­ing that Mar­garet would come back more dis­con­tent­ed than she went. But she had begged so hard, and Sal­lie had promised to take good care of her, and a lit­tle plea­sure seemed so de­light­ful af­ter a win­ter of irk­some work, that the moth­er yield­ed, and the daugh­ter went to take her first taste of fash­ion­able life.

			The Mof­fats were very fash­ion­able, and sim­ple Meg was rather daunt­ed, at first, by the splen­dor of the house and the el­e­gance of its oc­cu­pants. But they were kind­ly peo­ple, in spite of the friv­o­lous life they led, and soon put their guest at her ease. Per­haps Meg felt, with­out un­der­stand­ing why, that they were not par­tic­u­lar­ly cul­ti­vat­ed or in­tel­li­gent peo­ple, and that all their gild­ing could not quite con­ceal the or­di­nary ma­te­ri­al of which they were made. It cer­tain­ly was agree­able to fare sump­tu­ous­ly, drive in a fine car­riage, wear her best frock ev­ery day, and do noth­ing but en­joy her­self. It suit­ed her ex­act­ly; and soon she be­gan to im­i­tate the man­ners and con­ver­sa­tion of those about her; to put on lit­tle airs and graces, use French phras­es, crimp her hair, take in her dress­es, and talk about the fash­ions as well as she could. The more she saw of An­nie Mof­fat’s pret­ty things, the more she en­vied her, and sighed to be rich. Home now looked bare and dis­mal as she thought of it, work grew hard­er than ev­er, and she felt that she was a very des­ti­tute and much-in­jured girl, in spite of the new gloves and silk stock­ings.

			She had not much time for re­pin­ing, how­ev­er, for the three young girls were busi­ly em­ployed in “hav­ing a good time.” They shopped, walked, rode, and called all day; went to the­atres and op­eras, or frol­icked at home in the evening; for An­nie had many friends, and knew how to en­ter­tain them. Her old­er sis­ters were very fine young ladies, and one was en­gaged, which was ex­treme­ly in­ter­est­ing and ro­man­tic, Meg thought. Mr. Mof­fat was a fat, jol­ly old gen­tle­man, who knew her fa­ther; and Mrs. Mof­fat, a fat, jol­ly old la­dy, who took as great a fan­cy to Meg as her daugh­ter had done. Ev­ery­one pet­ted her; and “Daisy,” as they called her, was in a fair way to have her head turned.

			When the evening for the “small par­ty” came, she found that the poplin wouldn’t do at all, for the oth­er girls were putting on thin dress­es, and mak­ing them­selves very fine in­deed; so out came the tar­la­tan, look­ing old­er, limper, and shab­bier than ev­er be­side Sal­lie’s crisp new one. Meg saw the girls glance at it and then at one an­oth­er, and her cheeks be­gan to burn, for, with all her gen­tle­ness, she was very proud. No one said a word about it, but Sal­lie of­fered to dress her hair, and An­nie to tie her sash, and Belle, the en­gaged sis­ter, praised her white arms; but in their kind­ness Meg saw on­ly pity for her pover­ty, and her heart felt very heavy as she stood by her­self, while the oth­ers laughed, chat­tered, and flew about like gauzy but­ter­flies. The hard, bit­ter feel­ing was get­ting pret­ty bad, when the maid brought in a box of flow­ers. Be­fore she could speak, An­nie had the cov­er off, and all were ex­claim­ing at the love­ly ros­es, heath, and fern with­in.

			“It’s for Belle, of course; George al­ways sends her some, but these are al­to­geth­er rav­ish­ing,” cried An­nie, with a great sniff.

			“They are for Miss March, the man said. And here’s a note,” put in the maid, hold­ing it to Meg.

			“What fun! Who are they from? Didn’t know you had a lover,” cried the girls, flut­ter­ing about Meg in a high state of cu­rios­i­ty and sur­prise.

			“The note is from moth­er, and the flow­ers from Lau­rie,” said Meg sim­ply, yet much grat­i­fied that he had not for­got­ten her.

			“Oh, in­deed!” said An­nie, with a fun­ny look, as Meg slipped the note in­to her pock­et, as a sort of tal­is­man against en­vy, van­i­ty, and false pride; for the few lov­ing words had done her good, and the flow­ers cheered her up by their beau­ty.

			Feel­ing al­most hap­py again, she laid by a few ferns and ros­es for her­self, and quick­ly made up the rest in dain­ty bou­quets for the breasts, hair, or skirts of her friends, of­fer­ing them so pret­ti­ly that Clara, the el­der sis­ter, told her she was “the sweet­est lit­tle thing she ev­er saw;” and they looked quite charmed with her small at­ten­tion. Some­how the kind act fin­ished her de­spon­den­cy; and when all the rest went to show them­selves to Mrs. Mof­fat, she saw a hap­py, bright-eyed face in the mir­ror, as she laid her ferns against her rip­pling hair, and fas­tened the ros­es in the dress that didn’t strike her as so very shab­by now.

			She en­joyed her­self very much that evening, for she danced to her heart’s con­tent; ev­ery­one was very kind, and she had three com­pli­ments. An­nie made her sing, and some­one said she had a re­mark­ably fine voice; Ma­jor Lin­coln asked who “the fresh lit­tle girl, with the beau­ti­ful eyes,” was; and Mr. Mof­fat in­sist­ed on danc­ing with her, be­cause she “didn’t daw­dle, but had some spring in her,” as he grace­ful­ly ex­pressed it. So, al­to­geth­er, she had a very nice time, till she over­heard a bit of a con­ver­sa­tion, which dis­turbed her ex­treme­ly. She was sit­ting just in­side the con­ser­va­to­ry, wait­ing for her part­ner to bring her an ice, when she heard a voice ask, on the oth­er side of the flow­ery wall—

			“How old is he?”

			“Six­teen or sev­en­teen, I should say,” replied an­oth­er voice.

			“It would be a grand thing for one of those girls, wouldn’t it? Sal­lie says they are very in­ti­mate now, and the old man quite dotes on them.”

			“Mrs. M. has made her plans, I dare say, and will play her cards well, ear­ly as it is. The girl ev­i­dent­ly doesn’t think of it yet,” said Mrs. Mof­fat.

			“She told that fib about her mam­ma, as if she did know, and col­ored up when the flow­ers came, quite pret­ti­ly. Poor thing! she’d be so nice if she was on­ly got up in style. Do you think she’d be of­fend­ed if we of­fered to lend her a dress for Thurs­day?” asked an­oth­er voice.

			“She’s proud, but I don’t be­lieve she’d mind, for that dowdy tar­la­tan is all she has got. She may tear it tonight, and that will be a good ex­cuse for of­fer­ing a de­cent one.”

			“We’ll see. I shall ask young Lau­rence, as a com­pli­ment to her, and we’ll have fun about it af­ter­ward.”

			Here Meg’s part­ner ap­peared, to find her look­ing much flushed and rather ag­i­tat­ed. She was proud, and her pride was use­ful just then, for it helped her hide her mor­ti­fi­ca­tion, anger, and dis­gust at what she had just heard; for, in­no­cent and un­sus­pi­cious as she was, she could not help un­der­stand­ing the gos­sip of her friends. She tried to for­get it, but could not, and kept re­peat­ing to her­self, “Mrs. M. has made her plans,” “that fib about her mam­ma,” and “dowdy tar­la­tan,” till she was ready to cry, and rush home to tell her trou­bles and ask for ad­vice. As that was im­pos­si­ble, she did her best to seem gay; and, be­ing rather ex­cit­ed, she suc­ceed­ed so well that no one dreamed what an ef­fort she was mak­ing. She was very glad when it was all over, and she was qui­et in her bed, where she could think and won­der and fume till her head ached and her hot cheeks were cooled by a few nat­u­ral tears. Those fool­ish, yet well-meant words, had opened a new world to Meg, and much dis­turbed the peace of the old one, in which, till now, she had lived as hap­pi­ly as a child. Her in­no­cent friend­ship with Lau­rie was spoilt by the sil­ly speech­es she had over­heard; her faith in her moth­er was a lit­tle shak­en by the world­ly plans at­trib­uted to her by Mrs. Mof­fat, who judged oth­ers by her­self; and the sen­si­ble res­o­lu­tion to be con­tent­ed with the sim­ple wardrobe which suit­ed a poor man’s daugh­ter, was weak­ened by the un­nec­es­sary pity of girls who thought a shab­by dress one of the great­est calami­ties un­der heav­en.

			Poor Meg had a rest­less night, and got up heavy-eyed, un­hap­py, half re­sent­ful to­ward her friends, and half ashamed of her­self for not speak­ing out frankly, and set­ting ev­ery­thing right. Ev­ery­body daw­dled that morn­ing, and it was noon be­fore the girls found en­er­gy enough even to take up their worsted work. Some­thing in the man­ner of her friends struck Meg at once; they treat­ed her with more re­spect, she thought; took quite a ten­der in­ter­est in what she said, and looked at her with eyes that plain­ly be­trayed cu­rios­i­ty. All this sur­prised and flat­tered her, though she did not un­der­stand it till Miss Belle looked up from her writ­ing, and said, with a sen­ti­men­tal air—

			“Daisy, dear, I’ve sent an in­vi­ta­tion to your friend, Mr. Lau­rence, for Thurs­day. We should like to know him, and it’s on­ly a prop­er com­pli­ment to you.”

			Meg col­ored, but a mis­chievous fan­cy to tease the girls made her re­ply de­mure­ly—

			“You are very kind, but I’m afraid he won’t come.”

			“Why not, chérie?” asked Miss Belle.

			“He’s too old.”

			“My child, what do you mean? What is his age, I beg to know!” cried Miss Clara.

			“Near­ly sev­en­ty, I be­lieve,” an­swered Meg, count­ing stitch­es, to hide the mer­ri­ment in her eyes.

			“You sly crea­ture! Of course we meant the young man,” ex­claimed Miss Belle, laugh­ing.

			“There isn’t any; Lau­rie is on­ly a lit­tle boy,” and Meg laughed al­so at the queer look which the sis­ters ex­changed as she thus de­scribed her sup­posed lover.

			“About your age,” Nan said.

			“Near­er my sis­ter Jo’s; I am sev­en­teen in Au­gust,” re­turned Meg, toss­ing her head.

			“It’s very nice of him to send you flow­ers, isn’t it?” said An­nie, look­ing wise about noth­ing.

			“Yes, he of­ten does, to all of us; for their house is full, and we are so fond of them. My moth­er and old Mr. Lau­rence are friends, you know, so it is quite nat­u­ral that we chil­dren should play to­geth­er;” and Meg hoped they would say no more.

			“It’s ev­i­dent Daisy isn’t out yet,” said Miss Clara to Belle, with a nod.

			“Quite a pas­toral state of in­no­cence all round,” re­turned Miss Belle, with a shrug.

			“I’m go­ing out to get some lit­tle mat­ters for my girls; can I do any­thing for you, young ladies?” asked Mrs. Mof­fat, lum­ber­ing in, like an ele­phant, in silk and lace.

			“No, thank you, ma’am,” replied Sal­lie. “I’ve got my new pink silk for Thurs­day, and don’t want a thing.”

			“Nor I—” be­gan Meg, but stopped, be­cause it oc­curred to her that she did want sev­er­al things, and could not have them.

			“What shall you wear?” asked Sal­lie.

			“My old white one again, if I can mend it fit to be seen; it got sad­ly torn last night,” said Meg, try­ing to speak quite eas­i­ly, but feel­ing very un­com­fort­able.

			“Why don’t you send home for an­oth­er?” said Sal­lie, who was not an ob­serv­ing young la­dy.

			“I haven’t got any oth­er.” It cost Meg an ef­fort to say that, but Sal­lie did not see it, and ex­claimed, in ami­able sur­prise—

			“On­ly that? How fun­ny—” She did not fin­ish her speech, for Belle shook her head at her, and broke in, say­ing kind­ly—

			“Not at all; where is the use of hav­ing a lot of dress­es when she isn’t out? There’s no need of send­ing home, Daisy, even if you had a dozen, for I’ve got a sweet blue silk laid away, which I’ve out­grown, and you shall wear it, to please me, won’t you, dear?”

			“You are very kind, but I don’t mind my old dress, if you don’t; it does well enough for a lit­tle girl like me,” said Meg.

			“Now do let me please my­self by dress­ing you up in style. I ad­mire to do it, and you’d be a reg­u­lar lit­tle beau­ty, with a touch here and there. I shan’t let any­one see you till you are done, and then we’ll burst up­on them like Cin­derel­la and her god­moth­er, go­ing to the ball,” said Belle, in her per­sua­sive tone.

			Meg couldn’t refuse the of­fer so kind­ly made, for a de­sire to see if she would be “a lit­tle beau­ty” af­ter touch­ing up, caused her to ac­cept, and for­get all her for­mer un­com­fort­able feel­ings to­wards the Mof­fats.

			On the Thurs­day evening, Belle shut her­self up with her maid; and, be­tween them, they turned Meg in­to a fine la­dy. They crimped and curled her hair, they pol­ished her neck and arms with some fra­grant pow­der, touched her lips with coralline salve, to make them red­der, and Hort­ense would have added “a soupçon of rouge,” if Meg had not re­belled. They laced her in­to a sky-blue dress, which was so tight she could hard­ly breathe, and so low in the neck that mod­est Meg blushed at her­self in the mir­ror. A set of sil­ver fi­la­gree was added, bracelets, neck­lace, brooch, and even ear­rings, for Hort­ense tied them on, with a bit of pink silk, which did not show. A clus­ter of tea-rose­buds at the bo­som, and a ruche, rec­on­ciled Meg to the dis­play of her pret­ty white shoul­ders, and a pair of high-heeled blue silk boots sat­is­fied the last wish of her heart. A laced hand­ker­chief, a plumy fan, and a bou­quet in a sil­ver hold­er fin­ished her off; and Miss Belle sur­veyed her with the sat­is­fac­tion of a lit­tle girl with a new­ly dressed doll.

			“Made­moi­selle is char­mante, très jolie, is she not?” cried Hort­ense, clasp­ing her hands in an af­fect­ed rap­ture.

			“Come and show your­self,” said Miss Belle, lead­ing the way to the room where the oth­ers were wait­ing.

			As Meg went rustling af­ter, with her long skirts trail­ing, her ear­rings tin­kling, her curls wav­ing, and her heart beat­ing, she felt as if her “fun” had re­al­ly be­gun at last, for the mir­ror had plain­ly told her that she was “a lit­tle beau­ty.” Her friends re­peat­ed the pleas­ing phrase en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly; and, for sev­er­al min­utes, she stood, like the jack­daw in the fa­ble, en­joy­ing her bor­rowed plumes, while the rest chat­tered like a par­ty of mag­pies.

			“While I dress, do you drill her, Nan, in the man­age­ment of her skirt, and those French heels, or she will trip her­self up. Take your sil­ver but­ter­fly, and catch up that long curl on the left side of her head, Clara, and don’t any of you dis­turb the charm­ing work of my hands,” said Belle, as she hur­ried away, look­ing well pleased with her suc­cess.

			“I’m afraid to go down, I feel so queer and stiff and half-dressed,” said Meg to Sal­lie, as the bell rang, and Mrs. Mof­fat sent to ask the young ladies to ap­pear at once.

			“You don’t look a bit like your­self, but you are very nice. I’m nowhere be­side you, for Belle has heaps of taste, and you’re quite French, I as­sure you. Let your flow­ers hang; don’t be so care­ful of them, and be sure you don’t trip,” re­turned Sal­lie, try­ing not to care that Meg was pret­ti­er than her­self.

			Keep­ing that warn­ing care­ful­ly in mind, Mar­garet got safe­ly down­stairs, and sailed in­to the draw­ing-rooms, where the Mof­fats and a few ear­ly guests were as­sem­bled. She very soon dis­cov­ered that there is a charm about fine clothes which at­tracts a cer­tain class of peo­ple, and se­cures their re­spect. Sev­er­al young ladies, who had tak­en no no­tice of her be­fore, were very af­fec­tion­ate all of a sud­den; sev­er­al young gen­tle­men, who had on­ly stared at her at the oth­er par­ty, now not on­ly stared, but asked to be in­tro­duced, and said all man­ner of fool­ish but agree­able things to her; and sev­er­al old ladies, who sat on so­fas, and crit­i­cised the rest of the par­ty, in­quired who she was, with an air of in­ter­est. She heard Mrs. Mof­fat re­ply to one of them—

			“Daisy March—fa­ther a colonel in the army—one of our first fam­i­lies, but re­vers­es of for­tune, you know; in­ti­mate friends of the Lau­rences; sweet crea­ture, I as­sure you; my Ned is quite wild about her.”

			“Dear me!” said the old la­dy, putting up her glass for an­oth­er ob­ser­va­tion of Meg, who tried to look as if she had not heard, and been rather shocked at Mrs. Mof­fat’s fibs.

			The “queer feel­ing” did not pass away, but she imag­ined her­self act­ing the new part of fine la­dy, and so got on pret­ty well, though the tight dress gave her a side-ache, the train kept get­ting un­der her feet, and she was in con­stant fear lest her ear­rings should fly off, and get lost or bro­ken. She was flirt­ing her fan and laugh­ing at the fee­ble jokes of a young gen­tle­man who tried to be wit­ty, when she sud­den­ly stopped laugh­ing and looked con­fused; for, just op­po­site, she saw Lau­rie. He was star­ing at her with undis­guised sur­prise, and dis­ap­proval al­so, she thought; for, though he bowed and smiled, yet some­thing in his hon­est eyes made her blush, and wish she had her old dress on. To com­plete her con­fu­sion, she saw Belle nudge An­nie, and both glance from her to Lau­rie, who, she was hap­py to see, looked un­usu­al­ly boy­ish and shy.

			“Sil­ly crea­tures, to put such thoughts in­to my head! I won’t care for it, or let it change me a bit,” thought Meg, and rus­tled across the room to shake hands with her friend.

			“I’m glad you came, I was afraid you wouldn’t,” she said, with her most grown-up air.

			“Jo want­ed me to come, and tell her how you looked, so I did;” an­swered Lau­rie, with­out turn­ing his eyes up­on her, though he half smiled at her ma­ter­nal tone.

			“What shall you tell her?” asked Meg, full of cu­rios­i­ty to know his opin­ion of her, yet feel­ing ill at ease with him, for the first time.

			“I shall say I didn’t know you; for you look so grown-up, and un­like your­self, I’m quite afraid of you,” he said, fum­bling at his glove-but­ton.

			“How ab­surd of you! The girls dressed me up for fun, and I rather like it. Wouldn’t Jo stare if she saw me?” said Meg, bent on mak­ing him say whether he thought her im­proved or not.

			“Yes, I think she would,” re­turned Lau­rie grave­ly.

			“Don’t you like me so?” asked Meg.

			“No, I don’t,” was the blunt re­ply.

			“Why not?” in an anx­ious tone.

			He glanced at her friz­zled head, bare shoul­ders, and fan­tas­ti­cal­ly trimmed dress, with an ex­pres­sion that abashed her more than his an­swer, which had not a par­ti­cle of his usu­al po­lite­ness about it.

			“I don’t like fuss and feath­ers.”

			That was al­to­geth­er too much from a lad younger than her­self; and Meg walked away, say­ing petu­lant­ly—

			“You are the rud­est boy I ev­er saw.”

			Feel­ing very much ruf­fled, she went and stood at a qui­et win­dow, to cool her cheeks, for the tight dress gave her an un­com­fort­ably bril­liant col­or. As she stood there, Ma­jor Lin­coln passed by; and, a minute af­ter, she heard him say­ing to his moth­er—

			“They are mak­ing a fool of that lit­tle girl; I want­ed you to see her, but they have spoilt her en­tire­ly; she’s noth­ing but a doll, tonight.”

			“Oh, dear!” sighed Meg; “I wish I’d been sen­si­ble, and worn my own things; then I should not have dis­gust­ed oth­er peo­ple, or felt so un­com­fort­able and ashamed my­self.”

			She leaned her fore­head on the cool pane, and stood half hid­den by the cur­tains, nev­er mind­ing that her fa­vorite waltz had be­gun, till some­one touched her; and, turn­ing, she saw Lau­rie, look­ing pen­i­tent, as he said, with his very best bow, and his hand out—

			“Please for­give my rude­ness, and come and dance with me.”

			“I’m afraid it will be too dis­agree­able to you,” said Meg, try­ing to look of­fend­ed, and fail­ing en­tire­ly.

			“Not a bit of it; I’m dy­ing to do it. Come, I’ll be good; I don’t like your gown, but I do think you are—just splen­did;” and he waved his hands, as if words failed to ex­press his ad­mi­ra­tion.

			Meg smiled and re­lent­ed, and whis­pered, as they stood wait­ing to catch the time—

			“Take care my skirt don’t trip you up; it’s the plague of my life, and I was a goose to wear it.”

			“Pin it round your neck, and then it will be use­ful,” said Lau­rie, look­ing down at the lit­tle blue boots, which he ev­i­dent­ly ap­proved of.

			Away they went, fleet­ly and grace­ful­ly; for, hav­ing prac­tised at home, they were well matched, and the blithe young cou­ple were a pleas­ant sight to see, as they twirled mer­ri­ly round and round, feel­ing more friend­ly than ev­er af­ter their small tiff.

			“Lau­rie, I want you to do me a fa­vor; will you?” said Meg, as he stood fan­ning her, when her breath gave out, which it did very soon, though she would not own why.

			“Won’t I!” said Lau­rie, with alacrity.

			“Please don’t tell them at home about my dress tonight. They won’t un­der­stand the joke, and it will wor­ry moth­er.”

			“Then why did you do it?” said Lau­rie’s eyes, so plain­ly that Meg hasti­ly added—

			“I shall tell them, my­self, all about it, and ’fess to moth­er how sil­ly I’ve been. But I’d rather do it my­self; so you’ll not tell, will you?”

			“I give you my word I won’t; on­ly what shall I say when they ask me?”

			“Just say I looked pret­ty well, and was hav­ing a good time.”

			“I’ll say the first, with all my heart; but how about the oth­er? You don’t look as if you were hav­ing a good time; are you?” and Lau­rie looked at her with an ex­pres­sion which made her an­swer, in a whis­per—

			“No; not just now. Don’t think I’m hor­rid; I on­ly want­ed a lit­tle fun, but this sort doesn’t pay, I find, and I’m get­ting tired of it.”

			“Here comes Ned Mof­fat; what does he want?” said Lau­rie, knit­ting his black brows, as if he did not re­gard his young host in the light of a pleas­ant ad­di­tion to the par­ty.

			“He put his name down for three dances, and I sup­pose he’s com­ing for them. What a bore!” said Meg, as­sum­ing a lan­guid air, which amused Lau­rie im­mense­ly.

			He did not speak to her again till sup­per­time, when he saw her drink­ing cham­pagne with Ned and his friend Fish­er, who were be­hav­ing “like a pair of fools,” as Lau­rie said to him­self, for he felt a broth­er­ly sort of right to watch over the March­es, and fight their bat­tles when­ev­er a de­fend­er was need­ed.

			“You’ll have a split­ting headache to­mor­row, if you drink much of that. I wouldn’t Meg; your moth­er doesn’t like it, you know,” he whis­pered, lean­ing over her chair, as Ned turned to re­fill her glass, and Fish­er stooped to pick up her fan.

			“I’m not Meg, tonight; I’m ‘a doll,’ who does all sorts of crazy things. To­mor­row I shall put away my ‘fuss and feath­ers,’ and be des­per­ate­ly good again,” she an­swered, with an af­fect­ed lit­tle laugh.

			“Wish to­mor­row was here, then,” mut­tered Lau­rie, walk­ing off, ill-pleased at the change he saw in her.

			Meg danced and flirt­ed, chat­tered and gig­gled, as the oth­er girls did; af­ter sup­per she un­der­took the Ger­man, and blun­dered through it, near­ly up­set­ting her part­ner with her long skirt, and romp­ing in a way that scan­dal­ized Lau­rie, who looked on and med­i­tat­ed a lec­ture. But he got no chance to de­liv­er it, for Meg kept away from him till he came to say good night.

			“Re­mem­ber!” she said, try­ing to smile, for the split­ting headache had al­ready be­gun.

			“Si­lence à la mort,” replied Lau­rie, with a melo­dra­mat­ic flour­ish, as he went away.

			This lit­tle bit of by­play ex­cit­ed An­nie’s cu­rios­i­ty; but Meg was too tired for gos­sip, and went to bed, feel­ing as if she had been to a mas­quer­ade, and hadn’t en­joyed her­self as much as she ex­pect­ed. She was sick all the next day, and on Sat­ur­day went home, quite used up with her fort­night’s fun, and feel­ing that she had “sat in the lap of lux­u­ry” long enough.

			“It does seem pleas­ant to be qui­et, and not have com­pa­ny man­ners on all the time. Home is a nice place, though it isn’t splen­did,” said Meg, look­ing about her with a rest­ful ex­pres­sion, as she sat with her moth­er and Jo on the Sun­day evening.

			“I’m glad to hear you say so, dear, for I was afraid home would seem dull and poor to you, af­ter your fine quar­ters,” replied her moth­er, who had giv­en her many anx­ious looks that day; for moth­er­ly eyes are quick to see any change in chil­dren’s faces.

			Meg had told her ad­ven­tures gay­ly, and said over and over what a charm­ing time she had had; but some­thing still seemed to weigh up­on her spir­its, and, when the younger girls were gone to bed, she sat thought­ful­ly star­ing at the fire, say­ing lit­tle, and look­ing wor­ried. As the clock struck nine, and Jo pro­posed bed, Meg sud­den­ly left her chair, and, tak­ing Beth’s stool, leaned her el­bows on her moth­er’s knee, say­ing brave­ly—

			“Marmee, I want to ’fess.”

			“I thought so; what is it, dear?”

			“Shall I go away?” asked Jo dis­creet­ly.

			“Of course not; don’t I al­ways tell you ev­ery­thing? I was ashamed to speak of it be­fore the chil­dren, but I want you to know all the dread­ful things I did at the Mof­fat’s.”

			“We are pre­pared,” said Mrs. March, smil­ing, but look­ing a lit­tle anx­ious.

			“I told you they dressed me up, but I didn’t tell you that they pow­dered and squeezed and friz­zled, and made me look like a fash­ion-plate. Lau­rie thought I wasn’t prop­er; I know he did, though he didn’t say so, and one man called me ‘a doll.’ I knew it was sil­ly, but they flat­tered me, and said I was a beau­ty, and quan­ti­ties of non­sense, so I let them make a fool of me.”

			“Is that all?” asked Jo, as Mrs. March looked silent­ly at the down­cast face of her pret­ty daugh­ter, and could not find it in her heart to blame her lit­tle fol­lies.

			“No; I drank cham­pagne and romped and tried to flirt, and was al­to­geth­er abom­inable,” said Meg self-re­proach­ful­ly.

			“There is some­thing more, I think;” and Mrs. March smoothed the soft cheek, which sud­den­ly grew rosy, as Meg an­swered slow­ly—

			“Yes; it’s very sil­ly, but I want to tell it, be­cause I hate to have peo­ple say and think such things about us and Lau­rie.”

			Then she told the var­i­ous bits of gos­sip she had heard at the Mof­fats; and, as she spoke, Jo saw her moth­er fold her lips tight­ly, as if ill pleased that such ideas should be put in­to Meg’s in­no­cent mind.

			“Well, if that isn’t the great­est rub­bish I ev­er heard,” cried Jo in­dig­nant­ly. “Why didn’t you pop out and tell them so, on the spot?”

			“I couldn’t, it was so em­bar­rass­ing for me. I couldn’t help hear­ing, at first, and then I was so an­gry and ashamed, I didn’t re­mem­ber that I ought to go away.”

			“Just wait till I see An­nie Mof­fat, and I’ll show you how to set­tle such ridicu­lous stuff. The idea of hav­ing ‘plans,’ and be­ing kind to Lau­rie, be­cause he’s rich, and may mar­ry us by and by! Won’t he shout, when I tell him what those sil­ly things say about us poor chil­dren?” and Jo laughed, as if, on sec­ond thoughts, the thing struck her as a good joke.

			“If you tell Lau­rie, I’ll nev­er for­give you! She mustn’t, must she, moth­er?” said Meg, look­ing dis­tressed.

			“No; nev­er re­peat that fool­ish gos­sip, and for­get it as soon as you can,” said Mrs. March grave­ly. “I was very un­wise to let you go among peo­ple of whom I know so lit­tle—kind, I dare say, but world­ly, ill-bred, and full of these vul­gar ideas about young peo­ple. I am more sor­ry than I can ex­press for the mis­chief this vis­it may have done you, Meg.”

			“Don’t be sor­ry, I won’t let it hurt me; I’ll for­get all the bad, and re­mem­ber on­ly the good; for I did en­joy a great deal, and thank you very much for let­ting me go. I’ll not be sen­ti­men­tal or dis­sat­is­fied, moth­er; I know I’m a sil­ly lit­tle girl, and I’ll stay with you till I’m fit to take care of my­self. But it is nice to be praised and ad­mired, and I can’t help say­ing I like it,” said Meg, look­ing half ashamed of the con­fes­sion.

			“That is per­fect­ly nat­u­ral, and quite harm­less, if the lik­ing does not be­come a pas­sion, and lead one to do fool­ish or un­maid­en­ly things. Learn to know and val­ue the praise which is worth hav­ing, and to ex­cite the ad­mi­ra­tion of ex­cel­lent peo­ple by be­ing mod­est as well as pret­ty, Meg.”

			Mar­garet sat think­ing a mo­ment, while Jo stood with her hands be­hind her, look­ing both in­ter­est­ed and a lit­tle per­plexed; for it was a new thing to see Meg blush­ing and talk­ing about ad­mi­ra­tion, lovers, and things of that sort; and Jo felt as if, dur­ing that fort­night, her sis­ter had grown up amaz­ing­ly, and was drift­ing away from her in­to a world where she could not fol­low.

			“Moth­er, do you have ‘plans,’ as Mrs. Mof­fat said?” asked Meg bash­ful­ly.

			“Yes, my dear, I have a great many; all moth­ers do, but mine dif­fer some­what from Mrs. Mof­fat’s, I sus­pect. I will tell you some of them, for the time has come when a word may set this ro­man­tic lit­tle head and heart of yours right, on a very se­ri­ous sub­ject. You are young, Meg, but not too young to un­der­stand me; and moth­ers’ lips are the fittest to speak of such things to girls like you. Jo, your turn will come in time, per­haps, so lis­ten to my ‘plans,’ and help me car­ry them out, if they are good.”

			Jo went and sat on one arm of the chair, look­ing as if she thought they were about to join in some very solemn af­fair. Hold­ing a hand of each, and watch­ing the two young faces wist­ful­ly, Mrs. March said, in her se­ri­ous yet cheery way—

			“I want my daugh­ters to be beau­ti­ful, ac­com­plished, and good; to be ad­mired, loved, and re­spect­ed; to have a hap­py youth, to be well and wise­ly mar­ried, and to lead use­ful, pleas­ant lives, with as lit­tle care and sor­row to try them as God sees fit to send. To be loved and cho­sen by a good man is the best and sweet­est thing which can hap­pen to a wom­an; and I sin­cere­ly hope my girls may know this beau­ti­ful ex­pe­ri­ence. It is nat­u­ral to think of it, Meg; right to hope and wait for it, and wise to pre­pare for it; so that, when the hap­py time comes, you may feel ready for the du­ties and wor­thy of the joy. My dear girls, I am am­bi­tious for you, but not to have you make a dash in the world—mar­ry rich men mere­ly be­cause they are rich, or have splen­did hous­es, which are not homes be­cause love is want­ing. Mon­ey is a need­ful and pre­cious thing—and, when well used, a no­ble thing—but I nev­er want you to think it is the first or on­ly prize to strive for. I’d rather see you poor men’s wives, if you were hap­py, beloved, con­tent­ed, than queens on thrones, with­out self-re­spect and peace.”

			“Poor girls don’t stand any chance, Belle says, un­less they put them­selves for­ward,” sighed Meg.

			“Then we’ll be old maids,” said Jo stout­ly.

			“Right, Jo; bet­ter be hap­py old maids than un­hap­py wives, or un­maid­en­ly girls, run­ning about to find hus­bands,” said Mrs. March de­cid­ed­ly. “Don’t be trou­bled, Meg; pover­ty sel­dom daunts a sin­cere lover. Some of the best and most hon­ored wom­en I know were poor girls, but so love-wor­thy that they were not al­lowed to be old maids. Leave these things to time; make this home hap­py, so that you may be fit for homes of your own, if they are of­fered you, and con­tent­ed here if they are not. One thing re­mem­ber, my girls; moth­er is al­ways ready to be your con­fi­dant, fa­ther to be your friend; and both of us trust and hope that our daugh­ters, whether mar­ried or sin­gle, will be the pride and com­fort of our lives.”

			“We will, Marmee, we will!” cried both, with all their hearts, as she bade them good night.
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				The P.C. and P.O.

			
			As spring came on, a new set of amuse­ments be­came the fash­ion, and the length­en­ing days gave long af­ter­noons for work and play of all sorts. The gar­den had to be put in or­der, and each sis­ter had a quar­ter of the lit­tle plot to do what she liked with. Han­nah used to say, “I’d know which each of them gard­ings be­longed to, ef I see ’em in Chiny;” and so she might, for the girls’ tastes dif­fered as much as their char­ac­ters. Meg’s had ros­es and he­liotrope, myr­tle, and a lit­tle or­ange-tree in it. Jo’s bed was nev­er alike two sea­sons, for she was al­ways try­ing ex­per­i­ments; this year it was to be a plan­ta­tion of sun­flow­ers, the seeds of which cheer­ful and as­pir­ing plant were to feed “Aunt Cock­le-top” and her fam­i­ly of chicks. Beth had old-fash­ioned, fra­grant flow­ers in her gar­den—sweet peas and mignonette, lark­spur, pinks, pan­sies, and south­ern­wood, with chick­weed for the bird, and cat­nip for the pussies. Amy had a bow­er in hers—rather small and ear­wig­gy, but very pret­ty to look at—with hon­ey­suck­les and morn­ing-glo­ries hang­ing their col­ored horns and bells in grace­ful wreaths all over it; tall, white lilies, del­i­cate ferns, and as many bril­liant, pic­turesque plants as would con­sent to blos­som there.

			Gar­den­ing, walks, rows on the riv­er, and flow­er-hunts em­ployed the fine days; and for rainy ones, they had house di­ver­sions—some old, some new—all more or less orig­i­nal. One of these was the “P.C.”; for, as se­cret so­ci­eties were the fash­ion, it was thought prop­er to have one; and, as all of the girls ad­mired Dick­ens, they called them­selves the Pick­wick Club. With a few in­ter­rup­tions, they had kept this up for a year, and met ev­ery Sat­ur­day evening in the big gar­ret, on which oc­ca­sions the cer­e­monies were as fol­lows: Three chairs were ar­ranged in a row be­fore a ta­ble, on which was a lamp, al­so four white badges, with a big “P.C.” in dif­fer­ent col­ors on each, and the week­ly news­pa­per, called “The Pick­wick Port­fo­lio,” to which all con­trib­uted some­thing; while Jo, who rev­elled in pens and ink, was the ed­i­tor. At sev­en o’clock, the four mem­bers as­cend­ed to the clu­b­room, tied their badges round their heads, and took their seats with great solem­ni­ty. Meg, as the el­dest, was Samuel Pick­wick; Jo, be­ing of a lit­er­ary turn, Au­gus­tus Snod­grass; Beth, be­cause she was round and rosy, Tra­cy Tup­man, and Amy, who was al­ways try­ing to do what she couldn’t, was Nathaniel Win­kle. Pick­wick, the pres­i­dent, read the pa­per, which was filled with orig­i­nal tales, po­et­ry, lo­cal news, fun­ny ad­ver­tise­ments, and hints, in which they good-na­tured­ly re­mind­ed each oth­er of their faults and short­com­ings.

			On one oc­ca­sion, Mr. Pick­wick put on a pair of spec­ta­cles with­out any glass­es, rapped up­on the ta­ble, hemmed, and, hav­ing stared hard at Mr. Snod­grass, who was tilt­ing back in his chair, till he ar­ranged him­self prop­er­ly, be­gan to read:—

			
				
					The Pick­wick Port­fo­lio

					May 20, 18—

				
				
					
						Po­et’s Cor­ner

						An­niver­sary Ode

					
					
						
							Again we meet to cel­e­brate
							

							With badge and solemn rite,
							

							Our fifty-sec­ond an­niver­sary,
							

							In Pick­wick Hall, tonight.
						

						
							We all are here in per­fect health,
							

							None gone from our small band;
							

							Again we see each well-known face,
							

							And press each friend­ly hand.
						

						
							Our Pick­wick, al­ways at his post,
							

							With rev­er­ence we greet,
							

							As, spec­ta­cles on nose, he reads
							

							Our well-filled week­ly sheet.
						

						
							Al­though he suf­fers from a cold,
							

							We joy to hear him speak,
							

							For words of wis­dom from him fall,
							

							In spite of croak or squeak.
						

						
							Old six-foot Snod­grass looms on high,
							

							With ele­phan­tine grace,
							

							And beams up­on the com­pa­ny,
							

							With brown and jovial face.
						

						
							Po­et­ic fire lights up his eye,
							

							He strug­gles ’gainst his lot.
							

							Be­hold am­bi­tion on his brow,
							

							And on his nose a blot!
						

						
							Next our peace­ful Tup­man comes,
							

							So rosy, plump, and sweet.
							

							Who chokes with laugh­ter at the puns,
							

							And tum­bles off his seat.
						

						
							Prim lit­tle Win­kle too is here,
							

							With ev­ery hair in place,
							

							A mod­el of pro­pri­ety,
							

							Though he hates to wash his face.
						

						
							The year is gone, we still unite
							

							To joke and laugh and read,
							

							And tread the path of lit­er­a­ture
							

							That doth to glo­ry lead.
						

						
							Long may our pa­per pros­per well,
							

							Our club un­bro­ken be,
							

							And com­ing years their bless­ings pour
							

							On the use­ful, gay “P.C.”
						

						
							A. Snod­grass

						
					

				

				

				
					
						The Masked Mar­riage

						A Tale of Venice

					
					Gon­do­la af­ter gon­do­la swept up to the mar­ble steps, and left its love­ly load to swell the bril­liant throng that filled the state­ly halls of Count de Ade­lon. Knights and ladies, elves and pages, monks and flow­er-girls, all min­gled gay­ly in the dance. Sweet voic­es and rich melody filled the air; and so with mirth and mu­sic the mas­quer­ade went on.

					“Has your High­ness seen the La­dy Vi­o­la tonight?” asked a gal­lant trou­ba­dour of the fairy queen who float­ed down the hall up­on his arm.

					“Yes; is she not love­ly, though so sad! Her dress is well cho­sen, too, for in a week she weds Count An­to­nio, whom she pas­sion­ate­ly hates.”

					“By my faith, I en­vy him. Yon­der he comes, ar­rayed like a bride­groom, ex­cept the black mask. When that is off we shall see how he re­gards the fair maid whose heart he can­not win, though her stern fa­ther be­stows her hand,” re­turned the trou­ba­dour.

					“ ’Tis whis­pered that she loves the young Eng­lish artist who haunts her steps, and is spurned by the old count,” said the la­dy, as they joined the dance.

					The rev­el was at its height when a priest ap­peared, and, with­draw­ing the young pair to an al­cove hung with pur­ple vel­vet, he mo­tioned them to kneel. In­stant si­lence fell up­on the gay throng; and not a sound, but the dash of foun­tains or the rus­tle of or­ange-groves sleep­ing in the moon­light, broke the hush, as Count de Ade­lon spoke thus:—

					“My lords and ladies, par­don the ruse by which I have gath­ered you here to wit­ness the mar­riage of my daugh­ter. Fa­ther, we wait your ser­vices.”

					All eyes turned to­ward the bridal par­ty, and a low mur­mur of amaze­ment went through the throng, for nei­ther bride nor groom re­moved their masks. Cu­rios­i­ty and won­der pos­sessed all hearts, but re­spect re­strained all tongues till the holy rite was over. Then the ea­ger spec­ta­tors gath­ered round the count, de­mand­ing an ex­pla­na­tion.

					“Glad­ly would I give it if I could; but I on­ly know that it was the whim of my timid Vi­o­la, and I yield­ed to it. Now, my chil­dren, let the play end. Un­mask, and re­ceive my bless­ing.”

					But nei­ther bent the knee; for the young bride­groom replied, in a tone that star­tled all lis­ten­ers, as the mask fell, dis­clos­ing the no­ble face of Fer­di­nand De­v­ereux, the artist lover; and, lean­ing on the breast where now flashed the star of an Eng­lish earl, was the love­ly Vi­o­la, ra­di­ant with joy and beau­ty.

					“My lord, you scorn­ful­ly bade me claim your daugh­ter when I could boast as high a name and vast a for­tune as the Count An­to­nio. I can do more; for even your am­bi­tious soul can­not refuse the Earl of De­v­ereux and De Vere, when he gives his an­cient name and bound­less wealth in re­turn for the beloved hand of this fair la­dy, now my wife.”

					The count stood like one changed to stone; and, turn­ing to the be­wil­dered crowd, Fer­di­nand added, with a gay smile of tri­umph, “To you, my gal­lant friends, I can on­ly wish that your woo­ing may pros­per as mine has done; and that you may all win as fair a bride as I have, by this masked mar­riage.”

					
						S. Pick­wick

					
				

				

				
					Why is the P.C. like the Tow­er of Ba­bel? It is full of un­ruly mem­bers.

				

				

				
					
						The His­to­ry of a Squash

					
					Once up­on a time a farmer plant­ed a lit­tle seed in his gar­den, and af­ter a while it sprout­ed and be­came a vine, and bore many squash­es. One day in Oc­to­ber, when they were ripe, he picked one and took it to mar­ket. A gro­cer-man bought and put it in his shop. That same morn­ing, a lit­tle girl, in a brown hat and blue dress, with a round face and snub nose, went and bought it for her moth­er. She lugged it home, cut it up, and boiled it in the big pot; mashed some of it, with salt and but­ter, for din­ner; and to the rest she added a pint of milk, two eggs, four spoons of sug­ar, nut­meg, and some crack­ers; put it in a deep dish, and baked it till it was brown and nice; and next day it was eat­en by a fam­i­ly named March.

					
						T. Tup­man

					
				

				

				
					Mr. Pick­wick, Sir:—

					I ad­dress you up­on the sub­ject of sin the sin­ner I mean is a man named Win­kle who makes trou­ble in his club by laugh­ing and some­times won’t write his piece in this fine pa­per I hope you will par­don his bad­ness and let him send a French fa­ble be­cause he can’t write out of his head as he has so many lessons to do and no brains in fu­ture I will try to take time by the fet­lock and pre­pare some work which will be all com­my la fo that means all right I am in haste as it is near­ly school time.

					
						Yours re­spectably,

						N. Win­kle

					
				

				[The above is a man­ly and hand­some ac­knowl­edg­ment of past mis­de­meanors. If our young friend stud­ied punc­tu­a­tion, it would be well.]

				

				
					
						A Sad Ac­ci­dent

					
					On Fri­day last, we were star­tled by a vi­o­lent shock in our base­ment, fol­lowed by cries of dis­tress. On rush­ing, in a body, to the cel­lar, we dis­cov­ered our beloved Pres­i­dent pros­trate up­on the floor, hav­ing tripped and fall­en while get­ting wood for do­mes­tic pur­pos­es. A per­fect scene of ru­in met our eyes; for in his fall Mr. Pick­wick had plunged his head and shoul­ders in­to a tub of wa­ter, up­set a keg of soft soap up­on his man­ly form, and torn his gar­ments bad­ly. On be­ing re­moved from this per­ilous sit­u­a­tion, it was dis­cov­ered that he had suf­fered no in­jury but sev­er­al bruis­es; and, we are hap­py to add, is now do­ing well.

					
						
							Ed.
						

					
				

				

				
					
						The Pub­lic Be­reave­ment

					
					It is our painful du­ty to record the sud­den and mys­te­ri­ous dis­ap­pear­ance of our cher­ished friend, Mrs. Snow­ball Pat Paw. This love­ly and beloved cat was the pet of a large cir­cle of warm and ad­mir­ing friends; for her beau­ty at­tract­ed all eyes, her graces and virtues en­deared her to all hearts, and her loss is deeply felt by the whole com­mu­ni­ty.

					When last seen, she was sit­ting at the gate, watch­ing the butch­er’s cart; and it is feared that some vil­lain, tempt­ed by her charms, base­ly stole her. Weeks have passed, but no trace of her has been dis­cov­ered; and we re­lin­quish all hope, tie a black rib­bon to her bas­ket, set aside her dish, and weep for her as one lost to us for­ev­er.

				

				

				A sym­pa­thiz­ing friend sends the fol­low­ing gem:—

				
					
						A Lament

						For S. B. Pat Paw

					
					
						We mourn the loss of our lit­tle pet,
						

						And sigh o’er her hap­less fate,
						

						For nev­er more by the fire she’ll sit,
						

						Nor play by the old green gate.
					

					
						The lit­tle grave where her in­fant sleeps,
						

						Is ’neath the chest­nut tree;
						

						But o’er her grave we may not weep,
						

						We know not where it may be.
					

					
						Her emp­ty bed, her idle ball,
						

						Will nev­er see her more;
						

						No gen­tle tap, no lov­ing purr
						

						Is heard at the par­lor-door.
					

					
						An­oth­er cat comes af­ter her mice,
						

						A cat with a dirty face;
						

						But she does not hunt as our dar­ling did,
						

						Nor play with her airy grace.
					

					
						Her stealthy paws tread the very hall
						

						Where Snow­ball used to play,
						

						But she on­ly spits at the dogs our pet
						

						So gal­lant­ly drove away.
					

					
						She is use­ful and mild, and does her best,
						

						But she is not fair to see;
						

						And we can­not give her your place, dear,
						

						Nor wor­ship her as we wor­ship thee.
					

					
						
							A. S.
						

					
				

				

				
					
						Ad­ver­tise­ments

					
					
							
							Miss Oran­thy Blug­gage, the ac­com­plished Strong-Mind­ed Lec­tur­er, will de­liv­er her fa­mous Lec­ture on “Wom­an and Her Po­si­tion,” at Pick­wick Hall, next Sat­ur­day Evening, af­ter the usu­al per­for­mances.

						

							
							A Week­ly Meet­ing will be held at Kitchen Place, to teach young ladies how to cook. Han­nah Brown will pre­side; and all are in­vit­ed to at­tend.

						

							
							The Dust­pan So­ci­ety will meet on Wednes­day next, and pa­rade in the up­per sto­ry of the Club House. All mem­bers to ap­pear in uni­form and shoul­der their brooms at nine pre­cise­ly.

						

							
							Mrs. Beth Bounc­er will open her new as­sort­ment of Doll’s Millinery next week. The lat­est Paris Fash­ions have ar­rived, and or­ders are re­spect­ful­ly so­licit­ed.

						

							
							A New Play will ap­pear at the Barnville The­atre, in the course of a few weeks, which will sur­pass any­thing ev­er seen on the Amer­i­can stage. “The Greek Slave, or Con­stan­tine the Avenger,” is the name of this thrilling dra­ma!!!

						

					

				

				

				
					
						Hints

					
					If S. P. didn’t use so much soap on his hands, he wouldn’t al­ways be late at break­fast. A. S. is re­quest­ed not to whis­tle in the street. T. T. please don’t for­get Amy’s nap­kin. N. W. must not fret be­cause his dress has not nine tucks.

				

				

				
					
						Week­ly Re­port

					
					
							
							Meg—Good.

						

							
							Jo—Bad.

						

							
							Beth—Very good.

						

							
							Amy—Mid­dling.

						

					

				

			

			As the Pres­i­dent fin­ished read­ing the pa­per (which I beg leave to as­sure my read­ers is a bona fide copy of one writ­ten by bona fide girls once up­on a time), a round of ap­plause fol­lowed, and then Mr. Snod­grass rose to make a propo­si­tion.

			“Mr. Pres­i­dent and gen­tle­men,” he be­gan, as­sum­ing a par­lia­men­tary at­ti­tude and tone, “I wish to pro­pose the ad­mis­sion of a new mem­ber—one who high­ly de­serves the hon­or, would be deeply grate­ful for it, and would add im­mense­ly to the spir­it of the club, the lit­er­ary val­ue of the pa­per, and be no end jol­ly and nice. I pro­pose Mr. Theodore Lau­rence as an hon­orary mem­ber of the P.C. Come now, do have him.”

			Jo’s sud­den change of tone made the girls laugh; but all looked rather anx­ious, and no one said a word, as Snod­grass took his seat.

			“We’ll put it to vote,” said the Pres­i­dent. “All in fa­vor of this mo­tion please to man­i­fest it by say­ing ‘Ay.’ ”

			A loud re­sponse from Snod­grass, fol­lowed, to ev­ery­body’s sur­prise, by a timid one from Beth.

			“Con­trary mind­ed say ‘No.’ ”

			Meg and Amy were con­trary mind­ed; and Mr. Win­kle rose to say, with great el­e­gance, “We don’t wish any boys; they on­ly joke and bounce about. This is a ladies’ club, and we wish to be pri­vate and prop­er.”

			“I’m afraid he’ll laugh at our pa­per, and make fun of us af­ter­ward,” ob­served Pick­wick, pulling the lit­tle curl on her fore­head, as she al­ways did when doubt­ful.

			Up rose Snod­grass, very much in earnest. “Sir, I give you my word as a gen­tle­man, Lau­rie won’t do any­thing of the sort. He likes to write, and he’ll give a tone to our con­tri­bu­tions, and keep us from be­ing sen­ti­men­tal, don’t you see? We can do so lit­tle for him, and he does so much for us, I think the least we can do is to of­fer him a place here, and make him wel­come if he comes.”

			This art­ful al­lu­sion to ben­e­fits con­ferred brought Tup­man to his feet, look­ing as if he had quite made up his mind.

			“Yes, we ought to do it, even if we are afraid. I say he may come, and his grand­pa, too, if he likes.”

			This spir­it­ed burst from Beth elec­tri­fied the club, and Jo left her seat to shake hands ap­prov­ing­ly. “Now then, vote again. Ev­ery­body re­mem­ber it’s our Lau­rie, and say ‘Ay!’ ” cried Snod­grass ex­cit­ed­ly.

			“Ay! ay! ay!” replied three voic­es at once.

			“Good! Bless you! Now, as there’s noth­ing like ‘tak­ing time by the fet­lock,’ as Win­kle char­ac­ter­is­ti­cal­ly ob­serves, al­low me to present the new mem­ber;” and, to the dis­may of the rest of the club, Jo threw open the door of the clos­et, and dis­played Lau­rie sit­ting on a rag­bag, flushed and twin­kling with sup­pressed laugh­ter.

			“You rogue! you traitor! Jo, how could you?” cried the three girls, as Snod­grass led her friend tri­umphant­ly forth; and, pro­duc­ing both a chair and a badge, in­stalled him in a jiffy.

			“The cool­ness of you two ras­cals is amaz­ing,” be­gan Mr. Pick­wick, try­ing to get up an aw­ful frown, and on­ly suc­ceed­ing in pro­duc­ing an ami­able smile. But the new mem­ber was equal to the oc­ca­sion; and, ris­ing, with a grate­ful salu­ta­tion to the Chair, said, in the most en­gag­ing man­ner, “Mr. Pres­i­dent and ladies—I beg par­don, gen­tle­men—al­low me to in­tro­duce my­self as Sam Weller, the very hum­ble ser­vant of the club.”

			“Good! good!” cried Jo, pound­ing with the han­dle of the old warm­ing-pan on which she leaned.

			“My faith­ful friend and no­ble pa­tron,” con­tin­ued Lau­rie, with a wave of the hand, “who has so flat­ter­ing­ly pre­sent­ed me, is not to be blamed for the base strat­a­gem of tonight. I planned it, and she on­ly gave in af­ter lots of teas­ing.”

			“Come now, don’t lay it all on your­self; you know I pro­posed the cup­board,” broke in Snod­grass, who was en­joy­ing the joke amaz­ing­ly.

			“Nev­er you mind what she says. I’m the wretch that did it, sir,” said the new mem­ber, with a Welleresque nod to Mr. Pick­wick. “But on my hon­or, I nev­er will do so again, and hence­forth de­wote my­self to the in­ter­est of this im­mor­tal club.”

			“Hear! hear!” cried Jo, clash­ing the lid of the warm­ing-pan like a cym­bal.

			“Go on, go on!” added Win­kle and Tup­man, while the Pres­i­dent bowed be­nign­ly.

			“I mere­ly wish to say, that as a slight to­ken of my grat­i­tude for the hon­or done me, and as a means of pro­mot­ing friend­ly re­la­tions be­tween ad­join­ing na­tions, I have set up a post-of­fice in the hedge in the low­er cor­ner of the gar­den; a fine, spa­cious build­ing, with pad­locks on the doors, and ev­ery con­ve­nience for the mails—al­so the fe­males, if I may be al­lowed the ex­pres­sion. It’s the old mar­tin-house; but I’ve stopped up the door, and made the roof open, so it will hold all sorts of things, and save our valu­able time. Let­ters, manuscripts, books, and bun­dles can be passed in there; and, as each na­tion has a key, it will be un­com­mon­ly nice, I fan­cy. Al­low me to present the club key; and, with many thanks for your fa­vor, take my seat.”

			Great ap­plause as Mr. Weller de­posit­ed a lit­tle key on the ta­ble, and sub­sid­ed; the warm­ing-pan clashed and waved wild­ly, and it was some time be­fore or­der could be re­stored. A long dis­cus­sion fol­lowed, and ev­ery­one came out sur­pris­ing, for ev­ery­one did her best; so it was an un­usu­al­ly live­ly meet­ing, and did not ad­journ till a late hour, when it broke up with three shrill cheers for the new mem­ber.

			No one ev­er re­gret­ted the ad­mit­tance of Sam Weller, for a more de­vot­ed, well-be­haved, and jovial mem­ber no club could have. He cer­tain­ly did add “spir­it” to the meet­ings, and “a tone” to the pa­per; for his ora­tions con­vulsed his hear­ers, and his con­tri­bu­tions were ex­cel­lent, be­ing pa­tri­ot­ic, clas­si­cal, com­i­cal, or dra­mat­ic, but nev­er sen­ti­men­tal. Jo re­gard­ed them as wor­thy of Ba­con, Mil­ton, or Shake­speare; and re­mod­elled her own works with good ef­fect, she thought.

			The P.O. was a cap­i­tal lit­tle in­sti­tu­tion, and flour­ished won­der­ful­ly, for near­ly as many queer things passed through it as through the re­al of­fice. Tragedies and cra­vats, po­et­ry and pick­les, gar­den-seeds and long let­ters, mu­sic and gin­ger­bread, rub­bers, in­vi­ta­tions, scold­ings and pup­pies. The old gen­tle­man liked the fun, and amused him­self by send­ing odd bun­dles, mys­te­ri­ous mes­sages, and fun­ny tele­grams; and his gar­den­er, who was smit­ten with Han­nah’s charms, ac­tu­al­ly sent a love-let­ter to Jo’s care. How they laughed when the se­cret came out, nev­er dream­ing how many love-let­ters that lit­tle post-of­fice would hold in the years to come!

		
	
		
			
				XI

				Ex­per­i­ments

			
			“The first of June! The Kings are off to the seashore to­mor­row, and I’m free. Three months’ va­ca­tion—how I shall en­joy it!” ex­claimed Meg, com­ing home one warm day to find Jo laid up­on the so­fa in an un­usu­al state of ex­haus­tion, while Beth took off her dusty boots, and Amy made lemon­ade for the re­fresh­ment of the whole par­ty.

			“Aunt March went to­day, for which, oh, be joy­ful!” said Jo. “I was mor­tal­ly afraid she’d ask me to go with her; if she had, I should have felt as if I ought to do it; but Plum­field is about as gay as a church­yard, you know, and I’d rather be ex­cused. We had a flur­ry get­ting the old la­dy off, and I had a fright ev­ery time she spoke to me, for I was in such a hur­ry to be through that I was un­com­mon­ly help­ful and sweet, and feared she’d find it im­pos­si­ble to part from me. I quaked till she was fair­ly in the car­riage, and had a fi­nal fright, for, as it drove off, she popped out her head, say­ing, ‘Josy-phine, won’t you—?’ I didn’t hear any more, for I base­ly turned and fled; I did ac­tu­al­ly run, and whisked round the cor­ner, where I felt safe.”

			“Poor old Jo! she came in look­ing as if bears were af­ter her,” said Beth, as she cud­dled her sis­ter’s feet with a moth­er­ly air.

			“Aunt March is a reg­u­lar sam­phire, is she not?” ob­served Amy, tast­ing her mix­ture crit­i­cal­ly.

			“She means vam­pire, not sea­weed; but it doesn’t mat­ter; it’s too warm to be par­tic­u­lar about one’s parts of speech,” mur­mured Jo.

			“What shall you do all your va­ca­tion?” asked Amy, chang­ing the sub­ject, with tact.

			“I shall lie abed late, and do noth­ing,” replied Meg, from the depths of the rock­ing-chair. “I’ve been rout­ed up ear­ly all win­ter and had to spend my days work­ing for oth­er peo­ple; so now I’m go­ing to rest and rev­el to my heart’s con­tent.”

			“No,” said Jo; “that dozy way wouldn’t suit me. I’ve laid in a heap of books, and I’m go­ing to im­prove my shin­ing hours read­ing on my perch in the old ap­ple-tree, when I’m not hav­ing l—”

			“Don’t say ‘larks!’ ” im­plored Amy, as a re­turn snub for the “sam­phire” cor­rec­tion.

			“I’ll say ‘nightin­gales,’ then, with Lau­rie; that’s prop­er and ap­pro­pri­ate, since he’s a war­bler.”

			“Don’t let us do any lessons, Beth, for a while, but play all the time, and rest, as the girls mean to,” pro­posed Amy.

			“Well, I will, if moth­er doesn’t mind. I want to learn some new songs, and my chil­dren need fit­ting up for the sum­mer; they are dread­ful­ly out of or­der, and re­al­ly suf­fer­ing for clothes.”

			“May we, moth­er?” asked Meg, turn­ing to Mrs. March, who sat sewing, in what they called “Marmee’s cor­ner.”

			“You may try your ex­per­i­ment for a week, and see how you like it. I think by Sat­ur­day night you will find that all play and no work is as bad as all work and no play.”

			“Oh, dear, no! it will be de­li­cious, I’m sure,” said Meg com­pla­cent­ly.

			“I now pro­pose a toast, as my ‘friend and pard­ner, Sairy Gamp,’ says. Fun for­ev­er, and no grub­bing!” cried Jo, ris­ing, glass in hand, as the lemon­ade went round.

			They all drank it mer­ri­ly, and be­gan the ex­per­i­ment by loung­ing for the rest of the day. Next morn­ing, Meg did not ap­pear till ten o’clock; her soli­tary break­fast did not taste nice, and the room seemed lone­ly and un­tidy; for Jo had not filled the vas­es, Beth had not dust­ed, and Amy’s books lay scat­tered about. Noth­ing was neat and pleas­ant but “Marmee’s cor­ner,” which looked as usu­al; and there Meg sat, to “rest and read,” which meant yawn, and imag­ine what pret­ty sum­mer dress­es she would get with her salary. Jo spent the morn­ing on the riv­er, with Lau­rie, and the af­ter­noon read­ing and cry­ing over The Wide, Wide World, up in the ap­ple-tree. Beth be­gan by rum­mag­ing ev­ery­thing out of the big clos­et, where her fam­i­ly resid­ed; but, get­ting tired be­fore half done, she left her es­tab­lish­ment top­sy-turvy, and went to her mu­sic, re­joic­ing that she had no dish­es to wash. Amy ar­ranged her bow­er, put on her best white frock, smoothed her curls, and sat down to draw, un­der the hon­ey­suck­les, hop­ing some­one would see and in­quire who the young artist was. As no one ap­peared but an in­quis­i­tive dad­dy-long-legs, who ex­am­ined her work with in­ter­est, she went to walk, got caught in a show­er, and came home drip­ping.

			At teatime they com­pared notes, and all agreed that it had been a de­light­ful, though un­usu­al­ly long day. Meg, who went shop­ping in the af­ter­noon, and got a “sweet blue muslin,” had dis­cov­ered, af­ter she had cut the breadths off, that it wouldn’t wash, which mishap made her slight­ly cross. Jo had burnt the skin off her nose boat­ing, and got a rag­ing headache by read­ing too long. Beth was wor­ried by the con­fu­sion of her clos­et, and the dif­fi­cul­ty of learn­ing three or four songs at once; and Amy deeply re­gret­ted the dam­age done her frock, for Katy Brown’s par­ty was to be the next day; and now, like Flo­ra McFlim­sey, she had “noth­ing to wear.” But these were mere tri­fles; and they as­sured their moth­er that the ex­per­i­ment was work­ing fine­ly. She smiled, said noth­ing, and, with Han­nah’s help, did their ne­glect­ed work, keep­ing home pleas­ant, and the do­mes­tic ma­chin­ery run­ning smooth­ly. It was as­ton­ish­ing what a pe­cu­liar and un­com­fort­able state of things was pro­duced by the “rest­ing and rev­el­ling” process. The days kept get­ting longer and longer; the weath­er was un­usu­al­ly vari­able, and so were tem­pers; an un­set­tled feel­ing pos­sessed ev­ery­one, and Sa­tan found plen­ty of mis­chief for the idle hands to do. As the height of lux­u­ry, Meg put out some of her sewing, and then found time hang so heav­i­ly that she fell to snip­ping and spoil­ing her clothes, in her at­tempts to fur­bish them up à la Mof­fat. Jo read till her eyes gave out, and she was sick of books; got so fid­gety that even good-na­tured Lau­rie had a quar­rel with her, and so re­duced in spir­its that she des­per­ate­ly wished she had gone with Aunt March. Beth got on pret­ty well, for she was con­stant­ly for­get­ting that it was to be all play, and no work, and fell back in­to her old ways now and then; but some­thing in the air af­fect­ed her, and, more than once, her tran­quil­li­ty was much dis­turbed; so much so, that, on one oc­ca­sion, she ac­tu­al­ly shook poor dear Joan­na, and told her she was “a fright.” Amy fared worst of all, for her re­sources were small; and when her sis­ters left her to amuse and care for her­self, she soon found that ac­com­plished and im­por­tant lit­tle self a great bur­den. She didn’t like dolls, fairy­tales were child­ish, and one couldn’t draw all the time; tea-par­ties didn’t amount to much, nei­ther did pic­nics, un­less very well con­duct­ed. “If one could have a fine house, full of nice girls, or go trav­el­ling, the sum­mer would be de­light­ful; but to stay at home with three self­ish sis­ters and a grown-up boy was enough to try the pa­tience of a Boaz,” com­plained Miss Malaprop, af­ter sev­er­al days de­vot­ed to plea­sure, fret­ting, and en­nui.

			No one would own that they were tired of the ex­per­i­ment; but, by Fri­day night, each ac­knowl­edged to her­self that she was glad the week was near­ly done. Hop­ing to im­press the les­son more deeply, Mrs. March, who had a good deal of hu­mor, re­solved to fin­ish off the tri­al in an ap­pro­pri­ate man­ner; so she gave Han­nah a hol­i­day, and let the girls en­joy the full ef­fect of the play sys­tem.

			When they got up on Sat­ur­day morn­ing, there was no fire in the kitchen, no break­fast in the din­ing-room, and no moth­er any­where to be seen.

			“Mer­cy on us! what has hap­pened?” cried Jo, star­ing about her in dis­may.

			Meg ran up­stairs, and soon came back again, look­ing re­lieved, but rather be­wil­dered, and a lit­tle ashamed.

			“Moth­er isn’t sick, on­ly very tired, and she says she is go­ing to stay qui­et­ly in her room all day, and let us do the best we can. It’s a very queer thing for her to do, she doesn’t act a bit like her­self; but she says it has been a hard week for her, so we mustn’t grum­ble, but take care of our­selves.”

			“That’s easy enough, and I like the idea; I’m aching for some­thing to do—that is, some new amuse­ment, you know,” added Jo quick­ly.

			In fact it was an im­mense re­lief to them all to have a lit­tle work, and they took hold with a will, but soon re­al­ized the truth of Han­nah’s say­ing, “House­keep­ing ain’t no joke.” There was plen­ty of food in the larder, and, while Beth and Amy set the ta­ble, Meg and Jo got break­fast, won­der­ing, as they did so, why ser­vants ev­er talked about hard work.

			“I shall take some up to moth­er, though she said we were not to think of her, for she’d take care of her­self,” said Meg, who presid­ed, and felt quite ma­tron­ly be­hind the teapot.

			So a tray was fit­ted out be­fore any­one be­gan, and tak­en up, with the cook’s com­pli­ments. The boiled tea was very bit­ter, the omelette scorched, and the bis­cuits speck­led with saler­a­tus; but Mrs. March re­ceived her repast with thanks, and laughed hearti­ly over it af­ter Jo was gone.

			“Poor lit­tle souls, they will have a hard time, I’m afraid; but they won’t suf­fer, and it will do them good,” she said, pro­duc­ing the more palat­able viands with which she had pro­vid­ed her­self, and dis­pos­ing of the bad break­fast, so that their feel­ings might not be hurt—a moth­er­ly lit­tle de­cep­tion, for which they were grate­ful.

			Many were the com­plaints be­low, and great the cha­grin of the head cook at her fail­ures. “Nev­er mind, I’ll get the din­ner, and be ser­vant; you be mis­tress, keep your hands nice, see com­pa­ny, and give or­ders,” said Jo, who knew still less than Meg about culi­nary af­fairs.

			This oblig­ing of­fer was glad­ly ac­cept­ed; and Mar­garet re­tired to the par­lor, which she hasti­ly put in or­der by whisk­ing the lit­ter un­der the so­fa, and shut­ting the blinds, to save the trou­ble of dust­ing. Jo, with per­fect faith in her own pow­ers, and a friend­ly de­sire to make up the quar­rel, im­me­di­ate­ly put a note in the of­fice, invit­ing Lau­rie to din­ner.

			“You’d bet­ter see what you have got be­fore you think of hav­ing com­pa­ny,” said Meg, when in­formed of the hos­pitable but rash act.

			“Oh, there’s corned beef and plen­ty of pota­toes; and I shall get some as­para­gus, and a lob­ster, ‘for a rel­ish,’ as Han­nah says. We’ll have let­tuce, and make a sal­ad. I don’t know how, but the book tells. I’ll have blanc­mange and straw­ber­ries for dessert; and cof­fee, too, if you want to be el­e­gant.”

			“Don’t try too many mess­es, Jo, for you can’t make any­thing but gin­ger­bread and mo­lasses can­dy, fit to eat. I wash my hands of the din­ner-par­ty; and, since you have asked Lau­rie on your own re­spon­si­bil­i­ty, you may just take care of him.”

			“I don’t want you to do any­thing but be civ­il to him, and help to the pud­ding. You’ll give me your ad­vice if I get in a mud­dle, won’t you?” asked Jo, rather hurt.

			“Yes; but I don’t know much, ex­cept about bread, and a few tri­fles. You had bet­ter ask moth­er’s leave be­fore you or­der any­thing,” re­turned Meg pru­dent­ly.

			“Of course I shall; I’m not a fool,” and Jo went off in a huff at the doubts ex­pressed of her pow­ers.

			“Get what you like, and don’t dis­turb me; I’m go­ing out to din­ner, and can’t wor­ry about things at home,” said Mrs. March, when Jo spoke to her. “I nev­er en­joyed house­keep­ing, and I’m go­ing to take a va­ca­tion to­day, and read, write, go vis­it­ing, and amuse my­self.”

			The un­usu­al spec­ta­cle of her busy moth­er rock­ing com­fort­ably, and read­ing, ear­ly in the morn­ing, made Jo feel as if some nat­u­ral phe­nom­e­non had oc­curred, for an eclipse, an earth­quake, or a vol­canic erup­tion would hard­ly have seemed stranger.

			“Ev­ery­thing is out of sorts, some­how,” she said to her­self, go­ing down­stairs. “There’s Beth cry­ing; that’s a sure sign that some­thing is wrong with this fam­i­ly. If Amy is both­er­ing, I’ll shake her.”

			Feel­ing very much out of sorts her­self, Jo hur­ried in­to the par­lor to find Beth sob­bing over Pip, the ca­nary, who lay dead in the cage, with his lit­tle claws pa­thet­i­cal­ly ex­tend­ed, as if im­plor­ing the food for want of which he had died.

			“It’s all my fault—I for­got him—there isn’t a seed or a drop left. O Pip! O Pip! how could I be so cru­el to you?” cried Beth, tak­ing the poor thing in her hands, and try­ing to re­store him.

			Jo peeped in­to his half-open eye, felt his lit­tle heart, and find­ing him stiff and cold, shook her head, and of­fered her domi­no-box for a cof­fin.

			“Put him in the oven, and maybe he will get warm and re­vive,” said Amy hope­ful­ly.

			“He’s been starved, and he shan’t be baked, now he’s dead. I’ll make him a shroud, and he shall be buried in the gar­den; and I’ll nev­er have an­oth­er bird, nev­er, my Pip! for I am too bad to own one,” mur­mured Beth, sit­ting on the floor with her pet fold­ed in her hands.

			“The fu­ner­al shall be this af­ter­noon, and we will all go. Now, don’t cry, Bethy; it’s a pity, but noth­ing goes right this week, and Pip has had the worst of the ex­per­i­ment. Make the shroud, and lay him in my box; and, af­ter the din­ner-par­ty, we’ll have a nice lit­tle fu­ner­al,” said Jo, be­gin­ning to feel as if she had un­der­tak­en a good deal.

			Leav­ing the oth­ers to con­sole Beth, she de­part­ed to the kitchen, which was in a most dis­cour­ag­ing state of con­fu­sion. Putting on a big apron, she fell to work, and got the dish­es piled up ready for wash­ing, when she dis­cov­ered that the fire was out.

			“Here’s a sweet prospect!” mut­tered Jo, slam­ming the stove-door open, and pok­ing vig­or­ous­ly among the cin­ders.

			Hav­ing rekin­dled the fire, she thought she would go to mar­ket while the wa­ter heat­ed. The walk re­vived her spir­its; and, flat­ter­ing her­self that she had made good bar­gains, she trudged home again, af­ter buy­ing a very young lob­ster, some very old as­para­gus, and two box­es of acid straw­ber­ries. By the time she got cleared up, the din­ner ar­rived, and the stove was red-hot. Han­nah had left a pan of bread to rise, Meg had worked it up ear­ly, set it on the hearth for a sec­ond ris­ing, and for­got­ten it. Meg was en­ter­tain­ing Sal­lie Gar­diner in the par­lor, when the door flew open, and a floury, crocky, flushed, and di­shev­elled fig­ure ap­peared, de­mand­ing tart­ly—

			“I say, isn’t bread ‘riz’ enough when it runs over the pans?”

			Sal­lie be­gan to laugh; but Meg nod­ded, and lift­ed her eye­brows as high as they would go, which caused the ap­pari­tion to van­ish, and put the sour bread in­to the oven with­out fur­ther de­lay. Mrs. March went out, af­ter peep­ing here and there to see how mat­ters went, al­so say­ing a word of com­fort to Beth, who sat mak­ing a wind­ing-sheet, while the dear de­part­ed lay in state in the domi­no-box. A strange sense of help­less­ness fell up­on the girls as the gray bon­net van­ished round the cor­ner; and de­spair seized them, when, a few min­utes lat­er, Miss Crock­er ap­peared, and said she’d come to din­ner. Now, this la­dy was a thin, yel­low spin­ster, with a sharp nose and in­quis­i­tive eyes, who saw ev­ery­thing, and gos­siped about all she saw. They dis­liked her, but had been taught to be kind to her, sim­ply be­cause she was old and poor, and had few friends. So Meg gave her the easy-chair, and tried to en­ter­tain her, while she asked ques­tions, crit­i­cised ev­ery­thing, and told sto­ries of the peo­ple whom she knew.

			Lan­guage can­not de­scribe the anx­i­eties, ex­pe­ri­ences, and ex­er­tions which Jo un­der­went that morn­ing; and the din­ner she served up be­came a stand­ing joke. Fear­ing to ask any more ad­vice, she did her best alone, and dis­cov­ered that some­thing more than en­er­gy and good­will is nec­es­sary to make a cook. She boiled the as­para­gus for an hour, and was grieved to find the heads cooked off and the stalks hard­er than ev­er. The bread burnt black; for the sal­ad-dress­ing so ag­gra­vat­ed her, that she let ev­ery­thing else go till she had con­vinced her­self that she could not make it fit to eat. The lob­ster was a scar­let mys­tery to her, but she ham­mered and poked, till it was un­shelled, and its mea­gre pro­por­tions con­cealed in a grove of let­tuce-leaves. The pota­toes had to be hur­ried, not to keep the as­para­gus wait­ing, and were not done at last. The blanc­mange was lumpy, and the straw­ber­ries not as ripe as they looked, hav­ing been skil­ful­ly “dea­coned.”

			“Well, they can eat beef, and bread and but­ter, if they are hun­gry; on­ly it’s mor­ti­fy­ing to have to spend your whole morn­ing for noth­ing,” thought Jo, as she rang the bell half an hour lat­er than usu­al, and stood, hot, tired, and dispir­it­ed, sur­vey­ing the feast spread for Lau­rie, ac­cus­tomed to all sorts of el­e­gance, and Miss Crock­er, whose cu­ri­ous eyes would mark all fail­ures, and whose tat­tling tongue would re­port them far and wide.

			Poor Jo would glad­ly have gone un­der the ta­ble, as one thing af­ter an­oth­er was tast­ed and left; while Amy gig­gled, Meg looked dis­tressed, Miss Crock­er pursed up her lips, and Lau­rie talked and laughed with all his might, to give a cheer­ful tone to the fes­tive scene. Jo’s one strong point was the fruit, for she had sug­ared it well, and had a pitch­er of rich cream to eat with it. Her hot cheeks cooled a tri­fle, and she drew a long breath, as the pret­ty glass plates went round, and ev­ery­one looked gra­cious­ly at the lit­tle rosy is­lands float­ing in a sea of cream. Miss Crock­er tast­ed first, made a wry face, and drank some wa­ter hasti­ly. Jo, who had re­fused, think­ing there might not be enough, for they dwin­dled sad­ly af­ter the pick­ing over, glanced at Lau­rie, but he was eat­ing away man­ful­ly, though there was a slight puck­er about his mouth, and he kept his eye fixed on his plate. Amy, who was fond of del­i­cate fare, took a heap­ing spoon­ful, choked, hid her face in her nap­kin, and left the ta­ble pre­cip­i­tate­ly.

			“Oh, what is it?” ex­claimed Jo trem­bling.

			“Salt in­stead of sug­ar, and the cream is sour,” replied Meg, with a trag­ic ges­ture.

			Jo ut­tered a groan, and fell back in her chair; re­mem­ber­ing that she had giv­en a last hasty pow­der­ing to the berries out of one of the two box­es on the kitchen ta­ble, and had ne­glect­ed to put the milk in the re­frig­er­a­tor. She turned scar­let, and was on the verge of cry­ing, when she met Lau­rie’s eyes, which would look mer­ry in spite of his hero­ic ef­forts; the com­i­cal side of the af­fair sud­den­ly struck her, and she laughed till the tears ran down her cheeks. So did ev­ery­one else, even “Croak­er,” as the girls called the old la­dy; and the un­for­tu­nate din­ner end­ed gay­ly, with bread and but­ter, olives and fun.

			“I haven’t strength of mind enough to clear up now, so we will sober our­selves with a fu­ner­al,” said Jo, as they rose; and Miss Crock­er made ready to go, be­ing ea­ger to tell the new sto­ry at an­oth­er friend’s din­ner-ta­ble.

			They did sober them­selves, for Beth’s sake; Lau­rie dug a grave un­der the ferns in the grove, lit­tle Pip was laid in, with many tears, by his ten­der­heart­ed mis­tress, and cov­ered with moss, while a wreath of vi­o­lets and chick­weed was hung on the stone which bore his epi­taph, com­posed by Jo, while she strug­gled with the din­ner:—

			
				
					“Here lies Pip March,
					

					Who died the 7th of June;
					

					Loved and lament­ed sore,
					

					And not for­got­ten soon.”
				

			

			At the con­clu­sion of the cer­e­monies, Beth re­tired to her room, over­come with emo­tion and lob­ster; but there was no place of re­pose, for the beds were not made, and she found her grief much as­suaged by beat­ing up pil­lows and putting things in or­der. Meg helped Jo clear away the re­mains of the feast, which took half the af­ter­noon, and left them so tired that they agreed to be con­tent­ed with tea and toast for sup­per. Lau­rie took Amy to drive, which was a deed of char­i­ty, for the sour cream seemed to have had a bad ef­fect up­on her tem­per. Mrs. March came home to find the three old­er girls hard at work in the mid­dle of the af­ter­noon; and a glance at the clos­et gave her an idea of the suc­cess of one part of the ex­per­i­ment.

			Be­fore the house­wives could rest, sev­er­al peo­ple called, and there was a scram­ble to get ready to see them; then tea must be got, er­rands done; and one or two nec­es­sary bits of sewing ne­glect­ed till the last minute. As twi­light fell, dewy and still, one by one they gath­ered in the porch where the June ros­es were bud­ding beau­ti­ful­ly, and each groaned or sighed as she sat down, as if tired or trou­bled.

			“What a dread­ful day this has been!” be­gun Jo, usu­al­ly the first to speak.

			“It has seemed short­er than usu­al, but so un­com­fort­able,” said Meg.

			“Not a bit like home,” added Amy.

			“It can’t seem so with­out Marmee and lit­tle Pip,” sighed Beth, glanc­ing, with full eyes, at the emp­ty cage above her head.

			“Here’s moth­er, dear, and you shall have an­oth­er bird to­mor­row, if you want it.”

			As she spoke, Mrs. March came and took her place among them, look­ing as if her hol­i­day had not been much pleas­an­ter than theirs.

			“Are you sat­is­fied with your ex­per­i­ment, girls, or do you want an­oth­er week of it?” she asked, as Beth nes­tled up to her, and the rest turned to­ward her with bright­en­ing faces, as flow­ers turn to­ward the sun.

			“I don’t!” cried Jo de­cid­ed­ly.

			“Nor I,” echoed the oth­ers.

			“You think, then, that it is bet­ter to have a few du­ties, and live a lit­tle for oth­ers, do you?”

			“Loung­ing and lark­ing doesn’t pay,” ob­served Jo, shak­ing her head. “I’m tired of it, and mean to go to work at some­thing right off.”

			“Sup­pose you learn plain cook­ing; that’s a use­ful ac­com­plish­ment, which no wom­an should be with­out,” said Mrs. March, laugh­ing in­audi­bly at the rec­ol­lec­tion of Jo’s din­ner-par­ty; for she had met Miss Crock­er, and heard her ac­count of it.

			“Moth­er, did you go away and let ev­ery­thing be, just to see how we’d get on?” cried Meg, who had had sus­pi­cions all day.

			“Yes; I want­ed you to see how the com­fort of all de­pends on each do­ing her share faith­ful­ly. While Han­nah and I did your work, you got on pret­ty well, though I don’t think you were very hap­py or ami­able; so I thought, as a lit­tle les­son, I would show you what hap­pens when ev­ery­one thinks on­ly of her­self. Don’t you feel that it is pleas­an­ter to help one an­oth­er, to have dai­ly du­ties which make leisure sweet when it comes, and to bear and for­bear, that home may be com­fort­able and love­ly to us all?”

			“We do, moth­er, we do!” cried the girls.

			“Then let me ad­vise you to take up your lit­tle bur­dens again; for though they seem heavy some­times, they are good for us, and light­en as we learn to car­ry them. Work is whole­some, and there is plen­ty for ev­ery­one; it keeps us from en­nui and mis­chief, is good for health and spir­its, and gives us a sense of pow­er and in­de­pen­dence bet­ter than mon­ey or fash­ion.”

			“We’ll work like bees, and love it too; see if we don’t!” said Jo. “I’ll learn plain cook­ing for my hol­i­day task; and the next din­ner-par­ty I have shall be a suc­cess.”

			“I’ll make the set of shirts for fa­ther, in­stead of let­ting you do it, Marmee. I can and I will, though I’m not fond of sewing; that will be bet­ter than fuss­ing over my own things, which are plen­ty nice enough as they are,” said Meg.

			“I’ll do my lessons ev­ery day, and not spend so much time with my mu­sic and dolls. I am a stupid thing, and ought to be study­ing, not play­ing,” was Beth’s res­o­lu­tion; while Amy fol­lowed their ex­am­ple by hero­ical­ly declar­ing, “I shall learn to make but­ton­holes, and at­tend to my parts of speech.”

			“Very good! then I am quite sat­is­fied with the ex­per­i­ment, and fan­cy that we shall not have to re­peat it; on­ly don’t go to the oth­er ex­treme, and delve like slaves. Have reg­u­lar hours for work and play; make each day both use­ful and pleas­ant, and prove that you un­der­stand the worth of time by em­ploy­ing it well. Then youth will be de­light­ful, old age will bring few re­grets, and life be­come a beau­ti­ful suc­cess, in spite of pover­ty.”

			“We’ll re­mem­ber, moth­er!” and they did.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				Camp Lau­rence

			
			Beth was post­mistress, for, be­ing most at home, she could at­tend to it reg­u­lar­ly, and dear­ly liked the dai­ly task of un­lock­ing the lit­tle door and dis­tribut­ing the mail. One Ju­ly day she came in with her hands full, and went about the house leav­ing let­ters and parcels, like the pen­ny post.

			“Here’s your posy, moth­er! Lau­rie nev­er for­gets that,” she said, putting the fresh nosegay in the vase that stood in “Marmee’s cor­ner,” and was kept sup­plied by the af­fec­tion­ate boy.

			“Miss Meg March, one let­ter and a glove,” con­tin­ued Beth, de­liv­er­ing the ar­ti­cles to her sis­ter, who sat near her moth­er, stitch­ing wrist­bands.

			“Why, I left a pair over there, and here is on­ly one,” said Meg, look­ing at the gray cot­ton glove.

			“Didn’t you drop the oth­er in the gar­den?”

			“No, I’m sure I didn’t; for there was on­ly one in the of­fice.”

			“I hate to have odd gloves! Nev­er mind, the oth­er may be found. My let­ter is on­ly a trans­la­tion of the Ger­man song I want­ed; I think Mr. Brooke did it, for this isn’t Lau­rie’s writ­ing.”

			Mrs. March glanced at Meg, who was look­ing very pret­ty in her ging­ham morn­ing-gown, with the lit­tle curls blow­ing about her fore­head, and very wom­an­ly, as she sat sewing at her lit­tle work­table, full of tidy white rolls; so un­con­scious of the thought in her moth­er’s mind as she sewed and sung, while her fin­gers flew, and her thoughts were bus­ied with girl­ish fan­cies as in­no­cent and fresh as the pan­sies in her belt, that Mrs. March smiled, and was sat­is­fied.

			“Two let­ters for Doc­tor Jo, a book, and a fun­ny old hat, which cov­ered the whole post-of­fice, stuck out­side,” said Beth, laugh­ing, as she went in­to the study, where Jo sat writ­ing.

			“What a sly fel­low Lau­rie is! I said I wished big­ger hats were the fash­ion, be­cause I burn my face ev­ery hot day. He said, ‘Why mind the fash­ion? Wear a big hat, and be com­fort­able!’ I said I would if I had one, and he has sent me this, to try me. I’ll wear it, for fun, and show him I don’t care for the fash­ion;” and, hang­ing the an­tique broad-brim on a bust of Pla­to, Jo read her let­ters.

			One from her moth­er made her cheeks glow and her eyes fill, for it said to her—

			
				“My dear:

				“I write a lit­tle word to tell you with how much sat­is­fac­tion I watch your ef­forts to con­trol your tem­per. You say noth­ing about your tri­als, fail­ures, or suc­cess­es, and think, per­haps, that no one sees them but the Friend whose help you dai­ly ask, if I may trust the well-worn cov­er of your guide­book. I, too, have seen them all, and hearti­ly be­lieve in the sin­cer­i­ty of your res­o­lu­tion, since it be­gins to bear fruit. Go on, dear, pa­tient­ly and brave­ly, and al­ways be­lieve that no one sym­pa­thizes more ten­der­ly with you than your lov­ing

				“Moth­er.”

			

			“That does me good! that’s worth mil­lions of mon­ey and pecks of praise. O Marmee, I do try! I will keep on try­ing, and not get tired, since I have you to help me.”

			Lay­ing her head on her arms, Jo wet her lit­tle ro­mance with a few hap­py tears, for she had thought that no one saw and ap­pre­ci­at­ed her ef­forts to be good; and this as­sur­ance was dou­bly pre­cious, dou­bly en­cour­ag­ing, be­cause un­ex­pect­ed, and from the per­son whose com­men­da­tion she most val­ued. Feel­ing stronger than ev­er to meet and sub­due her Apol­ly­on, she pinned the note in­side her frock, as a shield and a re­minder, lest she be tak­en un­aware, and pro­ceed­ed to open her oth­er let­ter, quite ready for ei­ther good or bad news. In a big, dash­ing hand, Lau­rie wrote—

			
				“Dear Jo,

				“What ho!

				“Some Eng­lish girls and boys are com­ing to see me to­mor­row and I want to have a jol­ly time. If it’s fine, I’m go­ing to pitch my tent in Long­mead­ow, and row up the whole crew to lunch and cro­quet—have a fire, make mess­es, gyp­sy fash­ion, and all sorts of larks. They are nice peo­ple, and like such things. Brooke will go, to keep us boys steady, and Kate Vaughn will play pro­pri­ety for the girls. I want you all to come; can’t let Beth off, at any price, and no­body shall wor­ry her. Don’t both­er about ra­tions—I’ll see to that, and ev­ery­thing else—on­ly do come, there’s a good fel­low!

				“In a tear­ing hur­ry,

				“Yours ev­er,

				“Lau­rie.”

			

			“Here’s rich­ness!” cried Jo, fly­ing in to tell the news to Meg.

			“Of course we can go, moth­er? it will be such a help to Lau­rie, for I can row, and Meg see to the lunch, and the chil­dren be use­ful in some way.”

			“I hope the Vaugh­ns are not fine, grown-up peo­ple. Do you know any­thing about them, Jo?” asked Meg.

			“On­ly that there are four of them. Kate is old­er than you, Fred and Frank (twins) about my age, and a lit­tle girl (Grace), who is nine or ten. Lau­rie knew them abroad, and liked the boys; I fan­cied, from the way he primmed up his mouth in speak­ing of her, that he didn’t ad­mire Kate much.”

			“I’m so glad my French print is clean; it’s just the thing, and so be­com­ing!” ob­served Meg com­pla­cent­ly. “Have you any­thing de­cent, Jo?”

			“Scar­let and gray boat­ing suit, good enough for me. I shall row and tramp about, so I don’t want any starch to think of. You’ll come, Bethy?”

			“If you won’t let any of the boys talk to me.”

			“Not a boy!”

			“I like to please Lau­rie; and I’m not afraid of Mr. Brooke, he is so kind; but I don’t want to play, or sing, or say any­thing. I’ll work hard, and not trou­ble any­one; and you’ll take care of me, Jo, so I’ll go.”

			“That’s my good girl; you do try to fight off your shy­ness, and I love you for it. Fight­ing faults isn’t easy, as I know; and a cheery word kind of gives a lift. Thank you, moth­er,” and Jo gave the thin cheek a grate­ful kiss, more pre­cious to Mrs. March than if it had giv­en back the rosy round­ness of her youth.

			“I had a box of choco­late drops, and the pic­ture I want­ed to copy,” said Amy, show­ing her mail.

			“And I got a note from Mr. Lau­rence, ask­ing me to come over and play to him tonight, be­fore the lamps are light­ed, and I shall go,” added Beth, whose friend­ship with the old gen­tle­man pros­pered fine­ly.

			“Now let’s fly round, and do dou­ble du­ty to­day, so that we can play to­mor­row with free minds,” said Jo, pre­par­ing to re­place her pen with a broom.

			When the sun peeped in­to the girls’ room ear­ly next morn­ing, to prom­ise them a fine day, he saw a com­i­cal sight. Each had made such prepa­ra­tion for the fête as seemed nec­es­sary and prop­er. Meg had an ex­tra row of lit­tle curl-pa­pers across her fore­head, Jo had co­pi­ous­ly anoint­ed her af­flict­ed face with cold cream, Beth had tak­en Joan­na to bed with her to atone for the ap­proach­ing sep­a­ra­tion, and Amy had capped the cli­max by putting a clothes­pin on her nose, to up­lift the of­fend­ing fea­ture. It was one of the kind artists use to hold the pa­per on their draw­ing-boards, there­fore quite ap­pro­pri­ate and ef­fec­tive for the pur­pose to which it was now put. This fun­ny spec­ta­cle ap­peared to amuse the sun, for he burst out with such ra­di­ance that Jo woke up, and roused all her sis­ters by a hearty laugh at Amy’s or­na­ment.

			Sun­shine and laugh­ter were good omens for a plea­sure par­ty, and soon a live­ly bus­tle be­gan in both hous­es. Beth, who was ready first, kept re­port­ing what went on next door, and en­livened her sis­ters’ toi­lets by fre­quent tele­grams from the win­dow.

			“There goes the man with the tent! I see Mrs. Bark­er do­ing up the lunch in a ham­per and a great bas­ket. Now Mr. Lau­rence is look­ing up at the sky, and the weath­er­cock; I wish he would go, too. There’s Lau­rie, look­ing like a sailor—nice boy! Oh, mer­cy me! here’s a car­riage full of peo­ple—a tall la­dy, a lit­tle girl, and two dread­ful boys. One is lame; poor thing, he’s got a crutch. Lau­rie didn’t tell us that. Be quick, girls! it’s get­ting late. Why, there is Ned Mof­fat, I do de­clare. Look, Meg, isn’t that the man who bowed to you one day, when we were shop­ping?”

			“So it is. How queer that he should come. I thought he was at the Moun­tains. There is Sal­lie; I’m glad she got back in time. Am I all right, Jo?” cried Meg, in a flut­ter.

			“A reg­u­lar daisy. Hold up your dress and put your hat straight; it looks sen­ti­men­tal tipped that way, and will fly off at the first puff. Now, then, come on!”

			“O Jo, you are not go­ing to wear that aw­ful hat? It’s too ab­surd! You shall not make a guy of your­self,” re­mon­strat­ed Meg, as Jo tied down, with a red rib­bon, the broad-brimmed, old-fash­ioned Leghorn Lau­rie had sent for a joke.

			“I just will, though, for it’s cap­i­tal—so shady, light, and big. It will make fun; and I don’t mind be­ing a guy if I’m com­fort­able.” With that Jo marched straight away, and the rest fol­lowed—a bright lit­tle band of sis­ters, all look­ing their best, in sum­mer suits, with hap­py faces un­der the jaun­ty hat-brims.

			Lau­rie ran to meet, and present them to his friends, in the most cor­dial man­ner. The lawn was the re­cep­tion-room, and for sev­er­al min­utes a live­ly scene was en­act­ed there. Meg was grate­ful to see that Miss Kate, though twen­ty, was dressed with a sim­plic­i­ty which Amer­i­can girls would do well to im­i­tate; and she was much flat­tered by Mr. Ned’s as­sur­ances that he came es­pe­cial­ly to see her. Jo un­der­stood why Lau­rie “primmed up his mouth” when speak­ing of Kate, for that young la­dy had a stand-off-don’t-touch-me air, which con­trast­ed strong­ly with the free and easy de­meanor of the oth­er girls. Beth took an ob­ser­va­tion of the new boys, and de­cid­ed that the lame one was not “dread­ful,” but gen­tle and fee­ble, and she would be kind to him on that ac­count. Amy found Grace a well-man­nered, mer­ry lit­tle per­son; and af­ter star­ing dumb­ly at one an­oth­er for a few min­utes, they sud­den­ly be­came very good friends.

			Tents, lunch, and cro­quet uten­sils hav­ing been sent on be­fore­hand, the par­ty was soon em­barked, and the two boats pushed off to­geth­er, leav­ing Mr. Lau­rence wav­ing his hat on the shore. Lau­rie and Jo rowed one boat; Mr. Brooke and Ned the oth­er; while Fred Vaughn, the ri­otous twin, did his best to up­set both by pad­dling about in a wher­ry like a dis­turbed wa­ter-bug. Jo’s fun­ny hat de­served a vote of thanks, for it was of gen­er­al util­i­ty; it broke the ice in the be­gin­ning, by pro­duc­ing a laugh; it cre­at­ed quite a re­fresh­ing breeze, flap­ping to and fro, as she rowed, and would make an ex­cel­lent um­brel­la for the whole par­ty, if a show­er came up, she said. Kate looked rather amazed at Jo’s pro­ceed­ings, es­pe­cial­ly as she ex­claimed “Christo­pher Colum­bus!” when she lost her oar; and Lau­rie said, “My dear fel­low, did I hurt you?” when he tripped over her feet in tak­ing his place. But af­ter putting up her glass to ex­am­ine the queer girl sev­er­al times, Miss Kate de­cid­ed that she was “odd, but rather clever,” and smiled up­on her from afar.

			Meg, in the oth­er boat, was de­light­ful­ly sit­u­at­ed, face to face with the row­ers, who both ad­mired the prospect, and feath­ered their oars with un­com­mon “skill and dex­ter­i­ty.” Mr. Brooke was a grave, silent young man, with hand­some brown eyes and a pleas­ant voice. Meg liked his qui­et man­ners, and con­sid­ered him a walk­ing en­cy­clo­pe­dia of use­ful knowl­edge. He nev­er talked to her much; but he looked at her a good deal, and she felt sure that he did not re­gard her with aver­sion. Ned, be­ing in col­lege, of course put on all the airs which Fresh­men think it their bound­en du­ty to as­sume; he was not very wise, but very good-na­tured, and al­to­geth­er an ex­cel­lent per­son to car­ry on a pic­nic. Sal­lie Gar­diner was ab­sorbed in keep­ing her white piqué dress clean, and chat­ter­ing with the ubiq­ui­tous Fred, who kept Beth in con­stant ter­ror by his pranks.

			It was not far to Long­mead­ow; but the tent was pitched and the wick­ets down by the time they ar­rived. A pleas­ant green field, with three wide-spread­ing oaks in the mid­dle, and a smooth strip of turf for cro­quet.

			“Wel­come to Camp Lau­rence!” said the young host, as they land­ed, with ex­cla­ma­tions of de­light.

			“Brooke is com­man­der-in-chief; I am com­mis­sary-gen­er­al; the oth­er fel­lows are staff-of­fi­cers; and you, ladies, are com­pa­ny. The tent is for your es­pe­cial ben­e­fit, and that oak is your draw­ing-room; this is the mess-room, and the third is the camp-kitchen. Now, let’s have a game be­fore it gets hot, and then we’ll see about din­ner.”

			Frank, Beth, Amy, and Grace sat down to watch the game played by the oth­er eight. Mr. Brooke chose Meg, Kate, and Fred; Lau­rie took Sal­lie, Jo, and Ned. The En­glish­ers played well; but the Amer­i­cans played bet­ter, and con­test­ed ev­ery inch of the ground as strong­ly as if the spir­it of ’76 in­spired them. Jo and Fred had sev­er­al skir­mish­es, and once nar­row­ly es­caped high words. Jo was through the last wick­et, and had missed the stroke, which fail­ure ruf­fled her a good deal. Fred was close be­hind her, and his turn came be­fore hers; he gave a stroke, his ball hit the wick­et, and stopped an inch on the wrong side. No one was very near; and run­ning up to ex­am­ine, he gave it a sly nudge with his toe, which put it just an inch on the right side.

			“I’m through! Now, Miss Jo, I’ll set­tle you, and get in first,” cried the young gen­tle­man, swing­ing his mal­let for an­oth­er blow.

			“You pushed it; I saw you; it’s my turn now,” said Jo sharply.

			“Up­on my word, I didn’t move it; it rolled a bit, per­haps, but that is al­lowed; so stand off, please, and let me have a go at the stake.”

			“We don’t cheat in Amer­i­ca, but you can, if you choose,” said Jo an­gri­ly.

			“Yan­kees are a deal the most tricky, ev­ery­body knows. There you go!” re­turned Fred, cro­quet­ing her ball far away.

			Jo opened her lips to say some­thing rude, but checked her­self in time, col­ored up to her fore­head, and stood a minute, ham­mer­ing down a wick­et with all her might, while Fred hit the stake, and de­clared him­self out with much ex­ul­ta­tion. She went off to get her ball, and was a long time find­ing it, among the bush­es; but she came back, look­ing cool and qui­et, and wait­ed her turn pa­tient­ly. It took sev­er­al strokes to re­gain the place she had lost; and, when she got there, the oth­er side had near­ly won, for Kate’s ball was the last but one, and lay near the stake.

			“By George, it’s all up with us! Good­bye, Kate. Miss Jo owes me one, so you are fin­ished,” cried Fred ex­cit­ed­ly, as they all drew near to see the fin­ish.

			“Yan­kees have a trick of be­ing gen­er­ous to their en­e­mies,” said Jo, with a look that made the lad red­den, “es­pe­cial­ly when they beat them,” she added, as, leav­ing Kate’s ball un­touched, she won the game by a clever stroke.

			Lau­rie threw up his hat; then re­mem­bered that it wouldn’t do to ex­ult over the de­feat of his guests, and stopped in the mid­dle of a cheer to whis­per to his friend—

			“Good for you, Jo! He did cheat, I saw him; we can’t tell him so, but he won’t do it again, take my word for it.”

			Meg drew her aside, un­der pre­tence of pin­ning up a loose braid, and said ap­prov­ing­ly—

			“It was dread­ful­ly pro­vok­ing; but you kept your tem­per, and I’m so glad, Jo.”

			“Don’t praise me, Meg, for I could box his ears this minute. I should cer­tain­ly have boiled over if I hadn’t stayed among the net­tles till I got my rage un­der enough to hold my tongue. It’s sim­mer­ing now, so I hope he’ll keep out of my way,” re­turned Jo, bit­ing her lips, as she glow­ered at Fred from un­der her big hat.

			“Time for lunch,” said Mr. Brooke, look­ing at his watch. “Com­mis­sary-gen­er­al, will you make the fire and get wa­ter, while Miss March, Miss Sal­lie, and I spread the ta­ble? Who can make good cof­fee?”

			“Jo can,” said Meg, glad to rec­om­mend her sis­ter. So Jo, feel­ing that her late lessons in cook­ery were to do her hon­or, went to pre­side over the cof­feepot, while the chil­dren col­lect­ed dry sticks, and the boys made a fire, and got wa­ter from a spring near by. Miss Kate sketched, and Frank talked to Beth, who was mak­ing lit­tle mats of braid­ed rush­es to serve as plates.

			The com­man­der-in-chief and his aids soon spread the table­cloth with an invit­ing ar­ray of eat­a­bles and drink­ables, pret­ti­ly dec­o­rat­ed with green leaves. Jo an­nounced that the cof­fee was ready, and ev­ery­one set­tled them­selves to a hearty meal; for youth is sel­dom dys­pep­tic, and ex­er­cise de­vel­ops whole­some ap­petites. A very mer­ry lunch it was; for ev­ery­thing seemed fresh and fun­ny, and fre­quent peals of laugh­ter star­tled a ven­er­a­ble horse who fed near by. There was a pleas­ing in­equal­i­ty in the ta­ble, which pro­duced many mishaps to cups and plates; acorns dropped in­to the milk, lit­tle black ants par­took of the re­fresh­ments with­out be­ing in­vit­ed, and fuzzy cater­pil­lars swung down from the tree, to see what was go­ing on. Three white-head­ed chil­dren peeped over the fence, and an ob­jec­tion­able dog barked at them from the oth­er side of the riv­er with all his might and main.

			“There’s salt here, if you pre­fer it,” said Lau­rie, as he hand­ed Jo a saucer of berries.

			“Thank you, I pre­fer spi­ders,” she replied, fish­ing up two un­wary lit­tle ones who had gone to a creamy death. “How dare you re­mind me of that hor­rid din­ner-par­ty, when yours is so nice in ev­ery way?” added Jo, as they both laughed, and ate out of one plate, the chi­na hav­ing run short.

			“I had an un­com­mon­ly good time that day, and haven’t got over it yet. This is no cred­it to me, you know; I don’t do any­thing; it’s you and Meg and Brooke who make it go, and I’m no end obliged to you. What shall we do when we can’t eat any more?” asked Lau­rie, feel­ing that his trump card had been played when lunch was over.

			“Have games, till it’s cool­er. I brought Au­thors, and I dare say Miss Kate knows some­thing new and nice. Go and ask her; she’s com­pa­ny, and you ought to stay with her more.”

			“Aren’t you com­pa­ny too? I thought she’d suit Brooke; but he keeps talk­ing to Meg, and Kate just stares at them through that ridicu­lous glass of hers. I’m go­ing, so you needn’t try to preach pro­pri­ety, for you can’t do it, Jo.”

			Miss Kate did know sev­er­al new games; and as the girls would not, and the boys could not, eat any more, they all ad­journed to the draw­ing-room to play Rig­ma­role.

			“One per­son be­gins a sto­ry, any non­sense you like, and tells as long as he pleas­es, on­ly tak­ing care to stop short at some ex­cit­ing point, when the next takes it up and does the same. It’s very fun­ny when well done, and makes a per­fect jum­ble of trag­i­cal com­i­cal stuff to laugh over. Please start it, Mr. Brooke,” said Kate, with a com­mand­ing air, which sur­prised Meg, who treat­ed the tu­tor with as much re­spect as any oth­er gen­tle­man.

			Ly­ing on the grass at the feet of the two young ladies, Mr. Brooke obe­di­ent­ly be­gan the sto­ry, with the hand­some brown eyes steadi­ly fixed up­on the sun­shiny riv­er.

			“Once on a time, a knight went out in­to the world to seek his for­tune, for he had noth­ing but his sword and his shield. He trav­elled a long while, near­ly eight-and-twen­ty years, and had a hard time of it, till he came to the palace of a good old king, who had of­fered a re­ward to any­one who would tame and train a fine but un­bro­ken colt, of which he was very fond. The knight agreed to try, and got on slow­ly but sure­ly; for the colt was a gal­lant fel­low, and soon learned to love his new mas­ter, though he was freak­ish and wild. Ev­ery day, when he gave his lessons to this pet of the king’s, the knight rode him through the city; and, as he rode, he looked ev­ery­where for a cer­tain beau­ti­ful face, which he had seen many times in his dreams, but nev­er found. One day, as he went pranc­ing down a qui­et street, he saw at the win­dow of a ru­inous cas­tle the love­ly face. He was de­light­ed, in­quired who lived in this old cas­tle, and was told that sev­er­al cap­tive princess­es were kept there by a spell, and spun all day to lay up mon­ey to buy their lib­er­ty. The knight wished in­tense­ly that he could free them; but he was poor, and could on­ly go by each day, watch­ing for the sweet face, and long­ing to see it out in the sun­shine. At last, he re­solved to get in­to the cas­tle and ask how he could help them. He went and knocked; the great door flew open, and he be­held—”

			“A rav­ish­ing­ly love­ly la­dy, who ex­claimed, with a cry of rap­ture, ‘At last! at last!’ ” con­tin­ued Kate, who had read French nov­els, and ad­mired the style. “ ‘ ’Tis she!’ cried Count Gus­tave, and fell at her feet in an ec­sta­sy of joy. ‘Oh, rise!’ she said, ex­tend­ing a hand of mar­ble fair­ness. ‘Nev­er! till you tell me how I may res­cue you,’ swore the knight, still kneel­ing. ‘Alas, my cru­el fate con­demns me to re­main here till my tyrant is de­stroyed.’ ‘Where is the vil­lain?’ ‘In the mauve sa­lon. Go, brave heart, and save me from de­spair.’ ‘I obey, and re­turn vic­to­ri­ous or dead!’ With these thrilling words he rushed away, and fling­ing open the door of the mauve sa­lon, was about to en­ter, when he re­ceived—”

			“A stun­ning blow from the big Greek lex­i­con, which an old fel­low in a black gown fired at him,” said Ned. “In­stant­ly Sir What’s-his-name re­cov­ered him­self, pitched the tyrant out of the win­dow, and turned to join the la­dy, vic­to­ri­ous, but with a bump on his brow; found the door locked, tore up the cur­tains, made a rope lad­der, got half­way down when the lad­der broke, and he went head first in­to the moat, six­ty feet be­low. Could swim like a duck, pad­dled round the cas­tle till he came to a lit­tle door guard­ed by two stout fel­lows; knocked their heads to­geth­er till they cracked like a cou­ple of nuts, then, by a tri­fling ex­er­tion of his prodi­gious strength, he smashed in the door, went up a pair of stone steps cov­ered with dust a foot thick, toads as big as your fist, and spi­ders that would fright­en you in­to hys­ter­ics, Miss March. At the top of these steps he came plump up­on a sight that took his breath away and chilled his blood—”

			“A tall fig­ure, all in white with a veil over its face and a lamp in its wast­ed hand,” went on Meg. “It beck­oned, glid­ing noise­less­ly be­fore him down a cor­ri­dor as dark and cold as any tomb. Shad­owy ef­fi­gies in ar­mor stood on ei­ther side, a dead si­lence reigned, the lamp burned blue, and the ghost­ly fig­ure ev­er and anon turned its face to­ward him, show­ing the glit­ter of aw­ful eyes through its white veil. They reached a cur­tained door, be­hind which sound­ed love­ly mu­sic; he sprang for­ward to en­ter, but the spec­tre plucked him back, and waved threat­en­ing­ly be­fore him a—”

			“Snuff­box,” said Jo, in a sepul­chral tone, which con­vulsed the au­di­ence. “ ‘Thankee,’ said the knight po­lite­ly, as he took a pinch, and sneezed sev­en times so vi­o­lent­ly that his head fell off. ‘Ha! ha!’ laughed the ghost; and hav­ing peeped through the key­hole at the princess­es spin­ning away for dear life, the evil spir­it picked up her vic­tim and put him in a large tin box, where there were eleven oth­er knights packed to­geth­er with­out their heads, like sar­dines, who all rose and be­gan to—”

			“Dance a horn­pipe,” cut in Fred, as Jo paused for breath; “and, as they danced, the rub­bishy old cas­tle turned to a man-of-war in full sail. ‘Up with the jib, reef the tops’l hal­liards, helm hard alee, and man the guns!’ roared the cap­tain, as a Por­tuguese pi­rate hove in sight, with a flag black as ink fly­ing from her fore­mast. ‘Go in and win, my hearties!’ says the cap­tain; and a tremen­dous fight be­gun. Of course the British beat; they al­ways do.”

			“No, they don’t!” cried Jo, aside.

			“Hav­ing tak­en the pi­rate cap­tain pris­on­er, sailed slap over the schooner, whose decks were piled with dead, and whose lee-scup­pers ran blood, for the or­der had been ‘Cut­lass­es, and die hard!’ ‘Bosen’s mate, take a bight of the fly­ing-jib sheet, and start this vil­lain if he don’t con­fess his sins dou­ble quick,’ said the British cap­tain. The Por­tuguese held his tongue like a brick, and walked the plank, while the jol­ly tars cheered like mad. But the sly dog dived, came up un­der the man-of-war, scut­tled her, and down she went, with all sail set, ‘To the bot­tom of the sea, sea, sea,’ where—”

			“Oh, gra­cious! what shall I say?” cried Sal­lie, as Fred end­ed his rig­ma­role, in which he had jum­bled to­geth­er, pell-mell, nau­ti­cal phras­es and facts, out of one of his fa­vorite books. “Well they went to the bot­tom, and a nice mer­maid wel­comed them, but was much grieved on find­ing the box of head­less knights, and kind­ly pick­led them in brine, hop­ing to dis­cov­er the mys­tery about them; for, be­ing a wom­an, she was cu­ri­ous. By and by a div­er came down, and the mer­maid said, ‘I’ll give you this box of pearls if you can take it up;’ for she want­ed to re­store the poor things to life, and couldn’t raise the heavy load her­self. So the div­er hoist­ed it up, and was much dis­ap­point­ed, on open­ing it, to find no pearls. He left it in a great lone­ly field, where it was found by a—”

			“Lit­tle goose-girl, who kept a hun­dred fat geese in the field,” said Amy, when Sal­lie’s in­ven­tion gave out. “The lit­tle girl was sor­ry for them, and asked an old wom­an what she should do to help them. ‘Your geese will tell you, they know ev­ery­thing,’ said the old wom­an. So she asked what she should use for new heads, since the old ones were lost, and all the geese opened their hun­dred mouths and screamed—”

			“ ‘Cab­bages!’ ” con­tin­ued Lau­rie prompt­ly. “ ‘Just the thing,’ said the girl, and ran to get twelve fine ones from her gar­den. She put them on, the knights re­vived at once, thanked her, and went on their way re­joic­ing, nev­er know­ing the dif­fer­ence, for there were so many oth­er heads like them in the world that no one thought any­thing of it. The knight in whom I’m in­ter­est­ed went back to find the pret­ty face, and learned that the princess­es had spun them­selves free, and all gone to be mar­ried, but one. He was in a great state of mind at that; and mount­ing the colt, who stood by him through thick and thin, rushed to the cas­tle to see which was left. Peep­ing over the hedge, he saw the queen of his af­fec­tions pick­ing flow­ers in her gar­den. ‘Will you give me a rose?’ said he. ‘You must come and get it. I can’t come to you; it isn’t prop­er,’ said she, as sweet as hon­ey. He tried to climb over the hedge, but it seemed to grow high­er and high­er; then he tried to push through, but it grew thick­er and thick­er, and he was in de­spair. So he pa­tient­ly broke twig af­ter twig, till he had made a lit­tle hole, through which he peeped, say­ing im­plor­ing­ly, ‘Let me in! let me in!’ But the pret­ty princess did not seem to un­der­stand, for she picked her ros­es qui­et­ly, and left him to fight his way in. Whether he did or not, Frank will tell you.”

			“I can’t; I’m not play­ing, I nev­er do,” said Frank, dis­mayed at the sen­ti­men­tal predica­ment out of which he was to res­cue the ab­surd cou­ple. Beth had dis­ap­peared be­hind Jo, and Grace was asleep.

			“So the poor knight is to be left stick­ing in the hedge, is he?” asked Mr. Brooke, still watch­ing the riv­er, and play­ing with the wild rose in his but­ton­hole.

			“I guess the princess gave him a posy, and opened the gate, af­ter a while,” said Lau­rie, smil­ing to him­self, as he threw acorns at his tu­tor.

			“What a piece of non­sense we have made! With prac­tice we might do some­thing quite clever. Do you know Truth?” asked Sal­lie, af­ter they had laughed over their sto­ry.

			“I hope so,” said Meg sober­ly.

			“The game, I mean?”

			“What is it?” said Fred.

			“Why, you pile up your hands, choose a num­ber, and draw out in turn, and the per­son who draws at the num­ber has to an­swer tru­ly any ques­tions put by the rest. It’s great fun.”

			“Let’s try it,” said Jo, who liked new ex­per­i­ments.

			Miss Kate and Mr. Brooke, Meg, and Ned de­clined, but Fred, Sal­lie, Jo, and Lau­rie piled and drew; and the lot fell to Lau­rie.

			“Who are your he­roes?” asked Jo.

			“Grand­fa­ther and Napoleon.”

			“Which la­dy here do you think pret­ti­est?” said Sal­lie.

			“Mar­garet.”

			“Which do you like best?” from Fred.

			“Jo, of course.”

			“What sil­ly ques­tions you ask!” and Jo gave a dis­dain­ful shrug as the rest laughed at Lau­rie’s mat­ter-of-fact tone.

			“Try again; Truth isn’t a bad game,” said Fred.

			“It’s a very good one for you,” re­tort­ed Jo, in a low voice.

			Her turn came next.

			“What is your great­est fault?” asked Fred, by way of test­ing in her the virtue he lacked him­self.

			“A quick tem­per.”

			“What do you most wish for?” said Lau­rie.

			“A pair of boot-lac­ings,” re­turned Jo, guess­ing and de­feat­ing his pur­pose.

			“Not a true an­swer; you must say what you re­al­ly do want most.”

			“Ge­nius; don’t you wish you could give it to me, Lau­rie?” and she sly­ly smiled in his dis­ap­point­ed face.

			“What virtues do you most ad­mire in a man?” asked Sal­lie.

			“Courage and hon­esty.”

			“Now my turn,” said Fred, as his hand came last.

			“Let’s give it to him,” whis­pered Lau­rie to Jo, who nod­ded, and asked at once—

			“Didn’t you cheat at cro­quet?”

			“Well, yes, a lit­tle bit.”

			“Good! Didn’t you take your sto­ry out of The Sea-Li­on?” said Lau­rie.

			“Rather.”

			“Don’t you think the Eng­lish na­tion per­fect in ev­ery re­spect?” asked Sal­lie.

			“I should be ashamed of my­self if I didn’t.”

			“He’s a true John Bull. Now, Miss Sal­lie, you shall have a chance with­out wait­ing to draw. I’ll har­row up your feel­ings first, by ask­ing if you don’t think you are some­thing of a flirt,” said Lau­rie, as Jo nod­ded to Fred, as a sign that peace was de­clared.

			“You im­per­ti­nent boy! of course I’m not,” ex­claimed Sal­lie, with an air that proved the con­trary.

			“What do you hate most?” asked Fred.

			“Spi­ders and rice-pud­ding.”

			“What do you like best?” asked Jo.

			“Danc­ing and French gloves.”

			“Well, I think Truth is a very sil­ly play; let’s have a sen­si­ble game of Au­thors, to re­fresh our minds,” pro­posed Jo.

			Ned, Frank, and the lit­tle girls joined in this, and, while it went on, the three el­ders sat apart, talk­ing. Miss Kate took out her sketch again, and Mar­garet watched her, while Mr. Brooke lay on the grass, with a book, which he did not read.

			“How beau­ti­ful­ly you do it! I wish I could draw,” said Meg, with min­gled ad­mi­ra­tion and re­gret in her voice.

			“Why don’t you learn? I should think you had taste and tal­ent for it,” replied Miss Kate gra­cious­ly.

			“I haven’t time.”

			“Your mam­ma prefers oth­er ac­com­plish­ments, I fan­cy. So did mine; but I proved to her that I had tal­ent, by tak­ing a few lessons pri­vate­ly, and then she was quite will­ing I should go on. Can’t you do the same with your gov­erness?”

			“I have none.”

			“I for­got; young ladies in Amer­i­ca go to school more than with us. Very fine schools they are, too, pa­pa says. You go to a pri­vate one, I sup­pose?”

			“I don’t go at all; I am a gov­erness my­self.”

			“Oh, in­deed!” said Miss Kate; but she might as well have said, “Dear me, how dread­ful!” for her tone im­plied it, and some­thing in her face made Meg col­or, and wish she had not been so frank.

			Mr. Brooke looked up, and said quick­ly, “Young ladies in Amer­i­ca love in­de­pen­dence as much as their an­ces­tors did, and are ad­mired and re­spect­ed for sup­port­ing them­selves.”

			“Oh, yes; of course it’s very nice and prop­er in them to do so. We have many most re­spectable and wor­thy young wom­en, who do the same and are em­ployed by the no­bil­i­ty, be­cause, be­ing the daugh­ters of gen­tle­men, they are both well-bred and ac­com­plished, you know,” said Miss Kate, in a pa­tron­iz­ing tone, that hurt Meg’s pride, and made her work seem not on­ly more dis­taste­ful, but de­grad­ing.

			“Did the Ger­man song suit, Miss March?” in­quired Mr. Brooke, break­ing an awk­ward pause.

			“Oh, yes! it was very sweet, and I’m much obliged to who­ev­er trans­lat­ed it for me;” and Meg’s down­cast face bright­ened as she spoke.

			“Don’t you read Ger­man?” asked Miss Kate, with a look of sur­prise.

			“Not very well. My fa­ther, who taught me, is away, and I don’t get on very fast alone, for I’ve no one to cor­rect my pro­nun­ci­a­tion.”

			“Try a lit­tle now; here is Schiller’s Mary Stu­art, and a tu­tor who loves to teach,” and Mr. Brooke laid his book on her lap, with an invit­ing smile.

			“It’s so hard I’m afraid to try,” said Meg, grate­ful, but bash­ful in the pres­ence of the ac­com­plished young la­dy be­side her.

			“I’ll read a bit to en­cour­age you;” and Miss Kate read one of the most beau­ti­ful pas­sages, in a per­fect­ly cor­rect but per­fect­ly ex­pres­sion­less man­ner.

			Mr. Brooke made no com­ment, as she re­turned the book to Meg, who said in­no­cent­ly—

			“I thought it was po­et­ry.”

			“Some of it is. Try this pas­sage.”

			There was a queer smile about Mr. Brooke’s mouth as he opened at poor Mary’s lament.

			Meg, obe­di­ent­ly fol­low­ing the long grass-blade which her new tu­tor used to point with, read slow­ly and timid­ly, un­con­scious­ly mak­ing po­et­ry of the hard words by the soft in­to­na­tion of her mu­si­cal voice. Down the page went the green guide, and present­ly, for­get­ting her lis­ten­er in the beau­ty of the sad scene, Meg read as if alone, giv­ing a lit­tle touch of tragedy to the words of the un­hap­py queen. If she had seen the brown eyes then, she would have stopped short; but she nev­er looked up, and the les­son was not spoiled for her.

			“Very well in­deed!” said Mr. Brooke, as she paused, quite ig­nor­ing her many mis­takes, and look­ing as if he did, in­deed, “love to teach.”

			Miss Kate put up her glass, and, hav­ing tak­en a sur­vey of the lit­tle tableau be­fore her, shut her sketch­book, say­ing, with con­de­scen­sion—

			“You’ve a nice ac­cent, and, in time, will be a clever read­er. I ad­vise you to learn, for Ger­man is a valu­able ac­com­plish­ment to teach­ers. I must look af­ter Grace, she is romp­ing;” and Miss Kate strolled away, adding to her­self, with a shrug, “I didn’t come to chap­er­one a gov­erness, though she is young and pret­ty. What odd peo­ple these Yan­kees are; I’m afraid Lau­rie will be quite spoilt among them.”

			“I for­got that Eng­lish peo­ple rather turn up their noses at gov­erness­es, and don’t treat them as we do,” said Meg, look­ing af­ter the re­treat­ing fig­ure with an an­noyed ex­pres­sion.

			“Tu­tors, al­so, have rather a hard time of it there, as I know to my sor­row. There’s no place like Amer­i­ca for us work­ers, Miss Mar­garet;” and Mr. Brooke looked so con­tent­ed and cheer­ful, that Meg was ashamed to lament her hard lot.

			“I’m glad I live in it then. I don’t like my work, but I get a good deal of sat­is­fac­tion out of it af­ter all, so I won’t com­plain; I on­ly wish I liked teach­ing as you do.”

			“I think you would if you had Lau­rie for a pupil. I shall be very sor­ry to lose him next year,” said Mr. Brooke, busi­ly punch­ing holes in the turf.

			“Go­ing to col­lege, I sup­pose?” Meg’s lips asked that ques­tion, but her eyes added, “And what be­comes of you?”

			“Yes; it’s high time he went, for he is ready; and as soon as he is off, I shall turn sol­dier. I am need­ed.”

			“I am glad of that!” ex­claimed Meg. “I should think ev­ery young man would want to go; though it is hard for the moth­ers and sis­ters who stay at home,” she added sor­row­ful­ly.

			“I have nei­ther, and very few friends, to care whether I live or die,” said Mr. Brooke, rather bit­ter­ly, as he ab­sent­ly put the dead rose in the hole he had made and cov­ered it up, like a lit­tle grave.

			“Lau­rie and his grand­fa­ther would care a great deal, and we should all be very sor­ry to have any harm hap­pen to you,” said Meg hearti­ly.

			“Thank you; that sounds pleas­ant,” be­gan Mr. Brooke, look­ing cheer­ful again; but be­fore he could fin­ish his speech, Ned, mount­ed on the old horse, came lum­ber­ing up to dis­play his eques­tri­an skill be­fore the young ladies, and there was no more qui­et that day.

			“Don’t you love to ride?” asked Grace of Amy, as they stood rest­ing, af­ter a race round the field with the oth­ers, led by Ned.

			“I dote up­on it; my sis­ter Meg used to ride when pa­pa was rich, but we don’t keep any hors­es now, ex­cept Ellen Tree,” added Amy, laugh­ing.

			“Tell me about Ellen Tree; is it a don­key?” asked Grace cu­ri­ous­ly.

			“Why, you see, Jo is crazy about hors­es, and so am I, but we’ve on­ly got an old sidesad­dle, and no horse. Out in our gar­den is an ap­ple-tree, that has a nice low branch; so Jo put the sad­dle on it, fixed some reins on the part that turns up, and we bounce away on Ellen Tree when­ev­er we like.”

			“How fun­ny!” laughed Grace. “I have a pony at home, and ride near­ly ev­ery day in the park, with Fred and Kate; it’s very nice, for my friends go too, and the Row is full of ladies and gen­tle­men.”

			“Dear, how charm­ing! I hope I shall go abroad some day; but I’d rather go to Rome than the Row,” said Amy, who had not the re­motest idea what the Row was, and wouldn’t have asked for the world.

			Frank, sit­ting just be­hind the lit­tle girls, heard what they were say­ing, and pushed his crutch away from him with an im­pa­tient ges­ture as he watched the ac­tive lads go­ing through all sorts of com­i­cal gym­nas­tics. Beth, who was col­lect­ing the scat­tered Au­thor-cards, looked up, and said, in her shy yet friend­ly way—

			“I’m afraid you are tired; can I do any­thing for you?”

			“Talk to me, please; it’s dull, sit­ting by my­self,” an­swered Frank, who had ev­i­dent­ly been used to be­ing made much of at home.

			If he had asked her to de­liv­er a Latin ora­tion, it would not have seemed a more im­pos­si­ble task to bash­ful Beth; but there was no place to run to, no Jo to hide be­hind now, and the poor boy looked so wist­ful­ly at her, that she brave­ly re­solved to try.

			“What do you like to talk about?” she asked, fum­bling over the cards, and drop­ping half as she tried to tie them up.

			“Well, I like to hear about crick­et and boat­ing and hunt­ing,” said Frank, who had not yet learned to suit his amuse­ments to his strength.

			“My heart! what shall I do? I don’t know any­thing about them,” thought Beth; and, for­get­ting the boy’s mis­for­tune in her flur­ry, she said, hop­ing to make him talk, “I nev­er saw any hunt­ing, but I sup­pose you know all about it.”

			“I did once; but I can nev­er hunt again, for I got hurt leap­ing a con­found­ed five-barred gate; so there are no more hors­es and hounds for me,” said Frank, with a sigh that made Beth hate her­self for her in­no­cent blun­der.

			“Your deer are much pret­ti­er than our ug­ly buf­faloes,” she said, turn­ing to the prairies for help, and feel­ing glad that she had read one of the boys’ books in which Jo de­light­ed.

			Buf­faloes proved sooth­ing and sat­is­fac­to­ry; and, in her ea­ger­ness to amuse an­oth­er, Beth for­got her­self, and was quite un­con­scious of her sis­ters’ sur­prise and de­light at the un­usu­al spec­ta­cle of Beth talk­ing away to one of the dread­ful boys, against whom she had begged pro­tec­tion.

			“Bless her heart! She pities him, so she is good to him,” said Jo, beam­ing at her from the cro­quet-ground.

			“I al­ways said she was a lit­tle saint,” added Meg, as if there could be no fur­ther doubt of it.

			“I haven’t heard Frank laugh so much for ev­er so long,” said Grace to Amy, as they sat dis­cussing dolls, and mak­ing tea-sets out of the acorn-cups.

			“My sis­ter Beth is a very fas­tid­i­ous girl, when she likes to be,” said Amy, well pleased at Beth’s suc­cess. She meant “fas­ci­nat­ing,” but as Grace didn’t know the ex­act mean­ing of ei­ther word, “fas­tid­i­ous” sound­ed well, and made a good im­pres­sion.

			An im­promp­tu cir­cus, fox and geese, and an am­i­ca­ble game of cro­quet, fin­ished the af­ter­noon. At sun­set the tent was struck, ham­pers packed, wick­ets pulled up, boats load­ed, and the whole par­ty float­ed down the riv­er, singing at the tops of their voic­es. Ned, get­ting sen­ti­men­tal, war­bled a ser­e­nade with the pen­sive re­frain—

			
				“Alone, alone, ah! woe, alone,”

			

			and at the lines—

			
				
					“We each are young, we each have a heart,
					

					Oh, why should we stand thus cold­ly apart?”
				

			

			he looked at Meg with such a lack­adaisi­cal ex­pres­sion that she laughed out­right and spoilt his song.

			“How can you be so cru­el to me?” he whis­pered, un­der cov­er of a live­ly cho­rus. “You’ve kept close to that starched-up En­glish­wom­an all day, and now you snub me.”

			“I didn’t mean to; but you looked so fun­ny I re­al­ly couldn’t help it,” replied Meg, pass­ing over the first part of his re­proach; for it was quite true that she had shunned him, re­mem­ber­ing the Mof­fat par­ty and the talk af­ter it.

			Ned was of­fend­ed, and turned to Sal­lie for con­so­la­tion, say­ing to her rather pet­tish­ly, “There isn’t a bit of flirt in that girl, is there?”

			“Not a par­ti­cle; but she’s a dear,” re­turned Sal­lie, de­fend­ing her friend even while con­fess­ing her short­com­ings.

			“She’s not a strick­en deer, any­way,” said Ned, try­ing to be wit­ty, and suc­ceed­ing as well as very young gen­tle­men usu­al­ly do.

			On the lawn, where it had gath­ered, the lit­tle par­ty sep­a­rat­ed with cor­dial good­nights and good­byes, for the Vaugh­ns were go­ing to Cana­da. As the four sis­ters went home through the gar­den, Miss Kate looked af­ter them, say­ing, with­out the pa­tron­iz­ing tone in her voice, “In spite of their demon­stra­tive man­ners, Amer­i­can girls are very nice when one knows them.”

			“I quite agree with you,” said Mr. Brooke.

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				Cas­tles in the Air

			
			Lau­rie lay lux­u­ri­ous­ly swing­ing to and fro in his ham­mock, one warm Sep­tem­ber af­ter­noon, won­der­ing what his neigh­bors were about, but too lazy to go and find out. He was in one of his moods; for the day had been both un­prof­itable and un­sat­is­fac­to­ry, and he was wish­ing he could live it over again. The hot weath­er made him in­do­lent, and he had shirked his stud­ies, tried Mr. Brooke’s pa­tience to the ut­most, dis­pleased his grand­fa­ther by prac­tis­ing half the af­ter­noon, fright­ened the maid­ser­vants half out of their wits, by mis­chie­vous­ly hint­ing that one of his dogs was go­ing mad, and, af­ter high words with the sta­ble­man about some fan­cied ne­glect of his horse, he had flung him­self in­to his ham­mock, to fume over the stu­pid­i­ty of the world in gen­er­al, till the peace of the love­ly day qui­et­ed him in spite of him­self. Star­ing up in­to the green gloom of the horse-chest­nut trees above him, he dreamed dreams of all sorts, and was just imag­in­ing him­self toss­ing on the ocean, in a voy­age round the world, when the sound of voic­es brought him ashore in a flash. Peep­ing through the mesh­es of the ham­mock, he saw the March­es com­ing out, as if bound on some ex­pe­di­tion.

			“What in the world are those girls about now?” thought Lau­rie, open­ing his sleepy eyes to take a good look, for there was some­thing rather pe­cu­liar in the ap­pear­ance of his neigh­bors. Each wore a large, flap­ping hat, a brown linen pouch slung over one shoul­der, and car­ried a long staff. Meg had a cush­ion, Jo a book, Beth a bas­ket, and Amy a port­fo­lio. All walked qui­et­ly through the gar­den, out at the lit­tle back gate, and be­gan to climb the hill that lay be­tween the house and riv­er.

			“Well, that’s cool!” said Lau­rie to him­self, “to have a pic­nic and nev­er ask me. They can’t be go­ing in the boat, for they haven’t got the key. Per­haps they for­got it; I’ll take it to them, and see what’s go­ing on.”

			Though pos­sessed of half a dozen hats, it took him some time to find one; then there was a hunt for the key, which was at last dis­cov­ered in his pock­et; so that the girls were quite out of sight when he leaped the fence and ran af­ter them. Tak­ing the short­est way to the boathouse, he wait­ed for them to ap­pear: but no one came, and he went up the hill to take an ob­ser­va­tion. A grove of pines cov­ered one part of it, and from the heart of this green spot came a clear­er sound than the soft sigh of the pines or the drowsy chirp of the crick­ets.

			“Here’s a land­scape!” thought Lau­rie, peep­ing through the bush­es, and look­ing wide-awake and good-na­tured al­ready.

			It was rather a pret­ty lit­tle pic­ture; for the sis­ters sat to­geth­er in the shady nook, with sun and shad­ow flick­er­ing over them, the aro­mat­ic wind lift­ing their hair and cool­ing their hot cheeks, and all the lit­tle wood-peo­ple go­ing on with their af­fairs as if these were no strangers, but old friends. Meg sat up­on her cush­ion, sewing dain­ti­ly with her white hands, and look­ing as fresh and sweet as a rose, in her pink dress, among the green. Beth was sort­ing the cones that lay thick un­der the hem­lock near by, for she made pret­ty things of them. Amy was sketch­ing a group of ferns, and Jo was knit­ting as she read aloud. A shad­ow passed over the boy’s face as he watched them, feel­ing that he ought to go away, be­cause un­in­vit­ed; yet lin­ger­ing, be­cause home seemed very lone­ly, and this qui­et par­ty in the woods most at­trac­tive to his rest­less spir­it. He stood so still that a squir­rel, busy with its har­vest­ing, ran down a pine close be­side him, saw him sud­den­ly and skipped back, scold­ing so shril­ly that Beth looked up, es­pied the wist­ful face be­hind the birch­es, and beck­oned with a re­as­sur­ing smile.

			“May I come in, please? or shall I be a both­er?” he asked, ad­vanc­ing slow­ly.

			Meg lift­ed her eye­brows, but Jo scowled at her de­fi­ant­ly, and said, at once, “Of course you may. We should have asked you be­fore, on­ly we thought you wouldn’t care for such a girl’s game as this.”

			“I al­ways liked your games; but if Meg doesn’t want me, I’ll go away.”

			“I’ve no ob­jec­tion, if you do some­thing; it’s against the rules to be idle here,” replied Meg, grave­ly but gra­cious­ly.

			“Much obliged; I’ll do any­thing if you’ll let me stop a bit, for it’s as dull as the Desert of Sa­hara down there. Shall I sew, read, cone, draw, or do all at once? Bring on your bears; I’m ready,” and Lau­rie sat down, with a sub­mis­sive ex­pres­sion de­light­ful to be­hold.

			“Fin­ish this sto­ry while I set my heel,” said Jo, hand­ing him the book.

			“Yes’m,” was the meek an­swer, as he be­gan, do­ing his best to prove his grat­i­tude for the fa­vor of an ad­mis­sion in­to the Busy Bee So­ci­ety.

			The sto­ry was not a long one, and, when it was fin­ished, he ven­tured to ask a few ques­tions as a re­ward of mer­it.

			“Please, ma’am, could I in­quire if this high­ly in­struc­tive and charm­ing in­sti­tu­tion is a new one?”

			“Would you tell him?” asked Meg of her sis­ters.

			“He’ll laugh,” said Amy warn­ing­ly.

			“Who cares?” said Jo.

			“I guess he’ll like it,” added Beth.

			“Of course I shall! I give you my word I won’t laugh. Tell away, Jo, and don’t be afraid.”

			“The idea of be­ing afraid of you! Well, you see we used to play ‘Pil­grim’s Progress,’ and we have been go­ing on with it in earnest, all win­ter and sum­mer.”

			“Yes, I know,” said Lau­rie, nod­ding wise­ly.

			“Who told you?” de­mand­ed Jo.

			“Spir­its.”

			“No, I did; I want­ed to amuse him one night when you were all away, and he was rather dis­mal. He did like it, so don’t scold, Jo,” said Beth meek­ly.

			“You can’t keep a se­cret. Nev­er mind; it saves trou­ble now.”

			“Go on, please,” said Lau­rie, as Jo be­came ab­sorbed in her work, look­ing a tri­fle dis­pleased.

			“Oh, didn’t she tell you about this new plan of ours? Well, we have tried not to waste our hol­i­day, but each has had a task, and worked at it with a will. The va­ca­tion is near­ly over, the stints are all done, and we are ev­er so glad that we didn’t daw­dle.”

			“Yes, I should think so;” and Lau­rie thought re­gret­ful­ly of his own idle days.

			“Moth­er likes to have us out of doors as much as pos­si­ble; so we bring our work here, and have nice times. For the fun of it we bring our things in these bags, wear the old hats, use poles to climb the hill, and play pil­grims, as we used to do years ago. We call this hill the ‘De­lec­ta­ble Moun­tain,’ for we can look far away and see the coun­try where we hope to live some time.”

			Jo point­ed, and Lau­rie sat up to ex­am­ine; for through an open­ing in the wood one could look across the wide, blue riv­er, the mead­ows on the oth­er side, far over the out­skirts of the great city, to the green hills that rose to meet the sky. The sun was low, and the heav­ens glowed with the splen­dor of an au­tumn sun­set. Gold and pur­ple clouds lay on the hill­tops; and ris­ing high in­to the rud­dy light were sil­very white peaks, that shone like the airy spires of some Ce­les­tial City.

			“How beau­ti­ful that is!” said Lau­rie soft­ly, for he was quick to see and feel beau­ty of any kind.

			“It’s of­ten so; and we like to watch it, for it is nev­er the same, but al­ways splen­did,” replied Amy, wish­ing she could paint it.

			“Jo talks about the coun­try where we hope to live some time—the re­al coun­try, she means, with pigs and chick­ens, and hay­mak­ing. It would be nice, but I wish the beau­ti­ful coun­try up there was re­al, and we could ev­er go to it,” said Beth mus­ing­ly.

			“There is a love­li­er coun­try even than that, where we shall go, by and by, when we are good enough,” an­swered Meg, with her sweet voice.

			“It seems so long to wait, so hard to do; I want to fly away at once, as those swal­lows fly, and go in at that splen­did gate.”

			“You’ll get there, Beth, soon­er or lat­er; no fear of that,” said Jo; “I’m the one that will have to fight and work, and climb and wait, and maybe nev­er get in af­ter all.”

			“You’ll have me for com­pa­ny, if that’s any com­fort. I shall have to do a deal of trav­el­ling be­fore I come in sight of your Ce­les­tial City. If I ar­rive late, you’ll say a good word for me, won’t you, Beth?”

			Some­thing in the boy’s face trou­bled his lit­tle friend; but she said cheer­ful­ly, with her qui­et eyes on the chang­ing clouds, “If peo­ple re­al­ly want to go, and re­al­ly try all their lives, I think they will get in; for I don’t be­lieve there are any locks on that door, or any guards at the gate. I al­ways imag­ine it is as it is in the pic­ture, where the shin­ing ones stretch out their hands to wel­come poor Chris­tian as he comes up from the riv­er.”

			“Wouldn’t it be fun if all the cas­tles in the air which we make could come true, and we could live in them?” said Jo, af­ter a lit­tle pause.

			“I’ve made such quan­ti­ties it would be hard to choose which I’d have,” said Lau­rie, ly­ing flat, and throw­ing cones at the squir­rel who had be­trayed him.

			“You’d have to take your fa­vorite one. What is it?” asked Meg.

			“If I tell mine, will you tell yours?”

			“Yes, if the girls will too.”

			“We will. Now, Lau­rie.”

			“Af­ter I’d seen as much of the world as I want to, I’d like to set­tle in Ger­many, and have just as much mu­sic as I choose. I’m to be a fa­mous mu­si­cian my­self, and all cre­ation is to rush to hear me; and I’m nev­er to be both­ered about mon­ey or busi­ness, but just en­joy my­self, and live for what I like. That’s my fa­vorite cas­tle. What’s yours, Meg?”

			Mar­garet seemed to find it a lit­tle hard to tell hers, and waved a brake be­fore her face, as if to dis­perse imag­i­nary gnats, while she said slow­ly, “I should like a love­ly house, full of all sorts of lux­u­ri­ous things—nice food, pret­ty clothes, hand­some fur­ni­ture, pleas­ant peo­ple, and heaps of mon­ey. I am to be mis­tress of it, and man­age it as I like, with plen­ty of ser­vants, so I nev­er need work a bit. How I should en­joy it! for I wouldn’t be idle, but do good, and make ev­ery­one love me dear­ly.”

			“Wouldn’t you have a mas­ter for your cas­tle in the air?” asked Lau­rie sly­ly.

			“I said ‘pleas­ant peo­ple,’ you know;” and Meg care­ful­ly tied up her shoe as she spoke, so that no one saw her face.

			“Why don’t you say you’d have a splen­did, wise, good hus­band, and some an­gel­ic lit­tle chil­dren? You know your cas­tle wouldn’t be per­fect with­out,” said blunt Jo, who had no ten­der fan­cies yet, and rather scorned ro­mance, ex­cept in books.

			“You’d have noth­ing but hors­es, ink­stands, and nov­els in yours,” an­swered Meg petu­lant­ly.

			“Wouldn’t I, though? I’d have a sta­ble full of Ara­bi­an steeds, rooms piled with books, and I’d write out of a mag­ic ink­stand, so that my works should be as fa­mous as Lau­rie’s mu­sic. I want to do some­thing splen­did be­fore I go in­to my cas­tle—some­thing hero­ic or won­der­ful, that won’t be for­got­ten af­ter I’m dead. I don’t know what, but I’m on the watch for it, and mean to as­ton­ish you all, some day. I think I shall write books, and get rich and fa­mous: that would suit me, so that is my fa­vorite dream.”

			“Mine is to stay at home safe with fa­ther and moth­er, and help take care of the fam­i­ly,” said Beth con­tent­ed­ly.

			“Don’t you wish for any­thing else?” asked Lau­rie.

			“Since I had my lit­tle pi­ano, I am per­fect­ly sat­is­fied. I on­ly wish we may all keep well and be to­geth­er; noth­ing else.”

			“I have ev­er so many wish­es; but the pet one is to be an artist, and go to Rome, and do fine pic­tures, and be the best artist in the whole world,” was Amy’s mod­est de­sire.

			“We’re an am­bi­tious set, aren’t we? Ev­ery one of us, but Beth, wants to be rich and fa­mous, and gor­geous in ev­ery re­spect. I do won­der if any of us will ev­er get our wish­es,” said Lau­rie, chew­ing grass, like a med­i­ta­tive calf.

			“I’ve got the key to my cas­tle in the air; but whether I can un­lock the door re­mains to be seen,” ob­served Jo mys­te­ri­ous­ly.

			“I’ve got the key to mine, but I’m not al­lowed to try it. Hang col­lege!” mut­tered Lau­rie, with an im­pa­tient sigh.

			“Here’s mine!” and Amy waved her pen­cil.

			“I haven’t got any,” said Meg for­lorn­ly.

			“Yes, you have,” said Lau­rie at once.

			“Where?”

			“In your face.”

			“Non­sense; that’s of no use.”

			“Wait and see if it doesn’t bring you some­thing worth hav­ing,” replied the boy, laugh­ing at the thought of a charm­ing lit­tle se­cret which he fan­cied he knew.

			Meg col­ored be­hind the brake, but asked no ques­tions, and looked across the riv­er with the same ex­pec­tant ex­pres­sion which Mr. Brooke had worn when he told the sto­ry of the knight.

			“If we are all alive ten years hence, let’s meet, and see how many of us have got our wish­es, or how much near­er we are then than now,” said Jo, al­ways ready with a plan.

			“Bless me! how old I shall be—twen­ty-sev­en!” ex­claimed Meg who felt grown up al­ready, hav­ing just reached sev­en­teen.

			“You and I shall be twen­ty-six, Ted­dy, Beth twen­ty-four, and Amy twen­ty-two. What a ven­er­a­ble par­ty!” said Jo.

			“I hope I shall have done some­thing to be proud of by that time; but I’m such a lazy dog, I’m afraid I shall ‘daw­dle,’ Jo.”

			“You need a mo­tive, moth­er says; and when you get it, she is sure you’ll work splen­did­ly.”

			“Is she? By Jupiter I will, if I on­ly get the chance!” cried Lau­rie, sit­ting up with sud­den en­er­gy. “I ought to be sat­is­fied to please grand­fa­ther, and I do try, but it’s work­ing against the grain, you see, and comes hard. He wants me to be an In­dia mer­chant, as he was, and I’d rather be shot. I hate tea and silk and spices, and ev­ery sort of rub­bish his old ships bring, and I don’t care how soon they go to the bot­tom when I own them. Go­ing to col­lege ought to sat­is­fy him, for if I give him four years he ought to let me off from the busi­ness; but he’s set, and I’ve got to do just as he did, un­less I break away and please my­self, as my fa­ther did. If there was any­one left to stay with the old gen­tle­man, I’d do it to­mor­row.”

			Lau­rie spoke ex­cit­ed­ly, and looked ready to car­ry his threat in­to ex­e­cu­tion on the slight­est provo­ca­tion; for he was grow­ing up very fast, and, in spite of his in­do­lent ways, had a young man’s ha­tred of sub­jec­tion, a young man’s rest­less long­ing to try the world for him­self.

			“I ad­vise you to sail away in one of your ships, and nev­er come home again till you have tried your own way,” said Jo, whose imag­i­na­tion was fired by the thought of such a dar­ing ex­ploit, and whose sym­pa­thy was ex­cit­ed by what she called “Ted­dy’s wrongs.”

			“That’s not right, Jo; you mustn’t talk in that way, and Lau­rie mustn’t take your bad ad­vice. You should do just what your grand­fa­ther wish­es, my dear boy,” said Meg, in her most ma­ter­nal tone. “Do your best at col­lege, and, when he sees that you try to please him, I’m sure he won’t be hard or un­just to you. As you say, there is no one else to stay with and love him, and you’d nev­er for­give your­self if you left him with­out his per­mis­sion. Don’t be dis­mal or fret, but do your du­ty; and you’ll get your re­ward, as good Mr. Brooke has, by be­ing re­spect­ed and loved.”

			“What do you know about him?” asked Lau­rie, grate­ful for the good ad­vice, but ob­ject­ing to the lec­ture, and glad to turn the con­ver­sa­tion from him­self, af­ter his un­usu­al out­break.

			“On­ly what your grand­pa told us about him—how he took good care of his own moth­er till she died, and wouldn’t go abroad as tu­tor to some nice per­son, be­cause he wouldn’t leave her; and how he pro­vides now for an old wom­an who nursed his moth­er; and nev­er tells any­one, but is just as gen­er­ous and pa­tient and good as he can be.”

			“So he is, dear old fel­low!” said Lau­rie hearti­ly, as Meg paused, look­ing flushed and earnest with her sto­ry. “It’s like grand­pa to find out all about him, with­out let­ting him know, and to tell all his good­ness to oth­ers, so that they might like him. Brooke couldn’t un­der­stand why your moth­er was so kind to him, ask­ing him over with me, and treat­ing him in her beau­ti­ful friend­ly way. He thought she was just per­fect, and talked about it for days and days, and went on about you all in flam­ing style. If ev­er I do get my wish, you see what I’ll do for Brooke.”

			“Be­gin to do some­thing now, by not plagu­ing his life out,” said Meg sharply.

			“How do you know I do, miss?”

			“I can al­ways tell by his face, when he goes away. If you have been good, he looks sat­is­fied and walks briskly; if you have plagued him, he’s sober and walks slow­ly, as if he want­ed to go back and do his work bet­ter.”

			“Well, I like that! So you keep an ac­count of my good and bad marks in Brooke’s face, do you? I see him bow and smile as he pass­es your win­dow, but I didn’t know you’d got up a tele­graph.”

			“We haven’t; don’t be an­gry, and oh, don’t tell him I said any­thing! It was on­ly to show that I cared how you get on, and what is said here is said in con­fi­dence, you know,” cried Meg, much alarmed at the thought of what might fol­low from her care­less speech.

			“I don’t tell tales,” replied Lau­rie, with his “high and mighty” air, as Jo called a cer­tain ex­pres­sion which he oc­ca­sion­al­ly wore. “On­ly if Brooke is go­ing to be a ther­mome­ter, I must mind and have fair weath­er for him to re­port.”

			“Please don’t be of­fend­ed. I didn’t mean to preach or tell tales or be sil­ly; I on­ly thought Jo was en­cour­ag­ing you in a feel­ing which you’d be sor­ry for, by and by. You are so kind to us, we feel as if you were our broth­er, and say just what we think. For­give me, I meant it kind­ly.” And Meg of­fered her hand with a ges­ture both af­fec­tion­ate and timid.

			Ashamed of his mo­men­tary pique, Lau­rie squeezed the kind lit­tle hand, and said frankly, “I’m the one to be for­giv­en; I’m cross, and have been out of sorts all day. I like to have you tell me my faults and be sis­ter­ly, so don’t mind if I am grumpy some­times; I thank you all the same.”

			Bent on show­ing that he was not of­fend­ed, he made him­self as agree­able as pos­si­ble—wound cot­ton for Meg, re­cit­ed po­et­ry to please Jo, shook down cones for Beth, and helped Amy with her ferns, prov­ing him­self a fit per­son to be­long to the Busy Bee So­ci­ety. In the midst of an an­i­mat­ed dis­cus­sion on the do­mes­tic habits of tur­tles (one of those ami­able crea­tures hav­ing strolled up from the riv­er), the faint sound of a bell warned them that Han­nah had put the tea “to draw,” and they would just have time to get home to sup­per.

			“May I come again?” asked Lau­rie.

			“Yes, if you are good, and love your book, as the boys in the primer are told to do,” said Meg smil­ing.

			“I’ll try.”

			“Then you may come, and I’ll teach you to knit as the Scotch­men do; there’s a de­mand for socks just now,” added Jo, wav­ing hers, like a big blue worsted ban­ner, as they part­ed at the gate.

			That night, when Beth played to Mr. Lau­rence in the twi­light, Lau­rie, stand­ing in the shad­ow of the cur­tain, lis­tened to the lit­tle David, whose sim­ple mu­sic al­ways qui­et­ed his moody spir­it, and watched the old man, who sat with his gray head on his hand, think­ing ten­der thoughts of the dead child he had loved so much. Re­mem­ber­ing the con­ver­sa­tion of the af­ter­noon, the boy said to him­self, with the re­solve to make the sac­ri­fice cheer­ful­ly, “I’ll let my cas­tle go, and stay with the dear old gen­tle­man while he needs me, for I am all he has.”

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				Se­crets

			
			Jo was very busy in the gar­ret, for the Oc­to­ber days be­gan to grow chilly, and the af­ter­noons were short. For two or three hours the sun lay warm­ly in the high win­dow, show­ing Jo seat­ed on the old so­fa, writ­ing busi­ly, with her pa­pers spread out up­on a trunk be­fore her, while Scrab­ble, the pet rat, prom­e­nad­ed the beams over­head, ac­com­pa­nied by his old­est son, a fine young fel­low, who was ev­i­dent­ly very proud of his whiskers. Quite ab­sorbed in her work, Jo scrib­bled away till the last page was filled, when she signed her name with a flour­ish, and threw down her pen, ex­claim­ing—

			“There, I’ve done my best! If this won’t suit I shall have to wait till I can do bet­ter.”

			Ly­ing back on the so­fa, she read the man­u­script care­ful­ly through, mak­ing dash­es here and there, and putting in many ex­cla­ma­tion points, which looked like lit­tle bal­loons; then she tied it up with a smart red rib­bon, and sat a minute look­ing at it with a sober, wist­ful ex­pres­sion, which plain­ly showed how earnest her work had been. Jo’s desk up here was an old tin kitchen, which hung against the wall. In it she kept her pa­pers and a few books, safe­ly shut away from Scrab­ble, who, be­ing like­wise of a lit­er­ary turn, was fond of mak­ing a cir­cu­lat­ing li­brary of such books as were left in his way, by eat­ing the leaves. From this tin re­cep­ta­cle Jo pro­duced an­oth­er man­u­script; and, putting both in her pock­et, crept qui­et­ly down­stairs, leav­ing her friends to nib­ble her pens and taste her ink.

			She put on her hat and jack­et as noise­less­ly as pos­si­ble, and, go­ing to the back en­try win­dow, got out up­on the roof of a low porch, swung her­self down to the grassy bank, and took a round­about way to the road. Once there, she com­posed her­self, hailed a pass­ing om­nibus, and rolled away to town, look­ing very mer­ry and mys­te­ri­ous.

			If any­one had been watch­ing her, he would have thought her move­ments de­cid­ed­ly pe­cu­liar; for, on alight­ing, she went off at a great pace till she reached a cer­tain num­ber in a cer­tain busy street; hav­ing found the place with some dif­fi­cul­ty, she went in­to the door­way, looked up the dirty stairs, and, af­ter stand­ing stock still a minute, sud­den­ly dived in­to the street, and walked away as rapid­ly as she came. This ma­neu­ver she re­peat­ed sev­er­al times, to the great amuse­ment of a black-eyed young gen­tle­man loung­ing in the win­dow of a build­ing op­po­site. On re­turn­ing for the third time, Jo gave her­self a shake, pulled her hat over her eyes, and walked up the stairs, look­ing as if she were go­ing to have all her teeth out.

			There was a den­tist’s sign, among oth­ers, which adorned the en­trance, and, af­ter star­ing a mo­ment at the pair of ar­ti­fi­cial jaws which slow­ly opened and shut to draw at­ten­tion to a fine set of teeth, the young gen­tle­man put on his coat, took his hat, and went down to post him­self in the op­po­site door­way, say­ing, with a smile and a shiv­er—

			“It’s like her to come alone, but if she has a bad time she’ll need some­one to help her home.”

			In ten min­utes Jo came run­ning down­stairs with a very red face, and the gen­er­al ap­pear­ance of a per­son who had just passed through a try­ing or­deal of some sort. When she saw the young gen­tle­man she looked any­thing but pleased, and passed him with a nod; but he fol­lowed, ask­ing with an air of sym­pa­thy—

			“Did you have a bad time?”

			“Not very.”

			“You got through quick­ly.”

			“Yes, thank good­ness!”

			“Why did you go alone?”

			“Didn’t want any­one to know.”

			“You’re the odd­est fel­low I ev­er saw. How many did you have out?”

			Jo looked at her friend as if she did not un­der­stand him; then be­gan to laugh, as if might­i­ly amused at some­thing.

			“There are two which I want to have come out, but I must wait a week.”

			“What are you laugh­ing at? You are up to some mis­chief, Jo,” said Lau­rie, look­ing mys­ti­fied.

			“So are you. What were you do­ing, sir, up in that bil­liard sa­loon?”

			“Beg­ging your par­don, ma’am, it wasn’t a bil­liard sa­loon, but a gym­na­si­um, and I was tak­ing a les­son in fenc­ing.”

			“I’m glad of that.”

			“Why?”

			“You can teach me, and then when we play Ham­let, you can be Laertes, and we’ll make a fine thing of the fenc­ing scene.”

			Lau­rie burst out with a hearty boy’s laugh, which made sev­er­al passers­by smile in spite of them­selves.

			“I’ll teach you whether we play Ham­let or not; it’s grand fun, and will straight­en you up cap­i­tal­ly. But I don’t be­lieve that was your on­ly rea­son for say­ing ‘I’m glad,’ in that de­cid­ed way; was it, now?”

			“No, I was glad that you were not in the sa­loon, be­cause I hope you nev­er go to such places. Do you?”

			“Not of­ten.”

			“I wish you wouldn’t.”

			“It’s no harm, Jo. I have bil­liards at home, but it’s no fun un­less you have good play­ers; so, as I’m fond of it, I come some­times and have a game with Ned Mof­fat or some of the oth­er fel­lows.”

			“Oh dear, I’m so sor­ry, for you’ll get to lik­ing it bet­ter and bet­ter, and will waste time and mon­ey, and grow like those dread­ful boys. I did hope you’d stay re­spectable, and be a sat­is­fac­tion to your friends,” said Jo, shak­ing her head.

			“Can’t a fel­low take a lit­tle in­no­cent amuse­ment now and then with­out los­ing his re­spectabil­i­ty?” asked Lau­rie, look­ing net­tled.

			“That de­pends up­on how and where he takes it. I don’t like Ned and his set, and wish you’d keep out of it. Moth­er won’t let us have him at our house, though he wants to come; and if you grow like him she won’t be will­ing to have us frol­ic to­geth­er as we do now.”

			“Won’t she?” asked Lau­rie anx­ious­ly.

			“No, she can’t bear fash­ion­able young men, and she’d shut us all up in band­box­es rather than have us as­so­ciate with them.”

			“Well, she needn’t get out her band­box­es yet; I’m not a fash­ion­able par­ty, and don’t mean to be; but I do like harm­less larks now and then, don’t you?”

			“Yes, no­body minds them, so lark away, but don’t get wild, will you? or there will be an end of all our good times.”

			“I’ll be a dou­ble-dis­tilled saint.”

			“I can’t bear saints: just be a sim­ple, hon­est, re­spectable boy, and we’ll nev­er desert you. I don’t know what I should do if you act­ed like Mr. King’s son; he had plen­ty of mon­ey, but didn’t know how to spend it, and got tip­sy and gam­bled, and ran away, and forged his fa­ther’s name, I be­lieve, and was al­to­geth­er hor­rid.”

			“You think I’m like­ly to do the same? Much obliged.”

			“No, I don’t—oh, dear, no!—but I hear peo­ple talk­ing about mon­ey be­ing such a temp­ta­tion, and I some­times wish you were poor; I shouldn’t wor­ry then.”

			“Do you wor­ry about me, Jo?”

			“A lit­tle, when you look moody or dis­con­tent­ed, as you some­times do; for you’ve got such a strong will, if you once get start­ed wrong, I’m afraid it would be hard to stop you.”

			Lau­rie walked in si­lence a few min­utes, and Jo watched him, wish­ing she had held her tongue, for his eyes looked an­gry, though his lips still smiled as if at her warn­ings.

			“Are you go­ing to de­liv­er lec­tures all the way home?” he asked present­ly.

			“Of course not; why?”

			“Be­cause if you are, I’ll take a bus; if you are not, I’d like to walk with you, and tell you some­thing very in­ter­est­ing.”

			“I won’t preach any more, and I’d like to hear the news im­mense­ly.”

			“Very well, then; come on. It’s a se­cret, and if I tell you, you must tell me yours.”

			“I haven’t got any,” be­gan Jo, but stopped sud­den­ly, re­mem­ber­ing that she had.

			“You know you have—you can’t hide any­thing; so up and ’fess, or I won’t tell,” cried Lau­rie.

			“Is your se­cret a nice one?”

			“Oh, isn’t it! all about peo­ple you know, and such fun! You ought to hear it, and I’ve been aching to tell it this long time. Come, you be­gin.”

			“You’ll not say any­thing about it at home, will you?”

			“Not a word.”

			“And you won’t tease me in pri­vate?”

			“I nev­er tease.”

			“Yes, you do; you get ev­ery­thing you want out of peo­ple. I don’t know how you do it, but you are a born wheedler.”

			“Thank you; fire away.”

			“Well, I’ve left two sto­ries with a news­pa­per man, and he’s to give his an­swer next week,” whis­pered Jo, in her con­fi­dant’s ear.

			“Hur­rah for Miss March, the cel­e­brat­ed Amer­i­can au­thoress!” cried Lau­rie, throw­ing up his hat and catch­ing it again, to the great de­light of two ducks, four cats, five hens, and half a dozen Irish chil­dren; for they were out of the city now.

			“Hush! It won’t come to any­thing, I dare say; but I couldn’t rest till I had tried, and I said noth­ing about it, be­cause I didn’t want any­one else to be dis­ap­point­ed.”

			“It won’t fail. Why, Jo, your sto­ries are works of Shake­speare, com­pared to half the rub­bish that is pub­lished ev­ery day. Won’t it be fun to see them in print; and shan’t we feel proud of our au­thoress?”

			Jo’s eyes sparkled, for it is al­ways pleas­ant to be be­lieved in; and a friend’s praise is al­ways sweet­er than a dozen news­pa­per puffs.

			“Where’s your se­cret? Play fair, Ted­dy, or I’ll nev­er be­lieve you again,” she said, try­ing to ex­tin­guish the bril­liant hopes that blazed up at a word of en­cour­age­ment.

			“I may get in­to a scrape for telling; but I didn’t prom­ise not to, so I will, for I nev­er feel easy in my mind till I’ve told you any plum­my bit of news I get. I know where Meg’s glove is.”

			“Is that all?” said Jo, look­ing dis­ap­point­ed, as Lau­rie nod­ded and twin­kled, with a face full of mys­te­ri­ous in­tel­li­gence.

			“It’s quite enough for the present, as you’ll agree when I tell you where it is.”

			“Tell, then.”

			Lau­rie bent, and whis­pered three words in Jo’s ear, which pro­duced a com­i­cal change. She stood and stared at him for a minute, look­ing both sur­prised and dis­pleased, then walked on, say­ing sharply, “How do you know?”

			“Saw it.”

			“Where?”

			“Pock­et.”

			“All this time?”

			“Yes; isn’t that ro­man­tic?”

			“No, it’s hor­rid.”

			“Don’t you like it?”

			“Of course I don’t. It’s ridicu­lous; it won’t be al­lowed. My pa­tience! what would Meg say?”

			“You are not to tell any­one; mind that.”

			“I didn’t prom­ise.”

			“That was un­der­stood, and I trust­ed you.”

			“Well, I won’t for the present, any­way; but I’m dis­gust­ed, and wish you hadn’t told me.”

			“I thought you’d be pleased.”

			“At the idea of any­body com­ing to take Meg away? No, thank you.”

			“You’ll feel bet­ter about it when some­body comes to take you away.”

			“I’d like to see any­one try it,” cried Jo fierce­ly.

			“So should I!” and Lau­rie chuck­led at the idea.

			“I don’t think se­crets agree with me; I feel rum­pled up in my mind since you told me that,” said Jo, rather un­grate­ful­ly.

			“Race down this hill with me, and you’ll be all right,” sug­gest­ed Lau­rie.

			No one was in sight; the smooth road sloped invit­ing­ly be­fore her; and find­ing the temp­ta­tion ir­re­sistible, Jo dart­ed away, soon leav­ing hat and comb be­hind her, and scat­ter­ing hair­pins as she ran. Lau­rie reached the goal first, and was quite sat­is­fied with the suc­cess of his treat­ment; for his Ata­lan­ta came pant­ing up, with fly­ing hair, bright eyes, rud­dy cheeks, and no signs of dis­sat­is­fac­tion in her face.

			“I wish I was a horse; then I could run for miles in this splen­did air, and not lose my breath. It was cap­i­tal; but see what a guy it’s made me. Go, pick up my things, like a cherub as you are,” said Jo, drop­ping down un­der a maple-tree, which was car­pet­ing the bank with crim­son leaves.

			Lau­rie leisure­ly de­part­ed to re­cov­er the lost prop­er­ty, and Jo bun­dled up her braids, hop­ing no one would pass by till she was tidy again. But some­one did pass, and who should it be but Meg, look­ing par­tic­u­lar­ly la­dy­like in her state and fes­ti­val suit, for she had been mak­ing calls.

			“What in the world are you do­ing here?” she asked, re­gard­ing her di­shev­elled sis­ter with well-bred sur­prise.

			“Get­ting leaves,” meek­ly an­swered Jo, sort­ing the rosy hand­ful she had just swept up.

			“And hair­pins,” added Lau­rie, throw­ing half a dozen in­to Jo’s lap. “They grow on this road, Meg; so do combs and brown straw hats.”

			“You have been run­ning, Jo; how could you? When will you stop such romp­ing ways?” said Meg re­prov­ing­ly, as she set­tled her cuffs, and smoothed her hair, with which the wind had tak­en lib­er­ties.

			“Nev­er till I’m stiff and old, and have to use a crutch. Don’t try to make me grow up be­fore my time, Meg: it’s hard enough to have you change all of a sud­den; let me be a lit­tle girl as long as I can.”

			As she spoke, Jo bent over the leaves to hide the trem­bling of her lips; for late­ly she had felt that Mar­garet was fast get­ting to be a wom­an, and Lau­rie’s se­cret made her dread the sep­a­ra­tion which must sure­ly come some time, and now seemed very near. He saw the trou­ble in her face, and drew Meg’s at­ten­tion from it by ask­ing quick­ly, “Where have you been call­ing, all so fine?”

			“At the Gar­diners’, and Sal­lie has been telling me all about Belle Mof­fat’s wed­ding. It was very splen­did, and they have gone to spend the win­ter in Paris. Just think how de­light­ful that must be!”

			“Do you en­vy her, Meg?” said Lau­rie.

			“I’m afraid I do.”

			“I’m glad of it!” mut­tered Jo, ty­ing on her hat with a jerk.

			“Why?” asked Meg, look­ing sur­prised.

			“Be­cause if you care much about rich­es, you will nev­er go and mar­ry a poor man,” said Jo, frown­ing at Lau­rie, who was mute­ly warn­ing her to mind what she said.

			“I shall nev­er ‘go and mar­ry’ any­one,” ob­served Meg, walk­ing on with great dig­ni­ty, while the oth­ers fol­lowed, laugh­ing, whis­per­ing, skip­ping stones, and “be­hav­ing like chil­dren,” as Meg said to her­self, though she might have been tempt­ed to join them if she had not had her best dress on.

			For a week or two, Jo be­haved so queer­ly that her sis­ters were quite be­wil­dered. She rushed to the door when the post­man rang; was rude to Mr. Brooke when­ev­er they met; would sit look­ing at Meg with a woe­be­gone face, oc­ca­sion­al­ly jump­ing up to shake, and then to kiss her, in a very mys­te­ri­ous man­ner; Lau­rie and she were al­ways mak­ing signs to one an­oth­er, and talk­ing about “Spread Ea­gles,” till the girls de­clared they had both lost their wits. On the sec­ond Sat­ur­day af­ter Jo got out of the win­dow, Meg, as she sat sewing at her win­dow, was scan­dal­ized by the sight of Lau­rie chas­ing Jo all over the gar­den, and fi­nal­ly cap­tur­ing her in Amy’s bow­er. What went on there, Meg could not see; but shrieks of laugh­ter were heard, fol­lowed by the mur­mur of voic­es and a great flap­ping of news­pa­pers.

			“What shall we do with that girl? She nev­er will be­have like a young la­dy,” sighed Meg, as she watched the race with a dis­ap­prov­ing face.

			“I hope she won’t; she is so fun­ny and dear as she is,” said Beth, who had nev­er be­trayed that she was a lit­tle hurt at Jo’s hav­ing se­crets with any­one but her.

			“It’s very try­ing, but we nev­er can make her com­my la fo,” added Amy, who sat mak­ing some new frills for her­self, with her curls tied up in a very be­com­ing way—two agree­able things, which made her feel un­usu­al­ly el­e­gant and la­dy­like.

			In a few min­utes Jo bounced in, laid her­self on the so­fa, and af­fect­ed to read.

			“Have you any­thing in­ter­est­ing there?” asked Meg, with con­de­scen­sion.

			“Noth­ing but a sto­ry; won’t amount to much, I guess,” re­turned Jo, care­ful­ly keep­ing the name of the pa­per out of sight.

			“You’d bet­ter read it aloud; that will amuse us and keep you out of mis­chief,” said Amy, in her most grown-up tone.

			“What’s the name?” asked Beth, won­der­ing why Jo kept her face be­hind the sheet.

			“The Ri­val Painters.”

			“That sounds well; read it,” said Meg.

			With a loud “Hem!” and a long breath, Jo be­gan to read very fast. The girls lis­tened with in­ter­est, for the tale was ro­man­tic, and some­what pa­thet­ic, as most of the char­ac­ters died in the end.

			“I like that about the splen­did pic­ture,” was Amy’s ap­prov­ing re­mark, as Jo paused.

			“I pre­fer the lover­ing part. Vi­o­la and An­ge­lo are two of our fa­vorite names; isn’t that queer?” said Meg, wip­ing her eyes, for the “lover­ing part” was trag­i­cal.

			“Who wrote it?” asked Beth, who had caught a glimpse of Jo’s face.

			The read­er sud­den­ly sat up, cast away the pa­per, dis­play­ing a flushed coun­te­nance, and, with a fun­ny mix­ture of solem­ni­ty and ex­cite­ment, replied in a loud voice, “Your sis­ter.”

			“You?” cried Meg, drop­ping her work.

			“It’s very good,” said Amy crit­i­cal­ly.

			“I knew it! I knew it! O my Jo, I am so proud!” and Beth ran to hug her sis­ter, and ex­ult over this splen­did suc­cess.

			Dear me, how de­light­ed they all were, to be sure! how Meg wouldn’t be­lieve it till she saw the words, “Miss Josephine March,” ac­tu­al­ly print­ed in the pa­per; how gra­cious­ly Amy crit­i­cised the artis­tic parts of the sto­ry, and of­fered hints for a se­quel, which un­for­tu­nate­ly couldn’t be car­ried out, as the hero and hero­ine were dead; how Beth got ex­cit­ed, and skipped and sung with joy; how Han­nah came in to ex­claim “Sakes alive, well I nev­er!” in great as­ton­ish­ment at “that Jo’s doin’s;” how proud Mrs. March was when she knew it; how Jo laughed, with tears in her eyes, as she de­clared she might as well be a pea­cock and done with it; and how the Spread Ea­gle might be said to flap his wings tri­umphant­ly over the House of March, as the pa­per passed from hand to hand.

			“Tell us all about it.” “When did it come?” “How much did you get for it?” “What will fa­ther say?” “Won’t Lau­rie laugh?” cried the fam­i­ly, all in one breath, as they clus­tered about Jo; for these fool­ish, af­fec­tion­ate peo­ple made a ju­bilee of ev­ery lit­tle house­hold joy.

			“Stop jab­ber­ing, girls, and I’ll tell you ev­ery­thing,” said Jo, won­der­ing if Miss Bur­ney felt any grander over her “Eveli­na” than she did over her “Ri­val Painters.” Hav­ing told how she dis­posed of her tales, Jo added, “And when I went to get my an­swer, the man said he liked them both, but didn’t pay be­gin­ners, on­ly let them print in his pa­per, and no­ticed the sto­ries. It was good prac­tice, he said; and when the be­gin­ners im­proved, any one would pay. So I let him have the two sto­ries, and to­day this was sent to me, and Lau­rie caught me with it, and in­sist­ed on see­ing it, so I let him; and he said it was good, and I shall write more, and he’s go­ing to get the next paid for, and I am so hap­py, for in time I may be able to sup­port my­self and help the girls.”

			Jo’s breath gave out here; and, wrap­ping her head in the pa­per, she be­dewed her lit­tle sto­ry with a few nat­u­ral tears; for to be in­de­pen­dent, and earn the praise of those she loved were the dear­est wish­es of her heart, and this seemed to be the first step to­ward that hap­py end.

		
	
		
			
				XV

				A Tele­gram

			
			“No­vem­ber is the most dis­agree­able month in the whole year,” said Mar­garet, stand­ing at the win­dow one dull af­ter­noon, look­ing out at the frost­bit­ten gar­den.

			“That’s the rea­son I was born in it,” ob­served Jo pen­sive­ly, quite un­con­scious of the blot on her nose.

			“If some­thing very pleas­ant should hap­pen now, we should think it a de­light­ful month,” said Beth, who took a hope­ful view of ev­ery­thing, even No­vem­ber.

			“I dare say; but noth­ing pleas­ant ev­er does hap­pen in this fam­i­ly,” said Meg, who was out of sorts. “We go grub­bing along day af­ter day, with­out a bit of change, and very lit­tle fun. We might as well be in a tread­mill.”

			“My pa­tience, how blue we are!” cried Jo. “I don’t much won­der, poor dear, for you see oth­er girls hav­ing splen­did times, while you grind, grind, year in and year out. Oh, don’t I wish I could man­age things for you as I do for my hero­ines! You’re pret­ty enough and good enough al­ready, so I’d have some rich re­la­tion leave you a for­tune un­ex­pect­ed­ly; then you’d dash out as an heiress, scorn ev­ery­one who has slight­ed you, go abroad, and come home my La­dy Some­thing, in a blaze of splen­dor and el­e­gance.”

			“Peo­ple don’t have for­tunes left them in that style nowa­days; men have to work, and wom­en to mar­ry for mon­ey. It’s a dread­ful­ly un­just world,” said Meg bit­ter­ly.

			“Jo and I are go­ing to make for­tunes for you all; just wait ten years, and see if we don’t,” said Amy, who sat in a cor­ner, mak­ing mud pies, as Han­nah called her lit­tle clay mod­els of birds, fruit, and faces.

			“Can’t wait, and I’m afraid I haven’t much faith in ink and dirt, though I’m grate­ful for your good in­ten­tions.”

			Meg sighed, and turned to the frost­bit­ten gar­den again; Jo groaned, and leaned both el­bows on the ta­ble in a de­spon­dent at­ti­tude, but Amy spat­ted away en­er­get­i­cal­ly; and Beth, who sat at the oth­er win­dow, said, smil­ing, “Two pleas­ant things are go­ing to hap­pen right away: Marmee is com­ing down the street, and Lau­rie is tramp­ing through the gar­den as if he had some­thing nice to tell.”

			In they both came, Mrs. March with her usu­al ques­tion, “Any let­ter from fa­ther, girls?” and Lau­rie to say in his per­sua­sive way, “Won’t some of you come for a drive? I’ve been work­ing away at math­e­mat­ics till my head is in a mud­dle, and I’m go­ing to fresh­en my wits by a brisk turn. It’s a dull day, but the air isn’t bad, and I’m go­ing to take Brooke home, so it will be gay in­side, if it isn’t out. Come, Jo, you and Beth will go, won’t you?”

			“Of course we will.”

			“Much obliged, but I’m busy;” and Meg whisked out her work­bas­ket, for she had agreed with her moth­er that it was best, for her at least, not to drive of­ten with the young gen­tle­man.

			“We three will be ready in a minute,” cried Amy, run­ning away to wash her hands.

			“Can I do any­thing for you, Madam Moth­er?” asked Lau­rie, lean­ing over Mrs. March’s chair, with the af­fec­tion­ate look and tone he al­ways gave her.

			“No, thank you, ex­cept call at the of­fice, if you’ll be so kind, dear. It’s our day for a let­ter, and the post­man hasn’t been. Fa­ther is as reg­u­lar as the sun, but there’s some de­lay on the way, per­haps.”

			A sharp ring in­ter­rupt­ed her, and a minute af­ter Han­nah came in with a let­ter.

			“It’s one of them hor­rid tele­graph things, mum,” she said, hand­ing it as if she was afraid it would ex­plode and do some dam­age.

			At the word “tele­graph,” Mrs. March snatched it, read the two lines it con­tained, and dropped back in­to her chair as white as if the lit­tle pa­per had sent a bul­let to her heart. Lau­rie dashed down­stairs for wa­ter, while Meg and Han­nah sup­port­ed her, and Jo read aloud, in a fright­ened voice—

			
				“Mrs. March:

				“Your hus­band is very ill. Come at once.

				“S. Hale,

				“Blank Hos­pi­tal, Wash­ing­ton”

			

			How still the room was as they lis­tened breath­less­ly, how strange­ly the day dark­ened out­side, and how sud­den­ly the whole world seemed to change, as the girls gath­ered about their moth­er, feel­ing as if all the hap­pi­ness and sup­port of their lives was about to be tak­en from them. Mrs. March was her­self again di­rect­ly; read the mes­sage over, and stretched out her arms to her daugh­ters, say­ing, in a tone they nev­er for­got, “I shall go at once, but it may be too late. O chil­dren, chil­dren, help me to bear it!”

			For sev­er­al min­utes there was noth­ing but the sound of sob­bing in the room, min­gled with bro­ken words of com­fort, ten­der as­sur­ances of help, and hope­ful whis­pers that died away in tears. Poor Han­nah was the first to re­cov­er, and with un­con­scious wis­dom she set all the rest a good ex­am­ple; for, with her, work was the panacea for most af­flic­tions.

			“The Lord keep the dear man! I won’t waste no time a cryin’, but git your things ready right away, mum,” she said, hearti­ly, as she wiped her face on her apron, gave her mis­tress a warm shake of the hand with her own hard one, and went away, to work like three wom­en in one.

			“She’s right; there’s no time for tears now. Be calm, girls, and let me think.”

			They tried to be calm, poor things, as their moth­er sat up, look­ing pale, but steady, and put away her grief to think and plan for them.

			“Where’s Lau­rie?” she asked present­ly, when she had col­lect­ed her thoughts, and de­cid­ed on the first du­ties to be done.

			“Here, ma’am. Oh, let me do some­thing!” cried the boy, hur­ry­ing from the next room, whith­er he had with­drawn, feel­ing that their first sor­row was too sa­cred for even his friend­ly eyes to see.

			“Send a tele­gram say­ing I will come at once. The next train goes ear­ly in the morn­ing. I’ll take that.”

			“What else? The hors­es are ready; I can go any­where, do any­thing,” he said, look­ing ready to fly to the ends of the earth.

			“Leave a note at Aunt March’s. Jo, give me that pen and pa­per.”

			Tear­ing off the blank side of one of her new­ly copied pages, Jo drew the ta­ble be­fore her moth­er, well know­ing that mon­ey for the long, sad jour­ney must be bor­rowed, and feel­ing as if she could do any­thing to add a lit­tle to the sum for her fa­ther.

			“Now go, dear; but don’t kill your­self driv­ing at a des­per­ate pace; there is no need of that.”

			Mrs. March’s warn­ing was ev­i­dent­ly thrown away; for five min­utes lat­er Lau­rie tore by the win­dow on his own fleet horse, rid­ing as if for his life.

			“Jo, run to the rooms, and tell Mrs. King that I can’t come. On the way get these things. I’ll put them down; they’ll be need­ed, and I must go pre­pared for nurs­ing. Hos­pi­tal stores are not al­ways good. Beth, go and ask Mr. Lau­rence for a cou­ple of bot­tles of old wine; I’m not too proud to beg for fa­ther; he shall have the best of ev­ery­thing. Amy, tell Han­nah to get down the black trunk; and, Meg, come and help me find my things, for I’m half be­wil­dered.”

			Writ­ing, think­ing, and di­rect­ing, all at once, might well be­wil­der the poor la­dy, and Meg begged her to sit qui­et­ly in her room for a lit­tle while, and let them work. Ev­ery­one scat­tered like leaves be­fore a gust of wind; and the qui­et, hap­py house­hold was bro­ken up as sud­den­ly as if the pa­per had been an evil spell.

			Mr. Lau­rence came hur­ry­ing back with Beth, bring­ing ev­ery com­fort the kind old gen­tle­man could think of for the in­valid, and friendli­est prom­ises of pro­tec­tion for the girls dur­ing the moth­er’s ab­sence, which com­fort­ed her very much. There was noth­ing he didn’t of­fer, from his own dress­ing-gown to him­self as es­cort. But that last was im­pos­si­ble. Mrs. March would not hear of the old gen­tle­man’s un­der­tak­ing the long jour­ney; yet an ex­pres­sion of re­lief was vis­i­ble when he spoke of it, for anx­i­ety ill fits one for trav­el­ling. He saw the look, knit his heavy eye­brows, rubbed his hands, and marched abrupt­ly away, say­ing he’d be back di­rect­ly. No one had time to think of him again till, as Meg ran through the en­try, with a pair of rub­bers in one hand and a cup of tea in the oth­er, she came sud­den­ly up­on Mr. Brooke.

			“I’m very sor­ry to hear of this, Miss March,” he said, in the kind, qui­et tone which sound­ed very pleas­ant­ly to her per­turbed spir­it. “I came to of­fer my­self as es­cort to your moth­er. Mr. Lau­rence has com­mis­sions for me in Wash­ing­ton, and it will give me re­al sat­is­fac­tion to be of ser­vice to her there.”

			Down dropped the rub­bers, and the tea was very near fol­low­ing, as Meg put out her hand, with a face so full of grat­i­tude, that Mr. Brooke would have felt re­paid for a much greater sac­ri­fice than the tri­fling one of time and com­fort which he was about to make.

			“How kind you all are! Moth­er will ac­cept, I’m sure; and it will be such a re­lief to know that she has some­one to take care of her. Thank you very, very much!”

			Meg spoke earnest­ly, and for­got her­self en­tire­ly till some­thing in the brown eyes look­ing down at her made her re­mem­ber the cool­ing tea, and lead the way in­to the par­lor, say­ing she would call her moth­er.

			Ev­ery­thing was ar­ranged by the time Lau­rie re­turned with a note from Aunt March, en­clos­ing the de­sired sum, and a few lines re­peat­ing what she had of­ten said be­fore—that she had al­ways told them it was ab­surd for March to go in­to the army, al­ways pre­dict­ed that no good would come of it, and she hoped they would take her ad­vice next time. Mrs. March put the note in the fire, the mon­ey in her purse, and went on with her prepa­ra­tions, with her lips fold­ed tight­ly, in a way which Jo would have un­der­stood if she had been there.

			The short af­ter­noon wore away; all the oth­er er­rands were done, and Meg and her moth­er busy at some nec­es­sary needle­work, while Beth and Amy got tea, and Han­nah fin­ished her iron­ing with what she called a “slap and a bang,” but still Jo did not come. They be­gan to get anx­ious; and Lau­rie went off to find her, for no one ev­er knew what freak Jo might take in­to her head. He missed her, how­ev­er, and she came walk­ing in with a very queer ex­pres­sion of coun­te­nance, for there was a mix­ture of fun and fear, sat­is­fac­tion and re­gret, in it, which puz­zled the fam­i­ly as much as did the roll of bills she laid be­fore her moth­er, say­ing, with a lit­tle choke in her voice, “That’s my con­tri­bu­tion to­wards mak­ing fa­ther com­fort­able and bring­ing him home!”

			“My dear, where did you get it? Twen­ty-five dol­lars! Jo, I hope you haven’t done any­thing rash?”

			“No, it’s mine hon­est­ly; I didn’t beg, bor­row, or steal it. I earned it; and I don’t think you’ll blame me, for I on­ly sold what was my own.”

			As she spoke, Jo took off her bon­net, and a gen­er­al out­cry arose, for all her abun­dant hair was cut short.

			“Your hair! Your beau­ti­ful hair!” “O Jo, how could you? Your one beau­ty.” “My dear girl, there was no need of this.” “She doesn’t look like my Jo any more, but I love her dear­ly for it!”

			As ev­ery­one ex­claimed, and Beth hugged the cropped head ten­der­ly, Jo as­sumed an in­dif­fer­ent air, which did not de­ceive any­one a par­ti­cle, and said, rum­pling up the brown bush, and try­ing to look as if she liked it, “It doesn’t af­fect the fate of the na­tion, so don’t wail, Beth. It will be good for my van­i­ty; I was get­ting too proud of my wig. It will do my brains good to have that mop tak­en off; my head feels de­li­cious­ly light and cool, and the bar­ber said I could soon have a curly crop, which will be boy­ish, be­com­ing, and easy to keep in or­der. I’m sat­is­fied; so please take the mon­ey, and let’s have sup­per.”

			“Tell me all about it, Jo. I am not quite sat­is­fied, but I can’t blame you, for I know how will­ing­ly you sac­ri­ficed your van­i­ty, as you call it, to your love. But, my dear, it was not nec­es­sary, and I’m afraid you will re­gret it, one of these days,” said Mrs. March.

			“No, I won’t!” re­turned Jo stout­ly, feel­ing much re­lieved that her prank was not en­tire­ly con­demned.

			“What made you do it?” asked Amy, who would as soon have thought of cut­ting off her head as her pret­ty hair.

			“Well, I was wild to do some­thing for fa­ther,” replied Jo, as they gath­ered about the ta­ble, for healthy young peo­ple can eat even in the midst of trou­ble. “I hate to bor­row as much as moth­er does, and I knew Aunt March would croak; she al­ways does, if you ask for a ninepence. Meg gave all her quar­ter­ly salary to­ward the rent, and I on­ly got some clothes with mine, so I felt wicked, and was bound to have some mon­ey, if I sold the nose off my face to get it.”

			“You needn’t feel wicked, my child: you had no win­ter things, and got the sim­plest with your own hard earn­ings,” said Mrs. March, with a look that warmed Jo’s heart.

			“I hadn’t the least idea of sell­ing my hair at first, but as I went along I kept think­ing what I could do, and feel­ing as if I’d like to dive in­to some of the rich stores and help my­self. In a bar­ber’s win­dow I saw tails of hair with the prices marked; and one black tail, not so thick as mine, was forty dol­lars. It came over me all of a sud­den that I had one thing to make mon­ey out of, and with­out stop­ping to think, I walked in, asked if they bought hair, and what they would give for mine.”

			“I don’t see how you dared to do it,” said Beth, in a tone of awe.

			“Oh, he was a lit­tle man who looked as if he mere­ly lived to oil his hair. He rather stared, at first, as if he wasn’t used to hav­ing girls bounce in­to his shop and ask him to buy their hair. He said he didn’t care about mine, it wasn’t the fash­ion­able col­or, and he nev­er paid much for it in the first place; the work put in­to it made it dear, and so on. It was get­ting late, and I was afraid, if it wasn’t done right away, that I shouldn’t have it done at all, and you know when I start to do a thing, I hate to give it up; so I begged him to take it, and told him why I was in such a hur­ry. It was sil­ly, I dare say, but it changed his mind, for I got rather ex­cit­ed, and told the sto­ry in my top­sy-turvy way, and his wife heard, and said so kind­ly—

			“ ‘Take it, Thomas, and oblige the young la­dy; I’d do as much for our Jim­my any day if I had a spire of hair worth sell­ing.’ ”

			“Who was Jim­my?” asked Amy, who liked to have things ex­plained as they went along.

			“Her son, she said, who was in the army. How friend­ly such things make strangers feel, don’t they? She talked away all the time the man clipped, and di­vert­ed my mind nice­ly.”

			“Didn’t you feel dread­ful­ly when the first cut came?” asked Meg, with a shiv­er.

			“I took a last look at my hair while the man got his things, and that was the end of it. I nev­er sniv­el over tri­fles like that; I will con­fess, though, I felt queer when I saw the dear old hair laid out on the ta­ble, and felt on­ly the short, rough ends on my head. It al­most seemed as if I’d an arm or a leg off. The wom­an saw me look at it, and picked out a long lock for me to keep. I’ll give it to you, Marmee, just to re­mem­ber past glo­ries by; for a crop is so com­fort­able I don’t think I shall ev­er have a mane again.”

			Mrs. March fold­ed the wavy, chest­nut lock, and laid it away with a short gray one in her desk. She on­ly said “Thank you, deary,” but some­thing in her face made the girls change the sub­ject, and talk as cheer­ful­ly as they could about Mr. Brooke’s kind­ness, the prospect of a fine day to­mor­row, and the hap­py times they would have when fa­ther came home to be nursed.

			No one want­ed to go to bed, when, at ten o’clock, Mrs. March put by the last fin­ished job, and said, “Come, girls.” Beth went to the pi­ano and played the fa­ther’s fa­vorite hymn; all be­gan brave­ly, but broke down one by one, till Beth was left alone, singing with all her heart, for to her mu­sic was al­ways a sweet con­sol­er.

			“Go to bed and don’t talk, for we must be up ear­ly, and shall need all the sleep we can get. Good night, my dar­lings,” said Mrs. March, as the hymn end­ed, for no one cared to try an­oth­er.

			They kissed her qui­et­ly, and went to bed as silent­ly as if the dear in­valid lay in the next room. Beth and Amy soon fell asleep in spite of the great trou­ble, but Meg lay awake, think­ing the most se­ri­ous thoughts she had ev­er known in her short life. Jo lay mo­tion­less, and her sis­ter fan­cied that she was asleep, till a sti­fled sob made her ex­claim, as she touched a wet cheek—

			“Jo, dear, what is it? Are you cry­ing about fa­ther?”

			“No, not now.”

			“What then?”

			“My—my hair!” burst out poor Jo, try­ing vain­ly to smoth­er her emo­tion in the pil­low.

			It did not sound at all com­i­cal to Meg, who kissed and ca­ressed the af­flict­ed hero­ine in the ten­der­est man­ner.

			“I’m not sor­ry,” protest­ed Jo, with a choke. “I’d do it again to­mor­row, if I could. It’s on­ly the vain, self­ish part of me that goes and cries in this sil­ly way. Don’t tell any­one, it’s all over now. I thought you were asleep, so I just made a lit­tle pri­vate moan for my one beau­ty. How came you to be awake?”

			“I can’t sleep, I’m so anx­ious,” said Meg.

			“Think about some­thing pleas­ant, and you’ll soon drop off.”

			“I tried it, but felt wider awake than ev­er.”

			“What did you think of?”

			“Hand­some faces—eyes par­tic­u­lar­ly,” an­swered Meg, smil­ing to her­self, in the dark.

			“What col­or do you like best?”

			“Brown—that is, some­times; blue are love­ly.”

			Jo laughed, and Meg sharply or­dered her not to talk, then ami­ably promised to make her hair curl, and fell asleep to dream of liv­ing in her cas­tle in the air.

			The clocks were strik­ing mid­night, and the rooms were very still, as a fig­ure glid­ed qui­et­ly from bed to bed, smooth­ing a cov­er­lid here, set­tling a pil­low there, and paus­ing to look long and ten­der­ly at each un­con­scious face, to kiss each with lips that mute­ly blessed, and to pray the fer­vent prayers which on­ly moth­ers ut­ter. As she lift­ed the cur­tain to look out in­to the drea­ry night, the moon broke sud­den­ly from be­hind the clouds, and shone up­on her like a bright, be­nig­nant face, which seemed to whis­per in the si­lence, “Be com­fort­ed, dear soul! There is al­ways light be­hind the clouds.”

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				Let­ters

			
			In the cold gray dawn the sis­ters lit their lamp, and read their chap­ter with an earnest­ness nev­er felt be­fore; for now the shad­ow of a re­al trou­ble had come, the lit­tle books were full of help and com­fort; and, as they dressed, they agreed to say good­bye cheer­ful­ly and hope­ful­ly, and send their moth­er on her anx­ious jour­ney un­sad­dened by tears or com­plaints from them. Ev­ery­thing seemed very strange when they went down—so dim and still out­side, so full of light and bus­tle with­in. Break­fast at that ear­ly hour seemed odd, and even Han­nah’s fa­mil­iar face looked un­nat­u­ral as she flew about her kitchen with her night­cap on. The big trunk stood ready in the hall, moth­er’s cloak and bon­net lay on the so­fa, and moth­er her­self sat try­ing to eat, but look­ing so pale and worn with sleep­less­ness and anx­i­ety that the girls found it very hard to keep their res­o­lu­tion. Meg’s eyes kept fill­ing in spite of her­self; Jo was obliged to hide her face in the kitchen roller more than once; and the lit­tle girls’ wore a grave, trou­bled ex­pres­sion, as if sor­row was a new ex­pe­ri­ence to them.

			No­body talked much, but as the time drew very near, and they sat wait­ing for the car­riage, Mrs. March said to the girls, who were all bus­ied about her, one fold­ing her shawl, an­oth­er smooth­ing out the strings of her bon­net, a third putting on her over­shoes, and a fourth fas­ten­ing up her trav­el­ling bag—

			“Chil­dren, I leave you to Han­nah’s care and Mr. Lau­rence’s pro­tec­tion. Han­nah is faith­ful­ness it­self, and our good neigh­bor will guard you as if you were his own. I have no fears for you, yet I am anx­ious that you should take this trou­ble right­ly. Don’t grieve and fret when I am gone, or think that you can com­fort your­selves by be­ing idle and try­ing to for­get. Go on with your work as usu­al, for work is a blessed so­lace. Hope and keep busy; and what­ev­er hap­pens, re­mem­ber that you nev­er can be fa­ther­less.”

			“Yes, moth­er.”

			“Meg, dear, be pru­dent, watch over your sis­ters, con­sult Han­nah, and, in any per­plex­i­ty, go to Mr. Lau­rence. Be pa­tient, Jo, don’t get de­spon­dent or do rash things; write to me of­ten, and be my brave girl, ready to help and cheer us all. Beth, com­fort your­self with your mu­sic, and be faith­ful to the lit­tle home du­ties; and you, Amy, help all you can, be obe­di­ent, and keep hap­py safe at home.”

			“We will, moth­er! we will!”

			The rat­tle of an ap­proach­ing car­riage made them all start and lis­ten. That was the hard minute, but the girls stood it well: no one cried, no one ran away or ut­tered a lamen­ta­tion, though their hearts were very heavy as they sent lov­ing mes­sages to fa­ther, re­mem­ber­ing, as they spoke, that it might be too late to de­liv­er them. They kissed their moth­er qui­et­ly, clung about her ten­der­ly, and tried to wave their hands cheer­ful­ly when she drove away.

			Lau­rie and his grand­fa­ther came over to see her off, and Mr. Brooke looked so strong and sen­si­ble and kind that the girls chris­tened him “Mr. Great­heart” on the spot.

			“Good­bye, my dar­lings! God bless and keep us all!” whis­pered Mrs. March, as she kissed one dear lit­tle face af­ter the oth­er, and hur­ried in­to the car­riage.

			As she rolled away, the sun came out, and, look­ing back, she saw it shin­ing on the group at the gate, like a good omen. They saw it al­so, and smiled and waved their hands; and the last thing she be­held, as she turned the cor­ner, was the four bright faces, and be­hind them, like a body­guard, old Mr. Lau­rence, faith­ful Han­nah, and de­vot­ed Lau­rie.

			“How kind ev­ery­one is to us!” she said, turn­ing to find fresh proof of it in the re­spect­ful sym­pa­thy of the young man’s face.

			“I don’t see how they can help it,” re­turned Mr. Brooke, laugh­ing so in­fec­tious­ly that Mrs. March could not help smil­ing; and so the long jour­ney be­gan with the good omens of sun­shine, smiles, and cheer­ful words.

			“I feel as if there had been an earth­quake,” said Jo, as their neigh­bors went home to break­fast, leav­ing them to rest and re­fresh them­selves.

			“It seems as if half the house was gone,” added Meg for­lorn­ly.

			Beth opened her lips to say some­thing, but could on­ly point to the pile of nice­ly-mend­ed hose which lay on moth­er’s ta­ble, show­ing that even in her last hur­ried mo­ments she had thought and worked for them. It was a lit­tle thing, but it went straight to their hearts; and, in spite of their brave res­o­lu­tions, they all broke down, and cried bit­ter­ly.

			Han­nah wise­ly al­lowed them to re­lieve their feel­ings, and, when the show­er showed signs of clear­ing up, she came to the res­cue, armed with a cof­feepot.

			“Now, my dear young ladies, re­mem­ber what your ma said, and don’t fret. Come and have a cup of cof­fee all round, and then let’s fall to work, and be a cred­it to the fam­i­ly.”

			Cof­fee was a treat, and Han­nah showed great tact in mak­ing it that morn­ing. No one could re­sist her per­sua­sive nods, or the fra­grant in­vi­ta­tion is­su­ing from the nose of the cof­feepot. They drew up to the ta­ble, ex­changed their hand­ker­chiefs for nap­kins, and in ten min­utes were all right again.

			“ ‘Hope and keep busy;’ that’s the mot­to for us, so let’s see who will re­mem­ber it best. I shall go to Aunt March, as usu­al. Oh, won’t she lec­ture though!” said Jo, as she sipped with re­turn­ing spir­it.

			“I shall go to my Kings, though I’d much rather stay at home and at­tend to things here,” said Meg, wish­ing she hadn’t made her eyes so red.

			“No need of that; Beth and I can keep house per­fect­ly well,” put in Amy, with an im­por­tant air.

			“Han­nah will tell us what to do; and we’ll have ev­ery­thing nice when you come home,” added Beth, get­ting out her mop and dish-tub with­out de­lay.

			“I think anx­i­ety is very in­ter­est­ing,” ob­served Amy, eat­ing sug­ar, pen­sive­ly.

			The girls couldn’t help laugh­ing, and felt bet­ter for it, though Meg shook her head at the young la­dy who could find con­so­la­tion in a sug­ar-bowl.

			The sight of the turnovers made Jo sober again; and when the two went out to their dai­ly tasks, they looked sor­row­ful­ly back at the win­dow where they were ac­cus­tomed to see their moth­er’s face. It was gone; but Beth had re­mem­bered the lit­tle house­hold cer­e­mo­ny, and there she was, nod­ding away at them like a rosy-faced man­darin.

			“That’s so like my Beth!” said Jo, wav­ing her hat, with a grate­ful face. “Good­bye, Meg­gy; I hope the Kings won’t train to­day. Don’t fret about fa­ther, dear,” she added, as they part­ed.

			“And I hope Aunt March won’t croak. Your hair is be­com­ing, and it looks very boy­ish and nice,” re­turned Meg, try­ing not to smile at the curly head, which looked com­i­cal­ly small on her tall sis­ter’s shoul­ders.

			“That’s my on­ly com­fort;” and, touch­ing her hat à la Lau­rie, away went Jo, feel­ing like a shorn sheep on a win­try day.

			News from their fa­ther com­fort­ed the girls very much; for, though dan­ger­ous­ly ill, the pres­ence of the best and ten­der­est of nurs­es had al­ready done him good. Mr. Brooke sent a bul­letin ev­ery day, and, as the head of the fam­i­ly, Meg in­sist­ed on read­ing the despatch­es, which grew more and more cheer­ing as the week passed. At first, ev­ery­one was ea­ger to write, and plump en­velopes were care­ful­ly poked in­to the let­ter-box by one or oth­er of the sis­ters, who felt rather im­por­tant with their Wash­ing­ton cor­re­spon­dence. As one of these pack­ets con­tained char­ac­ter­is­tic notes from the par­ty, we will rob an imag­i­nary mail, and read them:—

			
				“My Dear­est Moth­er—

				“It is im­pos­si­ble to tell you how hap­py your last let­ter made us, for the news was so good we couldn’t help laugh­ing and cry­ing over it. How very kind Mr. Brooke is, and how for­tu­nate that Mr. Lau­rence’s busi­ness de­tains him near you so long, since he is so use­ful to you and fa­ther. The girls are all as good as gold. Jo helps me with the sewing, and in­sists on do­ing all sorts of hard jobs. I should be afraid she might over­do, if I didn’t know that her ‘moral fit’ wouldn’t last long. Beth is as reg­u­lar about her tasks as a clock, and nev­er for­gets what you told her. She grieves about fa­ther, and looks sober ex­cept when she is at her lit­tle pi­ano. Amy minds me nice­ly, and I take great care of her. She does her own hair, and I am teach­ing her to make but­ton­holes and mend her stock­ings. She tries very hard, and I know you will be pleased with her im­prove­ment when you come. Mr. Lau­rence watch­es over us like a moth­er­ly old hen, as Jo says; and Lau­rie is very kind and neigh­bor­ly. He and Jo keep us mer­ry, for we get pret­ty blue some­times, and feel like or­phans, with you so far away. Han­nah is a per­fect saint; she does not scold at all, and al­ways calls me Miss ‘Mar­garet,’ which is quite prop­er, you know, and treats me with re­spect. We are all well and busy; but we long, day and night, to have you back. Give my dear­est love to fa­ther, and be­lieve me, ev­er your own

				“Meg.”

			

			This note, pret­ti­ly writ­ten on scent­ed pa­per, was a great con­trast to the next, which was scrib­bled on a big sheet of thin for­eign pa­per, or­na­ment­ed with blots and all man­ner of flour­ish­es and curly-tailed let­ters:—

			
				“My Pre­cious Marmee—

				“Three cheers for dear fa­ther! Brooke was a trump to tele­graph right off, and let us know the minute he was bet­ter. I rushed up gar­ret when the let­ter came, and tried to thank God for be­ing so good to us; but I could on­ly cry, and say, ‘I’m glad! I’m glad!’ Didn’t that do as well as a reg­u­lar prayer? for I felt a great many in my heart. We have such fun­ny times; and now I can en­joy them, for ev­ery­one is so des­per­ate­ly good, it’s like liv­ing in a nest of tur­tle­doves. You’d laugh to see Meg head the ta­ble and try to be moth­er­ish. She gets pret­ti­er ev­ery day, and I’m in love with her some­times. The chil­dren are reg­u­lar archangels, and I—well, I’m Jo, and nev­er shall be any­thing else. Oh, I must tell you that I came near hav­ing a quar­rel with Lau­rie. I freed my mind about a sil­ly lit­tle thing, and he was of­fend­ed. I was right, but didn’t speak as I ought, and he marched home, say­ing he wouldn’t come again till I begged par­don. I de­clared I wouldn’t, and got mad. It last­ed all day; I felt bad, and want­ed you very much. Lau­rie and I are both so proud, it’s hard to beg par­don; but I thought he’d come to it, for I was in the right. He didn’t come; and just at night I re­mem­bered what you said when Amy fell in­to the riv­er. I read my lit­tle book, felt bet­ter, re­solved not to let the sun set on my anger, and ran over to tell Lau­rie I was sor­ry. I met him at the gate, com­ing for the same thing. We both laughed, begged each oth­er’s par­don, and felt all good and com­fort­able again.

				“I made a ‘pome’ yes­ter­day, when I was help­ing Han­nah wash; and, as fa­ther likes my sil­ly lit­tle things, I put it in to amuse him. Give him the lovingest hug that ev­er was, and kiss your­self a dozen times for your

				“Top­sy-Turvy Jo.”

				
					
						“A Song From the Suds

					
					
						“Queen of my tub, I mer­ri­ly sing,
						

						While the white foam ris­es high;
						

						And stur­di­ly wash and rinse and wring,
						

						And fas­ten the clothes to dry;
						

						Then out in the free fresh air they swing,
						

						Un­der the sun­ny sky.
					

					
						“I wish we could wash from our hearts and souls
						

						The stains of the week away,
						

						And let wa­ter and air by their mag­ic make
						

						Our­selves as pure as they;
						

						Then on the earth there would be in­deed
						

						A glo­ri­ous wash­ing-day!
					

					
						“Along the path of a use­ful life,
						

						Will heart’s-ease ev­er bloom;
						

						The busy mind has no time to think
						

						Of sor­row or care or gloom;
						

						And anx­ious thoughts may be swept away,
						

						As we brave­ly wield a broom.
					

					
						“I am glad a task to me is giv­en,
						

						To la­bor at day by day;
						

						For it brings me health and strength and hope,
						

						And I cheer­ful­ly learn to say—
						

						‘Head, you may think, Heart, you may feel,
						

						But, Hand, you shall work al­way!’ ”
					

				

			

			
				“Dear Moth­er—

				“There is on­ly room for me to send my love, and some pressed pan­sies from the root I have been keep­ing safe in the house for fa­ther to see. I read ev­ery morn­ing, try to be good all day, and sing my­self to sleep with fa­ther’s tune. I can’t sing ‘Land of the Leal’ now; it makes me cry. Ev­ery­one is very kind, and we are as hap­py as we can be with­out you. Amy wants the rest of the page, so I must stop. I didn’t for­get to cov­er the hold­ers, and I wind the clock and air the rooms ev­ery day.

				“Kiss dear fa­ther on the cheek he calls mine. Oh, do come soon to your lov­ing

				“Lit­tle Beth.”

			

			
				“Ma Chere Mam­ma—

				“We are all well I do my lessons al­ways and nev­er cor­rober­ate the girls—Meg says I mean con­tradick so I put in both words and you can take the prop­er­est. Meg is a great com­fort to me and lets me have jel­ly ev­ery night at tea its so good for me Jo says be­cause it keeps me sweet tem­pered. Lau­rie is not as re­speck­ful as he ought to be now I am al­most in my teens, he calls me Chick and hurts my feel­ings by talk­ing French to me very fast when I say Mer­ci or Bon jour as Hat­tie King does. The sleeves of my blue dress were all worn out, and Meg put in new ones, but the full front came wrong and they are more blue than the dress. I felt bad but did not fret I bear my trou­bles well but I do wish Han­nah would put more starch in my aprons and have buck­wheats ev­ery day. Can’t she? Didn’t I make that in­ter­ri­ga­tion point nice? Meg says my punch­tu­a­tion and spell­ing are dis­grace­ful and I am morty­fied but dear me I have so many things to do, I can’t stop. Adieu, I send heaps of love to Pa­pa.

				“Your af­fec­tion­ate daugh­ter,

				“Amy Cur­tis March.”

			

			
				“Dear Mis March—

				“I jes drop a line to say we git on fust rate. The girls is clever and fly round right smart. Miss Meg is go­ing to make a prop­er good house­keep­er; she hes the lik­ing for it, and gits the hang of things sur­prisin quick. Jo doos beat all for goin ahead, but she don’t stop to cal’k’late fust, and you nev­er know where she’s like to bring up. She done out a tub of clothes on Mon­day, but she starched ’em afore they was wrenched, and blued a pink cal­i­co dress till I thought I should a died a laugh­in. Beth is the best of lit­tle creeters, and a sight of help to me, bein so fore­hand­ed and de­pend­able. She tries to learn ev­ery­thing, and re­al­ly goes to mar­ket be­yond her years; like­wise keeps ac­counts, with my help, quite won­der­ful. We have got on very eco­nom­i­cal so fur; I don’t let the girls hev cof­fee on­ly once a week, ac­cordin to your wish, and keep em on plain whole­some vit­tles. Amy does well about fret­tin, wearin her best clothes and eatin sweet stuff. Mr. Lau­rie is as full of di­does as usu­al, and turns the house up­side down fre­quent; but he heart­ens up the girls, and so I let em hev full swing. The old gen­tle­man sends heaps of things, and is rather wearin, but means wal, and it aint my place to say noth­in. My bread is riz, so no more at this time. I send my du­ty to Mr. March, and hope he’s seen the last of his Pew­mo­nia.

				“Yours Re­spect­ful,

				“Han­nah Mul­let.”

			

			
				“Head Nurse of Ward No. 2—

				“All serene on the Rap­pa­han­nock, troops in fine con­di­tion, com­mis­sary de­part­ment well con­duct­ed, the Home Guard un­der Colonel Ted­dy al­ways on du­ty, Com­man­der-in-chief Gen­er­al Lau­rence re­views the army dai­ly, Quar­ter­mas­ter Mul­lett keeps or­der in camp, and Ma­jor Li­on does pick­et du­ty at night. A salute of twen­ty-four guns was fired on re­ceipt of good news from Wash­ing­ton, and a dress pa­rade took place at head­quar­ters. Com­man­der-in-chief sends best wish­es, in which he is hearti­ly joined by

				“Colonel Ted­dy.”

			

			
				“Dear Madam—

				“The lit­tle girls are all well; Beth and my boy re­port dai­ly; Han­nah is a mod­el ser­vant, and guards pret­ty Meg like a drag­on. Glad the fine weath­er holds; pray make Brooke use­ful, and draw on me for funds if ex­pens­es ex­ceed your es­ti­mate. Don’t let your hus­band want any­thing. Thank God he is mend­ing.

				“Your sin­cere friend and ser­vant,

				“James Lau­rence.”

			

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				Lit­tle Faith­ful

			
			For a week the amount of virtue in the old house would have sup­plied the neigh­bor­hood. It was re­al­ly amaz­ing, for ev­ery­one seemed in a heav­en­ly frame of mind, and self-de­nial was all the fash­ion. Re­lieved of their first anx­i­ety about their fa­ther, the girls in­sen­si­bly re­laxed their praise­wor­thy ef­forts a lit­tle, and be­gan to fall back in­to the old ways. They did not for­get their mot­to, but hop­ing and keep­ing busy seemed to grow eas­i­er; and af­ter such tremen­dous ex­er­tions, they felt that En­deav­or de­served a hol­i­day, and gave it a good many.

			Jo caught a bad cold through ne­glect to cov­er the shorn head enough, and was or­dered to stay at home till she was bet­ter, for Aunt March didn’t like to hear peo­ple read with colds in their heads. Jo liked this, and af­ter an en­er­get­ic rum­mage from gar­ret to cel­lar, sub­sid­ed on the so­fa to nurse her cold with ar­senicum and books. Amy found that house­work and art did not go well to­geth­er, and re­turned to her mud pies. Meg went dai­ly to her pupils, and sewed, or thought she did, at home, but much time was spent in writ­ing long let­ters to her moth­er, or read­ing the Wash­ing­ton despatch­es over and over. Beth kept on, with on­ly slight re­laps­es in­to idle­ness or griev­ing. All the lit­tle du­ties were faith­ful­ly done each day, and many of her sis­ters’ al­so, for they were for­get­ful, and the house seemed like a clock whose pen­du­lum was gone a-vis­it­ing. When her heart got heavy with long­ings for moth­er or fears for fa­ther, she went away in­to a cer­tain clos­et, hid her face in the folds of a cer­tain dear old gown, and made her lit­tle moan and prayed her lit­tle prayer qui­et­ly by her­self. No­body knew what cheered her up af­ter a sober fit, but ev­ery­one felt how sweet and help­ful Beth was, and fell in­to a way of go­ing to her for com­fort or ad­vice in their small af­fairs.

			All were un­con­scious that this ex­pe­ri­ence was a test of char­ac­ter; and, when the first ex­cite­ment was over, felt that they had done well, and de­served praise. So they did; but their mis­take was in ceas­ing to do well, and they learned this les­son through much anx­i­ety and re­gret.

			“Meg, I wish you’d go and see the Hum­mels; you know moth­er told us not to for­get them,” said Beth, ten days af­ter Mrs. March’s de­par­ture.

			“I’m too tired to go this af­ter­noon,” replied Meg, rock­ing com­fort­ably as she sewed.

			“Can’t you, Jo?” asked Beth.

			“Too stormy for me with my cold.”

			“I thought it was al­most well.”

			“It’s well enough for me to go out with Lau­rie, but not well enough to go to the Hum­mels’,” said Jo, laugh­ing, but look­ing a lit­tle ashamed of her in­con­sis­ten­cy.

			“Why don’t you go your­self?” asked Meg.

			“I have been ev­ery day, but the ba­by is sick, and I don’t know what to do for it. Mrs. Hum­mel goes away to work, and Lottchen takes care of it; but it gets sick­er and sick­er, and I think you or Han­nah ought to go.”

			Beth spoke earnest­ly, and Meg promised she would go to­mor­row.

			“Ask Han­nah for some nice lit­tle mess, and take it round, Beth; the air will do you good,” said Jo, adding apolo­get­i­cal­ly, “I’d go, but I want to fin­ish my writ­ing.”

			“My head aches and I’m tired, so I thought may be some of you would go,” said Beth.

			“Amy will be in present­ly, and she will run down for us,” sug­gest­ed Meg.

			“Well, I’ll rest a lit­tle and wait for her.”

			So Beth lay down on the so­fa, the oth­ers re­turned to their work, and the Hum­mels were for­got­ten. An hour passed: Amy did not come; Meg went to her room to try on a new dress; Jo was ab­sorbed in her sto­ry, and Han­nah was sound asleep be­fore the kitchen fire, when Beth qui­et­ly put on her hood, filled her bas­ket with odds and ends for the poor chil­dren, and went out in­to the chilly air, with a heavy head, and a grieved look in her pa­tient eyes. It was late when she came back, and no one saw her creep up­stairs and shut her­self in­to her moth­er’s room. Half an hour af­ter Jo went to “moth­er’s clos­et” for some­thing, and there found Beth sit­ting on the medicine chest, look­ing very grave, with red eyes, and a cam­phor-bot­tle in her hand.

			“Christo­pher Colum­bus! What’s the mat­ter?” cried Jo, as Beth put out her hand as if to warn her off, and asked quick­ly—

			“You’ve had the scar­let fever, haven’t you?”

			“Years ago, when Meg did. Why?”

			“Then I’ll tell you. Oh, Jo, the ba­by’s dead!”

			“What ba­by?”

			“Mrs. Hum­mel’s; it died in my lap be­fore she got home,” cried Beth, with a sob.

			“My poor dear, how dread­ful for you! I ought to have gone,” said Jo, tak­ing her sis­ter in her arms as she sat down in her moth­er’s big chair, with a re­morse­ful face.

			“It wasn’t dread­ful, Jo, on­ly so sad! I saw in a minute that it was sick­er, but Lottchen said her moth­er had gone for a doc­tor, so I took ba­by and let Lot­ty rest. It seemed asleep, but all of a sud­den it gave a lit­tle cry, and trem­bled, and then lay very still. I tried to warm its feet, and Lot­ty gave it some milk, but it didn’t stir, and I knew it was dead.”

			“Don’t cry, dear! What did you do?”

			“I just sat and held it soft­ly till Mrs. Hum­mel came with the doc­tor. He said it was dead, and looked at Hein­rich and Min­na, who have got sore throats. ‘Scar­let fever, ma’am. Ought to have called me be­fore,’ he said cross­ly. Mrs. Hum­mel told him she was poor, and had tried to cure ba­by her­self, but now it was too late, and she could on­ly ask him to help the oth­ers, and trust to char­i­ty for his pay. He smiled then, and was kinder; but it was very sad, and I cried with them till he turned round, all of a sud­den, and told me to go home and take bel­ladon­na right away, or I’d have the fever.”

			“No, you won’t!” cried Jo, hug­ging her close, with a fright­ened look. “O Beth, if you should be sick I nev­er could for­give my­self! What shall we do?”

			“Don’t be fright­ened, I guess I shan’t have it bad­ly. I looked in moth­er’s book, and saw that it be­gins with headache, sore throat, and queer feel­ings like mine, so I did take some bel­ladon­na, and I feel bet­ter,” said Beth, lay­ing her cold hands on her hot fore­head, and try­ing to look well.

			“If moth­er was on­ly at home!” ex­claimed Jo, seiz­ing the book, and feel­ing that Wash­ing­ton was an im­mense way off. She read a page, looked at Beth, felt her head, peeped in­to her throat, and then said grave­ly; “You’ve been over the ba­by ev­ery day for more than a week, and among the oth­ers who are go­ing to have it; so I’m afraid you are go­ing to have it, Beth. I’ll call Han­nah, she knows all about sick­ness.”

			“Don’t let Amy come; she nev­er had it, and I should hate to give it to her. Can’t you and Meg have it over again?” asked Beth, anx­ious­ly.

			“I guess not; don’t care if I do; serve me right, self­ish pig, to let you go, and stay writ­ing rub­bish my­self!” mut­tered Jo, as she went to con­sult Han­nah.

			The good soul was wide awake in a minute, and took the lead at once, as­sur­ing Jo that there was no need to wor­ry; ev­ery­one had scar­let fever, and, if right­ly treat­ed, no­body died—all of which Jo be­lieved, and felt much re­lieved as they went up to call Meg.

			“Now I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” said Han­nah, when she had ex­am­ined and ques­tioned Beth; “we will have Dr. Bangs, just to take a look at you, dear, and see that we start right; then we’ll send Amy off to Aunt March’s, for a spell, to keep her out of harm’s way, and one of you girls can stay at home and amuse Beth for a day or two.”

			“I shall stay, of course; I’m old­est,” be­gan Meg, look­ing anx­ious and self-re­proach­ful.

			“I shall, be­cause it’s my fault she is sick; I told moth­er I’d do the er­rands, and I haven’t,” said Jo de­cid­ed­ly.

			“Which will you have, Beth? there ain’t no need of but one,” said Han­nah.

			“Jo, please;” and Beth leaned her head against her sis­ter, with a con­tent­ed look, which ef­fec­tu­al­ly set­tled that point.

			“I’ll go and tell Amy,” said Meg, feel­ing a lit­tle hurt, yet rather re­lieved, on the whole, for she did not like nurs­ing, and Jo did.

			Amy re­belled out­right, and pas­sion­ate­ly de­clared that she had rather have the fever than go to Aunt March. Meg rea­soned, plead­ed, and com­mand­ed: all in vain. Amy protest­ed that she would not go; and Meg left her in de­spair, to ask Han­nah what should be done. Be­fore she came back, Lau­rie walked in­to the par­lor to find Amy sob­bing, with her head in the so­fa-cush­ions. She told her sto­ry, ex­pect­ing to be con­soled; but Lau­rie on­ly put his hands in his pock­ets and walked about the room, whistling soft­ly, as he knit his brows in deep thought. Present­ly he sat down be­side her, and said, in his most wheedle­some tone, “Now be a sen­si­ble lit­tle wom­an, and do as they say. No, don’t cry, but hear what a jol­ly plan I’ve got. You go to Aunt March’s, and I’ll come and take you out ev­ery day, driv­ing or walk­ing, and we’ll have cap­i­tal times. Won’t that be bet­ter than mop­ing here?”

			“I don’t wish to be sent off as if I was in the way,” be­gan Amy, in an in­jured voice.

			“Bless your heart, child, it’s to keep you well. You don’t want to be sick, do you?”

			“No, I’m sure I don’t; but I dare say I shall be, for I’ve been with Beth all the time.”

			“That’s the very rea­son you ought to go away at once, so that you may es­cape it. Change of air and care will keep you well, I dare say; or, if it does not en­tire­ly, you will have the fever more light­ly. I ad­vise you to be off as soon as you can, for scar­let fever is no joke, miss.”

			“But it’s dull at Aunt March’s, and she is so cross,” said Amy, look­ing rather fright­ened.

			“It won’t be dull with me pop­ping in ev­ery day to tell you how Beth is, and take you out gal­li­vant­ing. The old la­dy likes me, and I’ll be as sweet as pos­si­ble to her, so she won’t peck at us, what­ev­er we do.”

			“Will you take me out in the trot­ting wag­on with Puck?”

			“On my hon­or as a gen­tle­man.”

			“And come ev­ery sin­gle day?”

			“See if I don’t.”

			“And bring me back the minute Beth is well?”

			“The iden­ti­cal minute.”

			“And go to the the­atre, tru­ly?”

			“A dozen the­atres, if we may.”

			“Well—I guess—I will,” said Amy slow­ly.

			“Good girl! Call Meg, and tell her you’ll give in,” said Lau­rie, with an ap­prov­ing pat, which an­noyed Amy more than the “giv­ing in.”

			Meg and Jo came run­ning down to be­hold the mir­a­cle which had been wrought; and Amy, feel­ing very pre­cious and self-sac­ri­fic­ing, promised to go, if the doc­tor said Beth was go­ing to be ill.

			“How is the lit­tle dear?” asked Lau­rie; for Beth was his es­pe­cial pet, and he felt more anx­ious about her than he liked to show.

			“She is ly­ing down on moth­er’s bed, and feels bet­ter. The ba­by’s death trou­bled her, but I dare say she has on­ly got cold. Han­nah says she thinks so; but she looks wor­ried, and that makes me fid­gety,” an­swered Meg.

			“What a try­ing world it is!” said Jo, rum­pling up her hair in a fret­ful sort of way. “No soon­er do we get out of one trou­ble than down comes an­oth­er. There doesn’t seem to be any­thing to hold on to when moth­er’s gone; so I’m all at sea.”

			“Well, don’t make a por­cu­pine of your­self, it isn’t be­com­ing. Set­tle your wig, Jo, and tell me if I shall tele­graph to your moth­er, or do any­thing?” asked Lau­rie, who nev­er had been rec­on­ciled to the loss of his friend’s one beau­ty.

			“That is what trou­bles me,” said Meg. “I think we ought to tell her if Beth is re­al­ly ill, but Han­nah says we mustn’t, for moth­er can’t leave fa­ther, and it will on­ly make them anx­ious. Beth won’t be sick long, and Han­nah knows just what to do, and moth­er said we were to mind her, so I sup­pose we must, but it doesn’t seem quite right to me.”

			“Hum, well, I can’t say; sup­pose you ask grand­fa­ther af­ter the doc­tor has been.”

			“We will. Jo, go and get Dr. Bangs at once,” com­mand­ed Meg; “we can’t de­cide any­thing till he has been.”

			“Stay where you are, Jo; I’m er­rand-boy to this es­tab­lish­ment,” said Lau­rie, tak­ing up his cap.

			“I’m afraid you are busy,” be­gan Meg.

			“No, I’ve done my lessons for the day.”

			“Do you study in va­ca­tion time?” asked Jo.

			“I fol­low the good ex­am­ple my neigh­bors set me,” was Lau­rie’s an­swer, as he swung him­self out of the room.

			“I have great hopes of my boy,” ob­served Jo, watch­ing him fly over the fence with an ap­prov­ing smile.

			“He does very well—for a boy,” was Meg’s some­what un­gra­cious an­swer, for the sub­ject did not in­ter­est her.

			Dr. Bangs came, said Beth had symp­toms of the fever, but thought she would have it light­ly, though he looked sober over the Hum­mel sto­ry. Amy was or­dered off at once, and pro­vid­ed with some­thing to ward off dan­ger, she de­part­ed in great state, with Jo and Lau­rie as es­cort.

			Aunt March re­ceived them with her usu­al hos­pi­tal­i­ty.

			“What do you want now?” she asked, look­ing sharply over her spec­ta­cles, while the par­rot, sit­ting on the back of her chair, called out—

			“Go away. No boys al­lowed here.”

			Lau­rie re­tired to the win­dow, and Jo told her sto­ry.

			“No more than I ex­pect­ed, if you are al­lowed to go pok­ing about among poor folks. Amy can stay and make her­self use­ful if she isn’t sick, which I’ve no doubt she will be—looks like it now. Don’t cry, child, it wor­ries me to hear peo­ple sniff.”

			Amy was on the point of cry­ing, but Lau­rie sly­ly pulled the par­rot’s tail, which caused Pol­ly to ut­ter an as­ton­ished croak, and call out—

			“Bless my boots!” in such a fun­ny way, that she laughed in­stead.

			“What do you hear from your moth­er?” asked the old la­dy gruffly.

			“Fa­ther is much bet­ter,” replied Jo, try­ing to keep sober.

			“Oh, is he? Well, that won’t last long, I fan­cy; March nev­er had any stami­na,” was the cheer­ful re­ply.

			“Ha, ha! nev­er say die, take a pinch of snuff, good­bye, good­bye!” squalled Pol­ly, danc­ing on her perch, and claw­ing at the old la­dy’s cap as Lau­rie tweaked him in the rear.

			“Hold your tongue, you dis­re­spect­ful old bird! and, Jo, you’d bet­ter go at once; it isn’t prop­er to be gadding about so late with a rat­tle-pat­ed boy like—”

			“Hold your tongue, you dis­re­spect­ful old bird!” cried Pol­ly, tum­bling off the chair with a bounce, and run­ning to peck the “rat­tle-pat­ed” boy, who was shak­ing with laugh­ter at the last speech.

			“I don’t think I can bear it, but I’ll try,” thought Amy, as she was left alone with Aunt March.

			“Get along, you fright!” screamed Pol­ly; and at that rude speech Amy could not re­strain a sniff.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				Dark Days

			
			Beth did have the fever, and was much sick­er than any­one but Han­nah and the doc­tor sus­pect­ed. The girls knew noth­ing about ill­ness, and Mr. Lau­rence was not al­lowed to see her, so Han­nah had ev­ery­thing all her own way, and busy Dr. Bangs did his best, but left a good deal to the ex­cel­lent nurse. Meg stayed at home, lest she should in­fect the Kings, and kept house, feel­ing very anx­ious and a lit­tle guilty when she wrote let­ters in which no men­tion was made of Beth’s ill­ness. She could not think it right to de­ceive her moth­er, but she had been bid­den to mind Han­nah, and Han­nah wouldn’t hear of “Mrs. March bein’ told, and wor­ried just for sech a tri­fle.” Jo de­vot­ed her­self to Beth day and night; not a hard task, for Beth was very pa­tient, and bore her pain un­com­plain­ing­ly as long as she could con­trol her­self. But there came a time when dur­ing the fever fits she be­gan to talk in a hoarse, bro­ken voice, to play on the cov­er­let, as if on her beloved lit­tle pi­ano, and try to sing with a throat so swollen that there was no mu­sic left; a time when she did not know the fa­mil­iar faces round her, but ad­dressed them by wrong names, and called im­plor­ing­ly for her moth­er. Then Jo grew fright­ened, Meg begged to be al­lowed to write the truth, and even Han­nah said she “would think of it, though there was no dan­ger yet.” A let­ter from Wash­ing­ton added to their trou­ble, for Mr. March had had a re­lapse, and could not think of com­ing home for a long while.

			How dark the days seemed now, how sad and lone­ly the house, and how heavy were the hearts of the sis­ters as they worked and wait­ed, while the shad­ow of death hov­ered over the once hap­py home! Then it was that Mar­garet, sit­ting alone with tears drop­ping of­ten on her work, felt how rich she had been in things more pre­cious than any lux­u­ries mon­ey could buy—in love, pro­tec­tion, peace, and health, the re­al bless­ings of life. Then it was that Jo, liv­ing in the dark­ened room, with that suf­fer­ing lit­tle sis­ter al­ways be­fore her eyes, and that pa­thet­ic voice sound­ing in her ears, learned to see the beau­ty and the sweet­ness of Beth’s na­ture, to feel how deep and ten­der a place she filled in all hearts, and to ac­knowl­edge the worth of Beth’s un­selfish am­bi­tion, to live for oth­ers, and make home hap­py by the ex­er­cise of those sim­ple virtues which all may pos­sess, and which all should love and val­ue more than tal­ent, wealth, or beau­ty. And Amy, in her ex­ile, longed ea­ger­ly to be at home, that she might work for Beth, feel­ing now that no ser­vice would be hard or irk­some, and re­mem­ber­ing, with re­gret­ful grief, how many ne­glect­ed tasks those will­ing hands had done for her. Lau­rie haunt­ed the house like a rest­less ghost, and Mr. Lau­rence locked the grand pi­ano, be­cause he could not bear to be re­mind­ed of the young neigh­bor who used to make the twi­light pleas­ant for him. Ev­ery­one missed Beth. The milk­man, bak­er, gro­cer, and butch­er in­quired how she did; poor Mrs. Hum­mel came to beg par­don for her thought­less­ness, and to get a shroud for Min­na; the neigh­bors sent all sorts of com­forts and good wish­es, and even those who knew her best were sur­prised to find how many friends shy lit­tle Beth had made.

			Mean­while she lay on her bed with old Joan­na at her side, for even in her wan­der­ings she did not for­get her for­lorn pro­tégé. She longed for her cats, but would not have them brought, lest they should get sick; and, in her qui­et hours, she was full of anx­i­ety about Jo. She sent lov­ing mes­sages to Amy, bade them tell her moth­er that she would write soon; and of­ten begged for pen­cil and pa­per to try to say a word, that fa­ther might not think she had ne­glect­ed him. But soon even these in­ter­vals of con­scious­ness end­ed, and she lay hour af­ter hour, toss­ing to and fro, with in­co­her­ent words on her lips, or sank in­to a heavy sleep which brought her no re­fresh­ment. Dr. Bangs came twice a day, Han­nah sat up at night, Meg kept a tele­gram in her desk all ready to send off at any minute, and Jo nev­er stirred from Beth’s side.

			The first of De­cem­ber was a win­try day in­deed to them, for a bit­ter wind blew, snow fell fast, and the year seemed get­ting ready for its death. When Dr. Bangs came that morn­ing, he looked long at Beth, held the hot hand in both his own a minute, and laid it gen­tly down, say­ing, in a low tone, to Han­nah—

			“If Mrs. March can leave her hus­band, she’d bet­ter be sent for.”

			Han­nah nod­ded with­out speak­ing, for her lips twitched ner­vous­ly; Meg dropped down in­to a chair as the strength seemed to go out of her limbs at the sound of those words; and Jo, af­ter stand­ing with a pale face for a minute, ran to the par­lor, snatched up the tele­gram, and, throw­ing on her things, rushed out in­to the storm. She was soon back, and, while noise­less­ly tak­ing off her cloak, Lau­rie came in with a let­ter, say­ing that Mr. March was mend­ing again. Jo read it thank­ful­ly, but the heavy weight did not seem lift­ed off her heart, and her face was so full of mis­ery that Lau­rie asked quick­ly—

			“What is it? is Beth worse?”

			“I’ve sent for moth­er,” said Jo, tug­ging at her rub­ber boots with a trag­i­cal ex­pres­sion.

			“Good for you, Jo! Did you do it on your own re­spon­si­bil­i­ty?” asked Lau­rie, as he seat­ed her in the hall chair, and took off the re­bel­lious boots, see­ing how her hands shook.

			“No, the doc­tor told us to.”

			“O Jo, it’s not so bad as that?” cried Lau­rie, with a star­tled face.

			“Yes, it is; she doesn’t know us, she doesn’t even talk about the flocks of green doves, as she calls the vine-leaves on the wall; she doesn’t look like my Beth, and there’s no­body to help us bear it; moth­er and fa­ther both gone, and God seems so far away I can’t find Him.”

			As the tears streamed fast down poor Jo’s cheeks, she stretched out her hand in a help­less sort of way, as if grop­ing in the dark, and Lau­rie took it in his, whis­per­ing, as well as he could, with a lump in his throat—

			“I’m here. Hold on to me, Jo, dear!”

			She could not speak, but she did “hold on,” and the warm grasp of the friend­ly hu­man hand com­fort­ed her sore heart, and seemed to lead her near­er to the Di­vine arm which alone could up­hold her in her trou­ble. Lau­rie longed to say some­thing ten­der and com­fort­able, but no fit­ting words came to him, so he stood silent, gen­tly stroking her bent head as her moth­er used to do. It was the best thing he could have done; far more sooth­ing than the most elo­quent words, for Jo felt the un­spo­ken sym­pa­thy, and, in the si­lence, learned the sweet so­lace which af­fec­tion ad­min­is­ters to sor­row. Soon she dried the tears which had re­lieved her, and looked up with a grate­ful face.

			“Thank you, Ted­dy, I’m bet­ter now; I don’t feel so for­lorn, and will try to bear it if it comes.”

			“Keep hop­ing for the best; that will help you, Jo. Soon your moth­er will be here, and then ev­ery­thing will be right.”

			“I’m so glad fa­ther is bet­ter; now she won’t feel so bad about leav­ing him. Oh, me! it does seem as if all the trou­bles came in a heap, and I got the heav­i­est part on my shoul­ders,” sighed Jo, spread­ing her wet hand­ker­chief over her knees to dry.

			“Doesn’t Meg pull fair?” asked Lau­rie, look­ing in­dig­nant.

			“Oh, yes; she tries to, but she can’t love Bethy as I do; and she won’t miss her as I shall. Beth is my con­science, and I can’t give her up. I can’t! I can’t!”

			Down went Jo’s face in­to the wet hand­ker­chief, and she cried de­spair­ing­ly; for she had kept up brave­ly till now, and nev­er shed a tear. Lau­rie drew his hand across his eyes, but could not speak till he had sub­dued the choky feel­ing in his throat and stead­ied his lips. It might be un­man­ly, but he couldn’t help it, and I am glad of it. Present­ly, as Jo’s sobs qui­et­ed, he said hope­ful­ly, “I don’t think she will die; she’s so good, and we all love her so much, I don’t be­lieve God will take her away yet.”

			“The good and dear peo­ple al­ways do die,” groaned Jo, but she stopped cry­ing, for her friend’s words cheered her up, in spite of her own doubts and fears.

			“Poor girl, you’re worn out. It isn’t like you to be for­lorn. Stop a bit; I’ll heart­en you up in a jiffy.”

			Lau­rie went off two stairs at a time, and Jo laid her wea­ried head down on Beth’s lit­tle brown hood, which no one had thought of mov­ing from the ta­ble where she left it. It must have pos­sessed some mag­ic, for the sub­mis­sive spir­it of its gen­tle own­er seemed to en­ter in­to Jo; and, when Lau­rie came run­ning down with a glass of wine, she took it with a smile, and said brave­ly, “I drink—Health to my Beth! You are a good doc­tor, Ted­dy, and such a com­fort­able friend; how can I ev­er pay you?” she added, as the wine re­freshed her body, as the kind words had done her trou­bled mind.

			“I’ll send in my bill, by and by; and tonight I’ll give you some­thing that will warm the cock­les of your heart bet­ter than quarts of wine,” said Lau­rie, beam­ing at her with a face of sup­pressed sat­is­fac­tion at some­thing.

			“What is it?” cried Jo, for­get­ting her woes for a minute, in her won­der.

			“I tele­graphed to your moth­er yes­ter­day, and Brooke an­swered she’d come at once, and she’ll be here tonight, and ev­ery­thing will be all right. Aren’t you glad I did it?”

			Lau­rie spoke very fast, and turned red and ex­cit­ed all in a minute, for he had kept his plot a se­cret, for fear of dis­ap­point­ing the girls or harm­ing Beth. Jo grew quite white, flew out of her chair, and the mo­ment he stopped speak­ing she elec­tri­fied him by throw­ing her arms round his neck, and cry­ing out, with a joy­ful cry, “O Lau­rie! O moth­er! I am so glad!” She did not weep again, but laughed hys­ter­i­cal­ly, and trem­bled and clung to her friend as if she was a lit­tle be­wil­dered by the sud­den news. Lau­rie, though de­cid­ed­ly amazed, be­haved with great pres­ence of mind; he pat­ted her back sooth­ing­ly, and, find­ing that she was re­cov­er­ing, fol­lowed it up by a bash­ful kiss or two, which brought Jo round at once. Hold­ing on to the ban­is­ters, she put him gen­tly away, say­ing breath­less­ly, “Oh, don’t! I didn’t mean to; it was dread­ful of me; but you were such a dear to go and do it in spite of Han­nah that I couldn’t help fly­ing at you. Tell me all about it, and don’t give me wine again; it makes me act so.”

			“I don’t mind,” laughed Lau­rie, as he set­tled his tie. “Why, you see I got fid­gety, and so did grand­pa. We thought Han­nah was over­do­ing the au­thor­i­ty busi­ness, and your moth­er ought to know. She’d nev­er for­give us if Beth—well, if any­thing hap­pened, you know. So I got grand­pa to say it was high time we did some­thing, and off I pelt­ed to the of­fice yes­ter­day, for the doc­tor looked sober, and Han­nah most took my head off when I pro­posed a tele­gram. I nev­er can bear to be ‘lord­ed over;’ so that set­tled my mind, and I did it. Your moth­er will come, I know, and the late train is in at two a.m. I shall go for her; and you’ve on­ly got to bot­tle up your rap­ture, and keep Beth qui­et, till that blessed la­dy gets here.”

			“Lau­rie, you’re an an­gel! How shall I ev­er thank you?”

			“Fly at me again; I rather like it,” said Lau­rie, look­ing mis­chievous—a thing he had not done for a fort­night.

			“No, thank you. I’ll do it by proxy, when your grand­pa comes. Don’t tease, but go home and rest, for you’ll be up half the night. Bless you, Ted­dy, bless you!”

			Jo had backed in­to a cor­ner; and, as she fin­ished her speech, she van­ished pre­cip­i­tate­ly in­to the kitchen, where she sat down up­on a dress­er, and told the as­sem­bled cats that she was “hap­py, oh, so hap­py!” while Lau­rie de­part­ed, feel­ing that he had made rather a neat thing of it.

			“That’s the in­ter­feringest chap I ev­er see; but I for­give him, and do hope Mrs. March is com­ing on right away,” said Han­nah, with an air of re­lief, when Jo told the good news.

			Meg had a qui­et rap­ture, and then brood­ed over the let­ter, while Jo set the sick­room in or­der, and Han­nah “knocked up a cou­ple of pies in case of com­pa­ny un­ex­pect­ed.” A breath of fresh air seemed to blow through the house, and some­thing bet­ter than sun­shine bright­ened the qui­et rooms. Ev­ery­thing ap­peared to feel the hope­ful change; Beth’s bird be­gan to chirp again, and a half-blown rose was dis­cov­ered on Amy’s bush in the win­dow; the fires seemed to burn with un­usu­al cheer­i­ness; and ev­ery time the girls met, their pale faces broke in­to smiles as they hugged one an­oth­er, whis­per­ing en­cour­ag­ing­ly, “Moth­er’s com­ing, dear! moth­er’s com­ing!” Ev­ery­one re­joiced but Beth; she lay in that heavy stu­por, alike un­con­scious of hope and joy, doubt and dan­ger. It was a piteous sight—the once rosy face so changed and va­cant, the once busy hands so weak and wast­ed, the once smil­ing lips quite dumb, and the once pret­ty, well-kept hair scat­tered rough and tan­gled on the pil­low. All day she lay so, on­ly rous­ing now and then to mut­ter, “Wa­ter!” with lips so parched they could hard­ly shape the word; all day Jo and Meg hov­ered over her, watch­ing, wait­ing, hop­ing, and trust­ing in God and moth­er; and all day the snow fell, the bit­ter wind raged, and the hours dragged slow­ly by. But night came at last; and ev­ery time the clock struck, the sis­ters, still sit­ting on ei­ther side the bed, looked at each oth­er with bright­en­ing eyes, for each hour brought help near­er. The doc­tor had been in to say that some change, for bet­ter or worse, would prob­a­bly take place about mid­night, at which time he would re­turn.

			Han­nah, quite worn out, lay down on the so­fa at the bed’s foot, and fell fast asleep; Mr. Lau­rence marched to and fro in the par­lor, feel­ing that he would rather face a rebel bat­tery than Mrs. March’s anx­ious coun­te­nance as she en­tered; Lau­rie lay on the rug, pre­tend­ing to rest, but star­ing in­to the fire with the thought­ful look which made his black eyes beau­ti­ful­ly soft and clear.

			The girls nev­er for­got that night, for no sleep came to them as they kept their watch, with that dread­ful sense of pow­er­less­ness which comes to us in hours like those.

			“If God spares Beth I nev­er will com­plain again,” whis­pered Meg earnest­ly.

			“If God spares Beth I’ll try to love and serve Him all my life,” an­swered Jo, with equal fer­vor.

			“I wish I had no heart, it aches so,” sighed Meg, af­ter a pause.

			“If life is of­ten as hard as this, I don’t see how we ev­er shall get through it,” added her sis­ter de­spon­dent­ly.

			Here the clock struck twelve, and both for­got them­selves in watch­ing Beth, for they fan­cied a change passed over her wan face. The house was still as death, and noth­ing but the wail­ing of the wind broke the deep hush. Weary Han­nah slept on, and no one but the sis­ters saw the pale shad­ow which seemed to fall up­on the lit­tle bed. An hour went by, and noth­ing hap­pened ex­cept Lau­rie’s qui­et de­par­ture for the sta­tion. An­oth­er hour—still no one came; and anx­ious fears of de­lay in the storm, or ac­ci­dents by the way, or, worst of all, a great grief at Wash­ing­ton, haunt­ed the poor girls.

			It was past two, when Jo, who stood at the win­dow think­ing how drea­ry the world looked in its wind­ing-sheet of snow, heard a move­ment by the bed, and, turn­ing quick­ly, saw Meg kneel­ing be­fore their moth­er’s easy-chair, with her face hid­den. A dread­ful fear passed cold­ly over Jo, as she thought, “Beth is dead, and Meg is afraid to tell me.”

			She was back at her post in an in­stant, and to her ex­cit­ed eyes a great change seemed to have tak­en place. The fever flush and the look of pain were gone, and the beloved lit­tle face looked so pale and peace­ful in its ut­ter re­pose, that Jo felt no de­sire to weep or to lament. Lean­ing low over this dear­est of her sis­ters, she kissed the damp fore­head with her heart on her lips, and soft­ly whis­pered, “Good­bye, my Beth; good­bye!”

			As if waked by the stir, Han­nah start­ed out of her sleep, hur­ried to the bed, looked at Beth, felt her hands, lis­tened at her lips, and then, throw­ing her apron over her head, sat down to rock to and fro, ex­claim­ing, un­der her breath, “The fever’s turned; she’s sleepin’ nat’ral; her skin’s damp, and she breathes easy. Praise be giv­en! Oh, my good­ness me!”

			Be­fore the girls could be­lieve the hap­py truth, the doc­tor came to con­firm it. He was a home­ly man, but they thought his face quite heav­en­ly when he smiled, and said, with a fa­ther­ly look at them, “Yes, my dears, I think the lit­tle girl will pull through this time. Keep the house qui­et; let her sleep, and when she wakes, give her—”

			What they were to give, nei­ther heard; for both crept in­to the dark hall, and, sit­ting on the stairs, held each oth­er close, re­joic­ing with hearts too full for words. When they went back to be kissed and cud­dled by faith­ful Han­nah, they found Beth ly­ing, as she used to do, with her cheek pil­lowed on her hand, the dread­ful pal­lor gone, and breath­ing qui­et­ly, as if just fall­en asleep.

			“If moth­er would on­ly come now!” said Jo, as the win­ter night be­gan to wane.

			“See,” said Meg, com­ing up with a white, half-opened rose, “I thought this would hard­ly be ready to lay in Beth’s hand to­mor­row if she—went away from us. But it has blos­somed in the night, and now I mean to put it in my vase here, so that when the dar­ling wakes, the first thing she sees will be the lit­tle rose, and moth­er’s face.”

			Nev­er had the sun risen so beau­ti­ful­ly, and nev­er had the world seemed so love­ly, as it did to the heavy eyes of Meg and Jo, as they looked out in the ear­ly morn­ing, when their long, sad vig­il was done.

			“It looks like a fairy world,” said Meg, smil­ing to her­self, as she stood be­hind the cur­tain, watch­ing the daz­zling sight.

			“Hark!” cried Jo, start­ing to her feet.

			Yes, there was a sound of bells at the door be­low, a cry from Han­nah, and then Lau­rie’s voice say­ing, in a joy­ful whis­per, “Girls, she’s come! she’s come!”

		
	
		
			
				XIX

				Amy’s Will

			
			While these things were hap­pen­ing at home, Amy was hav­ing hard times at Aunt March’s. She felt her ex­ile deeply, and, for the first time in her life, re­al­ized how much she was beloved and pet­ted at home. Aunt March nev­er pet­ted any­one; she did not ap­prove of it; but she meant to be kind, for the well-be­haved lit­tle girl pleased her very much, and Aunt March had a soft place in her old heart for her nephew’s chil­dren, though she didn’t think prop­er to con­fess it. She re­al­ly did her best to make Amy hap­py, but, dear me, what mis­takes she made! Some old peo­ple keep young at heart in spite of wrin­kles and gray hairs, can sym­pa­thize with chil­dren’s lit­tle cares and joys, make them feel at home, and can hide wise lessons un­der pleas­ant plays, giv­ing and re­ceiv­ing friend­ship in the sweet­est way. But Aunt March had not this gift, and she wor­ried Amy very much with her rules and or­ders, her prim ways, and long, prosy talks. Find­ing the child more docile and ami­able than her sis­ter, the old la­dy felt it her du­ty to try and coun­ter­act, as far as pos­si­ble, the bad ef­fects of home free­dom and in­dul­gence. So she took Amy in hand, and taught her as she her­self had been taught six­ty years ago—a process which car­ried dis­may to Amy’s soul, and made her feel like a fly in the web of a very strict spi­der.

			She had to wash the cups ev­ery morn­ing, and pol­ish up the old-fash­ioned spoons, the fat sil­ver teapot, and the glass­es, till they shone. Then she must dust the room, and what a try­ing job that was! Not a speck es­caped Aunt March’s eye, and all the fur­ni­ture had claw legs, and much carv­ing, which was nev­er dust­ed to suit. Then Pol­ly must be fed, the lap­dog combed, and a dozen trips up­stairs and down, to get things, or de­liv­er or­ders, for the old la­dy was very lame, and sel­dom left her big chair. Af­ter these tire­some labors, she must do her lessons, which was a dai­ly tri­al of ev­ery virtue she pos­sessed. Then she was al­lowed one hour for ex­er­cise or play, and didn’t she en­joy it? Lau­rie came ev­ery day, and whee­dled Aunt March, till Amy was al­lowed to go out with him, when they walked and rode, and had cap­i­tal times. Af­ter din­ner, she had to read aloud, and sit still while the old la­dy slept, which she usu­al­ly did for an hour, as she dropped off over the first page. Then patch­work or tow­els ap­peared, and Amy sewed with out­ward meek­ness and in­ward re­bel­lion till dusk, when she was al­lowed to amuse her­self as she liked till teatime. The evenings were the worst of all, for Aunt March fell to telling long sto­ries about her youth, which were so un­ut­ter­ably dull that Amy was al­ways ready to go to bed, in­tend­ing to cry over her hard fate, but usu­al­ly go­ing to sleep be­fore she had squeezed out more than a tear or two.

			If it had not been for Lau­rie, and old Es­ther, the maid, she felt that she nev­er could have got through that dread­ful time. The par­rot alone was enough to drive her dis­tract­ed, for he soon felt that she did not ad­mire him, and re­venged him­self by be­ing as mis­chievous as pos­si­ble. He pulled her hair when­ev­er she came near him, up­set his bread and milk to plague her when she had new­ly cleaned his cage, made Mop bark by peck­ing at him while Madam dozed; called her names be­fore com­pa­ny, and be­haved in all re­spects like a rep­re­hen­si­ble old bird. Then she could not en­dure the dog—a fat, cross beast, who snarled and yelped at her when she made his toi­let, and who lay on his back, with all his legs in the air and a most id­i­ot­ic ex­pres­sion of coun­te­nance when he want­ed some­thing to eat, which was about a dozen times a day. The cook was bad-tem­pered, the old coach­man deaf, and Es­ther the on­ly one who ev­er took any no­tice of the young la­dy.

			Es­ther was a French­wom­an, who had lived with “Madame,” as she called her mis­tress, for many years, and who rather tyr­an­nized over the old la­dy, who could not get along with­out her. Her re­al name was Es­telle, but Aunt March or­dered her to change it, and she obeyed, on con­di­tion that she was nev­er asked to change her re­li­gion. She took a fan­cy to Made­moi­selle, and amused her very much, with odd sto­ries of her life in France, when Amy sat with her while she got up Madame’s laces. She al­so al­lowed her to roam about the great house, and ex­am­ine the cu­ri­ous and pret­ty things stored away in the big wardrobes and the an­cient chests; for Aunt March hoard­ed like a mag­pie. Amy’s chief de­light was an In­di­an cab­i­net, full of queer draw­ers, lit­tle pi­geon­holes, and se­cret places, in which were kept all sorts of or­na­ments, some pre­cious, some mere­ly cu­ri­ous, all more or less an­tique. To ex­am­ine and ar­range these things gave Amy great sat­is­fac­tion, es­pe­cial­ly the jew­el-cas­es, in which, on vel­vet cush­ions, re­posed the or­na­ments which had adorned a belle forty years ago. There was the gar­net set which Aunt March wore when she came out, the pearls her fa­ther gave her on her wed­ding-day, her lover’s di­a­monds, the jet mourn­ing rings and pins, the queer lock­ets, with por­traits of dead friends, and weep­ing wil­lows made of hair in­side; the ba­by bracelets her one lit­tle daugh­ter had worn; Un­cle March’s big watch, with the red seal so many child­ish hands had played with, and in a box, all by it­self, lay Aunt March’s wed­ding-ring, too small now for her fat fin­ger, but put care­ful­ly away, like the most pre­cious jew­el of them all.

			“Which would Made­moi­selle choose if she had her will?” asked Es­ther, who al­ways sat near to watch over and lock up the valu­ables.

			“I like the di­a­monds best, but there is no neck­lace among them, and I’m fond of neck­laces, they are so be­com­ing. I should choose this if I might,” replied Amy, look­ing with great ad­mi­ra­tion at a string of gold and ebony beads, from which hung a heavy cross of the same.

			“I, too, cov­et that, but not as a neck­lace; ah, no! to me it is a rosary, and as such I should use it like a good Catholic,” said Es­ther, ey­ing the hand­some thing wist­ful­ly.

			“Is it meant to use as you use the string of good-smelling wood­en beads hang­ing over your glass?” asked Amy.

			“Tru­ly, yes, to pray with. It would be pleas­ing to the saints if one used so fine a rosary as this, in­stead of wear­ing it as a vain bi­jou.”

			“You seem to take a great deal of com­fort in your prayers, Es­ther, and al­ways come down look­ing qui­et and sat­is­fied. I wish I could.”

			“If Made­moi­selle was a Catholic, she would find true com­fort; but, as that is not to be, it would be well if you went apart each day, to med­i­tate and pray, as did the good mis­tress whom I served be­fore Madame. She had a lit­tle chapel, and in it found so­lace­ment for much trou­ble.”

			“Would it be right for me to do so too?” asked Amy, who, in her lone­li­ness, felt the need of help of some sort, and found that she was apt to for­get her lit­tle book, now that Beth was not there to re­mind her of it.

			“It would be ex­cel­lent and charm­ing; and I shall glad­ly ar­range the lit­tle dress­ing-room for you if you like it. Say noth­ing to Madame, but when she sleeps go you and sit alone a while to think good thoughts, and pray the dear God to pre­serve your sis­ter.”

			Es­ther was tru­ly pi­ous, and quite sin­cere in her ad­vice; for she had an af­fec­tion­ate heart, and felt much for the sis­ters in their anx­i­ety. Amy liked the idea, and gave her leave to ar­range the light clos­et next her room, hop­ing it would do her good.

			“I wish I knew where all these pret­ty things would go when Aunt March dies,” she said, as she slow­ly re­placed the shin­ing rosary, and shut the jew­el-cas­es one by one.

			“To you and your sis­ters. I know it; Madame con­fides in me; I wit­nessed her will, and it is to be so,” whis­pered Es­ther, smil­ing.

			“How nice! but I wish she’d let us have them now. Pro-cras-ti-na­tion is not agree­able,” ob­served Amy, tak­ing a last look at the di­a­monds.

			“It is too soon yet for the young ladies to wear these things. The first one who is af­fi­anced will have the pearls—Madame has said it; and I have a fan­cy that the lit­tle turquoise ring will be giv­en to you when you go, for Madame ap­proves your good be­hav­ior and charm­ing man­ners.”

			“Do you think so? Oh, I’ll be a lamb, if I can on­ly have that love­ly ring! It’s ev­er so much pret­ti­er than Kit­ty Bryant’s. I do like Aunt March, af­ter all;” and Amy tried on the blue ring with a de­light­ed face, and a firm re­solve to earn it.

			From that day she was a mod­el of obe­di­ence, and the old la­dy com­pla­cent­ly ad­mired the suc­cess of her train­ing. Es­ther fit­ted up the clos­et with a lit­tle ta­ble, placed a foot­stool be­fore it, and over it a pic­ture tak­en from one of the shut-up rooms. She thought it was of no great val­ue, but, be­ing ap­pro­pri­ate, she bor­rowed it, well know­ing that Madame would nev­er know it, nor care if she did. It was, how­ev­er, a very valu­able copy of one of the fa­mous pic­tures of the world, and Amy’s beau­ty-lov­ing eyes were nev­er tired of look­ing up at the sweet face of the di­vine moth­er, while ten­der thoughts of her own were busy at her heart. On the ta­ble she laid her lit­tle Tes­ta­ment and hymn­book, kept a vase al­ways full of the best flow­ers Lau­rie brought her, and came ev­ery day to “sit alone, think­ing good thoughts, and pray­ing the dear God to pre­serve her sis­ter.” Es­ther had giv­en her a rosary of black beads, with a sil­ver cross, but Amy hung it up and did not use it, feel­ing doubt­ful as to its fit­ness for Protes­tant prayers.

			The lit­tle girl was very sin­cere in all this, for, be­ing left alone out­side the safe home-nest, she felt the need of some kind hand to hold by so sore­ly, that she in­stinc­tive­ly turned to the strong and ten­der Friend, whose fa­ther­ly love most close­ly sur­rounds his lit­tle chil­dren. She missed her moth­er’s help to un­der­stand and rule her­self, but hav­ing been taught where to look, she did her best to find the way, and walk in it con­fid­ing­ly. But Amy was a young pil­grim, and just now her bur­den seemed very heavy. She tried to for­get her­self, to keep cheer­ful, and be sat­is­fied with do­ing right, though no one saw or praised her for it. In her first ef­fort at be­ing very, very good, she de­cid­ed to make her will, as Aunt March had done; so that if she did fall ill and die, her pos­ses­sions might be just­ly and gen­er­ous­ly di­vid­ed. It cost her a pang even to think of giv­ing up the lit­tle trea­sures which in her eyes were as pre­cious as the old la­dy’s jew­els.

			Dur­ing one of her play-hours she wrote out the im­por­tant doc­u­ment as well as she could, with some help from Es­ther as to cer­tain le­gal terms, and, when the good-na­tured French­wom­an had signed her name, Amy felt re­lieved, and laid it by to show Lau­rie, whom she want­ed as a sec­ond wit­ness. As it was a rainy day, she went up­stairs to amuse her­self in one of the large cham­bers, and took Pol­ly with her for com­pa­ny. In this room there was a wardrobe full of old-fash­ioned cos­tumes, with which Es­ther al­lowed her to play, and it was her fa­vorite amuse­ment to ar­ray her­self in the fad­ed bro­cades, and pa­rade up and down be­fore the long mir­ror, mak­ing state­ly cour­te­sies, and sweep­ing her train about, with a rus­tle which de­light­ed her ears. So busy was she on this day that she did not hear Lau­rie’s ring, nor see his face peep­ing in at her, as she grave­ly prom­e­nad­ed to and fro, flirt­ing her fan and toss­ing her head, on which she wore a great pink tur­ban, con­trast­ing odd­ly with her blue bro­cade dress and yel­low quilt­ed pet­ti­coat. She was obliged to walk care­ful­ly, for she had on high-heeled shoes, and, as Lau­rie told Jo af­ter­ward, it was a com­i­cal sight to see her mince along in her gay suit, with Pol­ly sidling and bridling just be­hind her, im­i­tat­ing her as well as he could, and oc­ca­sion­al­ly stop­ping to laugh or ex­claim, “Ain’t we fine? Get along, you fright! Hold your tongue! Kiss me, dear! Ha! ha!”

			Hav­ing with dif­fi­cul­ty re­strained an ex­plo­sion of mer­ri­ment, lest it should of­fend her majesty, Lau­rie tapped, and was gra­cious­ly re­ceived.

			“Sit down and rest while I put these things away; then I want to con­sult you about a very se­ri­ous mat­ter,” said Amy, when she had shown her splen­dor, and driv­en Pol­ly in­to a cor­ner. “That bird is the tri­al of my life,” she con­tin­ued, re­mov­ing the pink moun­tain from her head, while Lau­rie seat­ed him­self astride of a chair. “Yes­ter­day, when aunt was asleep, and I was try­ing to be as still as a mouse, Pol­ly be­gan to squall and flap about in his cage; so I went to let him out, and found a big spi­der there. I poked it out, and it ran un­der the book­case; Pol­ly marched straight af­ter it, stooped down and peeped un­der the book­case, say­ing, in his fun­ny way, with a cock of his eye, ‘Come out and take a walk, my dear.’ I couldn’t help laugh­ing, which made Poll swear, and aunt woke up and scold­ed us both.”

			“Did the spi­der ac­cept the old fel­low’s in­vi­ta­tion?” asked Lau­rie, yawn­ing.

			“Yes; out it came, and away ran Pol­ly, fright­ened to death, and scram­bled up on aunt’s chair, call­ing out, ‘Catch her! catch her! catch her!’ as I chased the spi­der.

			“That’s a lie! Oh lor!” cried the par­rot, peck­ing at Lau­rie’s toes.

			“I’d wring your neck if you were mine, you old tor­ment,” cried Lau­rie, shak­ing his fist at the bird, who put his head on one side, and grave­ly croaked, “Al­ly­luy­er! bless your but­tons, dear!”

			“Now I’m ready,” said Amy, shut­ting the wardrobe, and tak­ing a pa­per out of her pock­et. “I want you to read that, please, and tell me if it is le­gal and right. I felt that I ought to do it, for life is un­cer­tain and I don’t want any ill-feel­ing over my tomb.”

			Lau­rie bit his lips, and turn­ing a lit­tle from the pen­sive speak­er, read the fol­low­ing doc­u­ment, with praise­wor­thy grav­i­ty, con­sid­er­ing the spell­ing:—

			
				
					“My Last Will and Tes­ti­ment.

				
				“I, Amy Cur­tis March, be­ing in my sane mind, do give and be­queethe all my earth­ly prop­er­ty—viz. to wit:—name­ly

				“To my fa­ther, my best pic­tures, sketch­es, maps, and works of art, in­clud­ing frames. Al­so my $100, to do what he likes with.

				“To my moth­er, all my clothes, ex­cept the blue apron with pock­ets—al­so my like­ness, and my medal, with much love.

				“To my dear sis­ter Mar­garet, I give my turkquoise ring (if I get it), al­so my green box with the doves on it, al­so my piece of re­al lace for her neck, and my sketch of her as a memo­ri­al of her ‘lit­tle girl.’

				“To Jo I leave my breast­pin, the one mend­ed with seal­ing wax, al­so my bronze ink­stand—she lost the cov­er—and my most pre­cious plas­ter rab­bit, be­cause I am sor­ry I burnt up her sto­ry.

				“To Beth (if she lives af­ter me) I give my dolls and the lit­tle bu­reau, my fan, my linen col­lars and my new slip­pers if she can wear them be­ing thin when she gets well. And I here­with al­so leave her my re­gret that I ev­er made fun of old Joan­na.

				“To my friend and neigh­bor Theodore Lau­rence I be­queethe my pa­per mar­shay port­fo­lio, my clay mod­el of a horse though he did say it hadn’t any neck. Al­so in re­turn for his great kind­ness in the hour of af­flic­tion any one of my artis­tic works he likes, Not­er Dame is the best.

				“To our ven­er­a­ble bene­fac­tor Mr. Lau­rence I leave my pur­ple box with a look­ing glass in the cov­er which will be nice for his pens and re­mind him of the de­part­ed girl who thanks him for his fa­vors to her fam­i­ly, spe­cial­ly Beth.

				“I wish my fa­vorite play­mate Kit­ty Bryant to have the blue silk apron and my gold-bead ring with a kiss.

				“To Han­nah I give the band­box she want­ed and all the patch work I leave hop­ing she ‘will re­mem­ber me, when it you see.’

				“And now hav­ing dis­posed of my most valu­able prop­er­ty I hope all will be sat­is­fied and not blame the dead. I for­give ev­ery­one, and trust we may all meet when the trump shall sound. Amen.

				“To this will and tes­ti­ment I set my hand and seal on this 20th day of Nov. An­ni Domi­no 1861.

				“Amy Cur­tis March.

			

			
				
					
							“Wit­ness­es: {
							Es­telle Val­nor
					

					
							Theodore Lau­rence.
					

				
			

			The last name was writ­ten in pen­cil, and Amy ex­plained that he was to re­write it in ink, and seal it up for her prop­er­ly.

			“What put it in­to your head? Did any­one tell you about Beth’s giv­ing away her things?” asked Lau­rie sober­ly, as Amy laid a bit of red tape, with seal­ing-wax, a ta­per, and a stan­dish be­fore him.

			She ex­plained; and then asked anx­ious­ly, “What about Beth?”

			“I’m sor­ry I spoke; but as I did, I’ll tell you. She felt so ill one day that she told Jo she want­ed to give her pi­ano to Meg, her cats to you, and the poor old doll to Jo, who would love it for her sake. She was sor­ry she had so lit­tle to give, and left locks of hair to the rest of us, and her best love to grand­pa. She nev­er thought of a will.”

			Lau­rie was sign­ing and seal­ing as he spoke, and did not look up till a great tear dropped on the pa­per. Amy’s face was full of trou­ble; but she on­ly said, “Don’t peo­ple put sort of post­scripts to their wills, some­times?”

			“Yes; ‘cod­i­cils,’ they call them.”

			“Put one in mine then—that I wish all my curls cut off, and giv­en round to my friends. I for­got it; but I want it done, though it will spoil my looks.”

			Lau­rie added it, smil­ing at Amy’s last and great­est sac­ri­fice. Then he amused her for an hour, and was much in­ter­est­ed in all her tri­als. But when he came to go, Amy held him back to whis­per, with trem­bling lips, “Is there re­al­ly any dan­ger about Beth?”

			“I’m afraid there is; but we must hope for the best, so don’t cry, dear;” and Lau­rie put his arm about her with a broth­er­ly ges­ture which was very com­fort­ing.

			When he had gone, she went to her lit­tle chapel, and, sit­ting in the twi­light, prayed for Beth, with stream­ing tears and an aching heart, feel­ing that a mil­lion turquoise rings would not con­sole her for the loss of her gen­tle lit­tle sis­ter.

		
	
		
			
				XX

				Con­fi­den­tial

			
			I don’t think I have any words in which to tell the meet­ing of the moth­er and daugh­ters; such hours are beau­ti­ful to live, but very hard to de­scribe, so I will leave it to the imag­i­na­tion of my read­ers, mere­ly say­ing that the house was full of gen­uine hap­pi­ness, and that Meg’s ten­der hope was re­al­ized; for when Beth woke from that long, heal­ing sleep, the first ob­jects on which her eyes fell were the lit­tle rose and moth­er’s face. Too weak to won­der at any­thing, she on­ly smiled, and nes­tled close in­to the lov­ing arms about her, feel­ing that the hun­gry long­ing was sat­is­fied at last. Then she slept again, and the girls wait­ed up­on their moth­er, for she would not un­clasp the thin hand which clung to hers even in sleep. Han­nah had “dished up” an as­ton­ish­ing break­fast for the trav­eller, find­ing it im­pos­si­ble to vent her ex­cite­ment in any oth­er way; and Meg and Jo fed their moth­er like du­ti­ful young storks, while they lis­tened to her whis­pered ac­count of fa­ther’s state, Mr. Brooke’s prom­ise to stay and nurse him, the de­lays which the storm oc­ca­sioned on the home­ward jour­ney, and the un­speak­able com­fort Lau­rie’s hope­ful face had giv­en her when she ar­rived, worn out with fa­tigue, anx­i­ety, and cold.

			What a strange, yet pleas­ant day that was! so bril­liant and gay with­out, for all the world seemed abroad to wel­come the first snow; so qui­et and re­pose­ful with­in, for ev­ery­one slept, spent with watch­ing, and a Sab­bath still­ness reigned through the house, while nod­ding Han­nah mount­ed guard at the door. With a bliss­ful sense of bur­dens lift­ed off, Meg and Jo closed their weary eyes, and lay at rest, like storm-beat­en boats, safe at an­chor in a qui­et har­bor. Mrs. March would not leave Beth’s side, but rest­ed in the big chair, wak­ing of­ten to look at, touch, and brood over her child, like a miser over some re­cov­ered trea­sure.

			Lau­rie, mean­while, post­ed off to com­fort Amy, and told his sto­ry so well that Aunt March ac­tu­al­ly “sniffed” her­self, and nev­er once said, “I told you so.” Amy came out so strong on this oc­ca­sion that I think the good thoughts in the lit­tle chapel re­al­ly be­gan to bear fruit. She dried her tears quick­ly, re­strained her im­pa­tience to see her moth­er, and nev­er even thought of the turquoise ring, when the old la­dy hearti­ly agreed in Lau­rie’s opin­ion, that she be­haved “like a cap­i­tal lit­tle wom­an.” Even Pol­ly seemed im­pressed, for he called her “good girl,” blessed her but­tons, and begged her to “come and take a walk, dear,” in his most af­fa­ble tone. She would very glad­ly have gone out to en­joy the bright win­try weath­er; but, dis­cov­er­ing that Lau­rie was drop­ping with sleep in spite of man­ful ef­forts to con­ceal the fact, she per­suad­ed him to rest on the so­fa, while she wrote a note to her moth­er. She was a long time about it; and, when she re­turned, he was stretched out, with both arms un­der his head, sound asleep, while Aunt March had pulled down the cur­tains, and sat do­ing noth­ing in an un­usu­al fit of be­nig­ni­ty.

			Af­ter a while, they be­gan to think he was not go­ing to wake till night, and I’m not sure that he would, had he not been ef­fec­tu­al­ly roused by Amy’s cry of joy at sight of her moth­er. There prob­a­bly were a good many hap­py lit­tle girls in and about the city that day, but it is my pri­vate opin­ion that Amy was the hap­pi­est of all, when she sat in her moth­er’s lap and told her tri­als, re­ceiv­ing con­so­la­tion and com­pen­sa­tion in the shape of ap­prov­ing smiles and fond ca­ress­es. They were alone to­geth­er in the chapel, to which her moth­er did not ob­ject when its pur­pose was ex­plained to her.

			“On the con­trary, I like it very much, dear,” look­ing from the dusty rosary to the well-worn lit­tle book, and the love­ly pic­ture with its gar­land of ev­er­green. “It is an ex­cel­lent plan to have some place where we can go to be qui­et, when things vex or grieve us. There are a good many hard times in this life of ours, but we can al­ways bear them if we ask help in the right way. I think my lit­tle girl is learn­ing this?”

			“Yes, moth­er; and when I go home I mean to have a cor­ner in the big clos­et to put my books, and the copy of that pic­ture which I’ve tried to make. The wom­an’s face is not good—it’s too beau­ti­ful for me to draw—but the ba­by is done bet­ter, and I love it very much. I like to think He was a lit­tle child once, for then I don’t seem so far away, and that helps me.”

			As Amy point­ed to the smil­ing Christ-child on his moth­er’s knee, Mrs. March saw some­thing on the lift­ed hand that made her smile. She said noth­ing, but Amy un­der­stood the look, and, af­ter a minute’s pause, she added grave­ly—

			“I want­ed to speak to you about this, but I for­got it. Aunt gave me the ring to­day; she called me to her and kissed me, and put it on my fin­ger, and said I was a cred­it to her, and she’d like to keep me al­ways. She gave that fun­ny guard to keep the turquoise on, as it’s too big. I’d like to wear them, moth­er; can I?”

			“They are very pret­ty, but I think you’re rather too young for such or­na­ments, Amy,” said Mrs. March, look­ing at the plump lit­tle hand, with the band of sky-blue stones on the fore­fin­ger, and the quaint guard, formed of two tiny, gold­en hands clasped to­geth­er.

			“I’ll try not to be vain,” said Amy. “I don’t think I like it on­ly be­cause it’s so pret­ty; but I want to wear it as the girl in the sto­ry wore her bracelet, to re­mind me of some­thing.”

			“Do you mean Aunt March?” asked her moth­er, laugh­ing.

			“No, to re­mind me not to be self­ish.” Amy looked so earnest and sin­cere about it, that her moth­er stopped laugh­ing, and lis­tened re­spect­ful­ly to the lit­tle plan.

			“I’ve thought a great deal late­ly about my ‘bun­dle of naugh­ties,’ and be­ing self­ish is the largest one in it; so I’m go­ing to try hard to cure it, if I can. Beth isn’t self­ish, and that’s the rea­son ev­ery­one loves her and feels so bad at the thoughts of los­ing her. Peo­ple wouldn’t feel half so bad about me if I was sick, and I don’t de­serve to have them; but I’d like to be loved and missed by a great many friends, so I’m go­ing to try and be like Beth all I can. I’m apt to for­get my res­o­lu­tions; but if I had some­thing al­ways about me to re­mind me, I guess I should do bet­ter. May I try this way?”

			“Yes; but I have more faith in the cor­ner of the big clos­et. Wear your ring, dear, and do your best; I think you will pros­per, for the sin­cere wish to be good is half the bat­tle. Now I must go back to Beth. Keep up your heart, lit­tle daugh­ter, and we will soon have you home again.”

			That evening, while Meg was writ­ing to her fa­ther, to re­port the trav­eller’s safe ar­rival, Jo slipped up­stairs in­to Beth’s room, and, find­ing her moth­er in her usu­al place, stood a minute twist­ing her fin­gers in her hair, with a wor­ried ges­ture and an un­de­cid­ed look.

			“What is it, deary?” asked Mrs. March, hold­ing out her hand, with a face which in­vit­ed con­fi­dence.

			“I want to tell you some­thing, moth­er.”

			“About Meg?”

			“How quick­ly you guessed! Yes, it’s about her, and though it’s a lit­tle thing, it fid­gets me.”

			“Beth is asleep; speak low, and tell me all about it. That Mof­fat hasn’t been here, I hope?” asked Mrs. March rather sharply.

			“No, I should have shut the door in his face if he had,” said Jo, set­tling her­self on the floor at her moth­er’s feet. “Last sum­mer Meg left a pair of gloves over at the Lau­rences’, and on­ly one was re­turned. We for­got all about it, till Ted­dy told me that Mr. Brooke had it. He kept it in his waist­coat pock­et, and once it fell out, and Ted­dy joked him about it, and Mr. Brooke owned that he liked Meg, but didn’t dare say so, she was so young and he so poor. Now, isn’t it a dreadful state of things?”

			“Do you think Meg cares for him?” asked Mrs. March, with an anx­ious look.

			“Mer­cy me! I don’t know any­thing about love and such non­sense!” cried Jo, with a fun­ny mix­ture of in­ter­est and con­tempt. “In nov­els, the girls show it by start­ing and blush­ing, faint­ing away, grow­ing thin, and act­ing like fools. Now Meg does not do any­thing of the sort: she eats and drinks and sleeps, like a sen­si­ble crea­ture: she looks straight in my face when I talk about that man, and on­ly blush­es a lit­tle bit when Ted­dy jokes about lovers. I for­bid him to do it, but he doesn’t mind me as he ought.”

			“Then you fan­cy that Meg is not in­ter­est­ed in John?”

			“Who?” cried Jo, star­ing.

			“Mr. Brooke. I call him ‘John’ now; we fell in­to the way of do­ing so at the hos­pi­tal, and he likes it.”

			“Oh, dear! I know you’ll take his part: he’s been good to fa­ther, and you won’t send him away, but let Meg mar­ry him, if she wants to. Mean thing! to go pet­ting pa­pa and help­ing you, just to whee­dle you in­to lik­ing him;” and Jo pulled her hair again with a wrath­ful tweak.

			“My dear, don’t get an­gry about it, and I will tell you how it hap­pened. John went with me at Mr. Lau­rence’s re­quest, and was so de­vot­ed to poor fa­ther that we couldn’t help get­ting fond of him. He was per­fect­ly open and hon­or­able about Meg, for he told us he loved her, but would earn a com­fort­able home be­fore he asked her to mar­ry him. He on­ly want­ed our leave to love her and work for her, and the right to make her love him if he could. He is a tru­ly ex­cel­lent young man, and we could not refuse to lis­ten to him; but I will not con­sent to Meg’s en­gag­ing her­self so young.”

			“Of course not; it would be id­i­ot­ic! I knew there was mis­chief brew­ing; I felt it; and now it’s worse than I imag­ined. I just wish I could mar­ry Meg my­self, and keep her safe in the fam­i­ly.”

			This odd ar­range­ment made Mrs. March smile; but she said grave­ly, “Jo, I con­fide in you, and don’t wish you to say any­thing to Meg yet. When John comes back, and I see them to­geth­er, I can judge bet­ter of her feel­ings to­ward him.”

			“She’ll see his in those hand­some eyes that she talks about, and then it will be all up with her. She’s got such a soft heart, it will melt like but­ter in the sun if any­one looks sen­ti­men­tal­ly at her. She read the short re­ports he sent more than she did your let­ters, and pinched me when I spoke of it, and likes brown eyes, and doesn’t think John an ug­ly name, and she’ll go and fall in love, and there’s an end of peace and fun, and cosy times to­geth­er. I see it all! they’ll go lover­ing around the house, and we shall have to dodge; Meg will be ab­sorbed, and no good to me any more; Brooke will scratch up a for­tune some­how, car­ry her off, and make a hole in the fam­i­ly; and I shall break my heart, and ev­ery­thing will be abom­inably un­com­fort­able. Oh, dear me! why weren’t we all boys, then there wouldn’t be any both­er.”

			Jo leaned her chin on her knees, in a dis­con­so­late at­ti­tude, and shook her fist at the rep­re­hen­si­ble John. Mrs. March sighed, and Jo looked up with an air of re­lief.

			“You don’t like it, moth­er? I’m glad of it. Let’s send him about his busi­ness, and not tell Meg a word of it, but all be hap­py to­geth­er as we al­ways have been.”

			“I did wrong to sigh, Jo. It is nat­u­ral and right you should all go to homes of your own, in time; but I do want to keep my girls as long as I can; and I am sor­ry that this hap­pened so soon, for Meg is on­ly sev­en­teen, and it will be some years be­fore John can make a home for her. Your fa­ther and I have agreed that she shall not bind her­self in any way, nor be mar­ried, be­fore twen­ty. If she and John love one an­oth­er, they can wait, and test the love by do­ing so. She is con­sci­en­tious, and I have no fear of her treat­ing him un­kind­ly. My pret­ty, ten­der­heart­ed girl! I hope things will go hap­pi­ly with her.”

			“Hadn’t you rather have her mar­ry a rich man?” asked Jo, as her moth­er’s voice fal­tered a lit­tle over the last words.

			“Mon­ey is a good and use­ful thing, Jo; and I hope my girls will nev­er feel the need of it too bit­ter­ly, nor be tempt­ed by too much. I should like to know that John was firm­ly es­tab­lished in some good busi­ness, which gave him an in­come large enough to keep free from debt and make Meg com­fort­able. I’m not am­bi­tious for a splen­did for­tune, a fash­ion­able po­si­tion, or a great name for my girls. If rank and mon­ey come with love and virtue, al­so, I should ac­cept them grate­ful­ly, and en­joy your good for­tune; but I know, by ex­pe­ri­ence, how much gen­uine hap­pi­ness can be had in a plain lit­tle house, where the dai­ly bread is earned, and some pri­va­tions give sweet­ness to the few plea­sures. I am con­tent to see Meg be­gin humbly, for, if I am not mis­tak­en, she will be rich in the pos­ses­sion of a good man’s heart, and that is bet­ter than a for­tune.”

			“I un­der­stand, moth­er, and quite agree; but I’m dis­ap­point­ed about Meg, for I’d planned to have her mar­ry Ted­dy by and by, and sit in the lap of lux­u­ry all her days. Wouldn’t it be nice?” asked Jo, look­ing up, with a brighter face.

			“He is younger than she, you know,” be­gan Mrs. March; but Jo broke in—

			“On­ly a lit­tle; he’s old for his age, and tall; and can be quite grown-up in his man­ners if he likes. Then he’s rich and gen­er­ous and good, and loves us all; and I say it’s a pity my plan is spoilt.”

			“I’m afraid Lau­rie is hard­ly grown up enough for Meg, and al­to­geth­er too much of a weath­er­cock, just now, for any­one to de­pend on. Don’t make plans, Jo; but let time and their own hearts mate your friends. We can’t med­dle safe­ly in such mat­ters, and had bet­ter not get ‘ro­man­tic rub­bish,’ as you call it, in­to our heads, lest it spoil our friend­ship.”

			“Well, I won’t; but I hate to see things go­ing all criss­cross and get­ting snarled up, when a pull here and a snip there would straight­en it out. I wish wear­ing flatirons on our heads would keep us from grow­ing up. But buds will be ros­es, and kit­tens, cats—more’s the pity!”

			“What’s that about flatirons and cats?” asked Meg, as she crept in­to the room, with the fin­ished let­ter in her hand.

			“On­ly one of my stupid speech­es. I’m go­ing to bed; come, Peg­gy,” said Jo, un­fold­ing her­self, like an an­i­mat­ed puz­zle.

			“Quite right, and beau­ti­ful­ly writ­ten. Please add that I send my love to John,” said Mrs. March, as she glanced over the let­ter, and gave it back.

			“Do you call him ‘John’?” asked Meg, smil­ing, with her in­no­cent eyes look­ing down in­to her moth­er’s.

			“Yes; he has been like a son to us, and we are very fond of him,” replied Mrs. March, re­turn­ing the look with a keen one.

			“I’m glad of that, he is so lone­ly. Good night, moth­er, dear. It is so in­ex­press­ibly com­fort­able to have you here,” was Meg’s qui­et an­swer.

			The kiss her moth­er gave her was a very ten­der one; and, as she went away, Mrs. March said, with a mix­ture of sat­is­fac­tion and re­gret, “She does not love John yet, but will soon learn to.”

		
	
		
			
				XXI

				Lau­rie Makes Mis­chief, and Jo Makes Peace

			
			Jo’s face was a study next day, for the se­cret rather weighed up­on her, and she found it hard not to look mys­te­ri­ous and im­por­tant. Meg ob­served it, but did not trou­ble her­self to make in­quiries, for she had learned that the best way to man­age Jo was by the law of con­traries, so she felt sure of be­ing told ev­ery­thing if she did not ask. She was rather sur­prised, there­fore, when the si­lence re­mained un­bro­ken, and Jo as­sumed a pa­tron­iz­ing air, which de­cid­ed­ly ag­gra­vat­ed Meg, who in her turn as­sumed an air of dig­ni­fied re­serve, and de­vot­ed her­self to her moth­er. This left Jo to her own de­vices; for Mrs. March had tak­en her place as nurse, and bade her rest, ex­er­cise, and amuse her­self af­ter her long con­fine­ment. Amy be­ing gone, Lau­rie was her on­ly refuge; and, much as she en­joyed his so­ci­ety, she rather dread­ed him just then, for he was an in­cor­ri­gi­ble tease, and she feared he would coax her se­cret from her.

			She was quite right, for the mis­chief-lov­ing lad no soon­er sus­pect­ed a mys­tery than he set him­self to find it out, and led Jo a try­ing life of it. He whee­dled, bribed, ridiculed, threat­ened, and scold­ed; af­fect­ed in­dif­fer­ence, that he might sur­prise the truth from her; de­clared he knew, then that he didn’t care; and, at last, by dint of per­se­ver­ance, he sat­is­fied him­self that it con­cerned Meg and Mr. Brooke. Feel­ing in­dig­nant that he was not tak­en in­to his tu­tor’s con­fi­dence, he set his wits to work to de­vise some prop­er re­tal­i­a­tion for the slight.

			Meg mean­while had ap­par­ent­ly for­got­ten the mat­ter, and was ab­sorbed in prepa­ra­tions for her fa­ther’s re­turn; but all of a sud­den a change seemed to come over her, and, for a day or two, she was quite un­like her­self. She start­ed when spo­ken to, blushed when looked at, was very qui­et, and sat over her sewing, with a timid, trou­bled look on her face. To her moth­er’s in­quiries she an­swered that she was quite well, and Jo’s she si­lenced by beg­ging to be let alone.

			“She feels it in the air—love, I mean—and she’s go­ing very fast. She’s got most of the symp­toms—is twit­tery and cross, doesn’t eat, lies awake, and mopes in cor­ners. I caught her singing that song he gave her, and once she said ‘John,’ as you do, and then turned as red as a pop­py. What­ev­er shall we do?” said Jo, look­ing ready for any mea­sures, how­ev­er vi­o­lent.

			“Noth­ing but wait. Let her alone, be kind and pa­tient, and fa­ther’s com­ing will set­tle ev­ery­thing,” replied her moth­er.

			“Here’s a note to you, Meg, all sealed up. How odd! Ted­dy nev­er seals mine,” said Jo, next day, as she dis­trib­uted the con­tents of the lit­tle post-of­fice.

			Mrs. March and Jo were deep in their own af­fairs, when a sound from Meg made them look up to see her star­ing at her note, with a fright­ened face.

			“My child, what is it?” cried her moth­er, run­ning to her, while Jo tried to take the pa­per which had done the mis­chief.

			“It’s all a mis­take—he didn’t send it. O Jo, how could you do it?” and Meg hid her face in her hands, cry­ing as if her heart was quite bro­ken.

			“Me! I’ve done noth­ing! What’s she talk­ing about?” cried Jo, be­wil­dered.

			Meg’s mild eyes kin­dled with anger as she pulled a crum­pled note from her pock­et, and threw it at Jo, say­ing re­proach­ful­ly—

			“You wrote it, and that bad boy helped you. How could you be so rude, so mean, and cru­el to us both?”

			Jo hard­ly heard her, for she and her moth­er were read­ing the note, which was writ­ten in a pe­cu­liar hand.

			
				“My Dear­est Mar­garet—

				“I can no longer re­strain my pas­sion, and must know my fate be­fore I re­turn. I dare not tell your par­ents yet, but I think they would con­sent if they knew that we adored one an­oth­er. Mr. Lau­rence will help me to some good place, and then, my sweet girl, you will make me hap­py. I im­plore you to say noth­ing to your fam­i­ly yet, but to send one word of hope through Lau­rie to

				“Your de­vot­ed John.”

			

			“Oh, the lit­tle vil­lain! that’s the way he meant to pay me for keep­ing my word to moth­er. I’ll give him a hearty scold­ing, and bring him over to beg par­don,” cried Jo, burn­ing to ex­e­cute im­me­di­ate jus­tice. But her moth­er held her back, say­ing, with a look she sel­dom wore—

			“Stop, Jo, you must clear your­self first. You have played so many pranks, that I am afraid you have had a hand in this.”

			“On my word, moth­er, I haven’t! I nev­er saw that note be­fore, and don’t know any­thing about it, as true as I live!” said Jo, so earnest­ly that they be­lieved her. “If I had tak­en a part in it I’d have done it bet­ter than this, and have writ­ten a sen­si­ble note. I should think you’d have known Mr. Brooke wouldn’t write such stuff as that,” she added, scorn­ful­ly toss­ing down the pa­per.

			“It’s like his writ­ing,” fal­tered Meg, com­par­ing it with the note in her hand.

			“O Meg, you didn’t an­swer it?” cried Mrs. March quick­ly.

			“Yes, I did!” and Meg hid her face again, over­come with shame.

			“Here’s a scrape! Do let me bring that wicked boy over to ex­plain, and be lec­tured. I can’t rest till I get hold of him;” and Jo made for the door again.

			“Hush! let me man­age this, for it is worse than I thought. Mar­garet, tell me the whole sto­ry,” com­mand­ed Mrs. March, sit­ting down by Meg, yet keep­ing hold of Jo, lest she should fly off.

			“I re­ceived the first let­ter from Lau­rie, who didn’t look as if he knew any­thing about it,” be­gan Meg, with­out look­ing up. “I was wor­ried at first, and meant to tell you; then I re­mem­bered how you liked Mr. Brooke, so I thought you wouldn’t mind if I kept my lit­tle se­cret for a few days. I’m so sil­ly that I liked to think no one knew; and, while I was de­cid­ing what to say, I felt like the girls in books, who have such things to do. For­give me, moth­er, I’m paid for my silli­ness now; I nev­er can look him in the face again.”

			“What did you say to him?” asked Mrs. March.

			“I on­ly said I was too young to do any­thing about it yet; that I didn’t wish to have se­crets from you, and he must speak to fa­ther. I was very grate­ful for his kind­ness, and would be his friend, but noth­ing more, for a long while.”

			Mrs. March smiled, as if well pleased, and Jo clapped her hands, ex­claim­ing, with a laugh—

			“You are al­most equal to Car­o­line Per­cy, who was a pat­tern of pru­dence! Tell on, Meg. What did he say to that?”

			“He writes in a dif­fer­ent way en­tire­ly, telling me that he nev­er sent any love-let­ter at all, and is very sor­ry that my rogu­ish sis­ter, Jo, should take such lib­er­ties with our names. It’s very kind and re­spect­ful, but think how dread­ful for me!”

			Meg leaned against her moth­er, look­ing the im­age of de­spair, and Jo tramped about the room, call­ing Lau­rie names. All of a sud­den she stopped, caught up the two notes, and, af­ter look­ing at them close­ly, said de­cid­ed­ly, “I don’t be­lieve Brooke ev­er saw ei­ther of these let­ters. Ted­dy wrote both, and keeps yours to crow over me with, be­cause I wouldn’t tell him my se­cret.”

			“Don’t have any se­crets, Jo; tell it to moth­er, and keep out of trou­ble, as I should have done,” said Meg warn­ing­ly.

			“Bless you, child! Moth­er told me.”

			“That will do, Jo. I’ll com­fort Meg while you go and get Lau­rie. I shall sift the mat­ter to the bot­tom, and put a stop to such pranks at once.”

			Away ran Jo, and Mrs. March gen­tly told Meg Mr. Brooke’s re­al feel­ings. “Now, dear, what are your own? Do you love him enough to wait till he can make a home for you, or will you keep your­self quite free for the present?”

			“I’ve been so scared and wor­ried, I don’t want to have any­thing to do with lovers for a long while—per­haps nev­er,” an­swered Meg petu­lant­ly. “If John doesn’t know any­thing about this non­sense, don’t tell him, and make Jo and Lau­rie hold their tongues. I won’t be de­ceived and plagued and made a fool of—it’s a shame!”

			See­ing that Meg’s usu­al­ly gen­tle tem­per was roused and her pride hurt by this mis­chievous joke, Mrs. March soothed her by prom­ises of en­tire si­lence, and great dis­cre­tion for the fu­ture. The in­stant Lau­rie’s step was heard in the hall, Meg fled in­to the study, and Mrs. March re­ceived the cul­prit alone. Jo had not told him why he was want­ed, fear­ing he wouldn’t come; but he knew the minute he saw Mrs. March’s face, and stood twirling his hat, with a guilty air which con­vict­ed him at once. Jo was dis­missed, but chose to march up and down the hall like a sen­tinel, hav­ing some fear that the pris­on­er might bolt. The sound of voic­es in the par­lor rose and fell for half an hour; but what hap­pened dur­ing that in­ter­view the girls nev­er knew.

			When they were called in, Lau­rie was stand­ing by their moth­er, with such a pen­i­tent face that Jo for­gave him on the spot, but did not think it wise to be­tray the fact. Meg re­ceived his hum­ble apol­o­gy, and was much com­fort­ed by the as­sur­ance that Brooke knew noth­ing of the joke.

			“I’ll nev­er tell him to my dy­ing day—wild hors­es shan’t drag it out of me; so you’ll for­give me, Meg, and I’ll do any­thing to show how out-and-out sor­ry I am,” he added, look­ing very much ashamed of him­self.

			“I’ll try; but it was a very un­gentle­man­ly thing to do. I didn’t think you could be so sly and ma­li­cious, Lau­rie,” replied Meg, try­ing to hide her maid­en­ly con­fu­sion un­der a grave­ly re­proach­ful air.

			“It was al­to­geth­er abom­inable, and I don’t de­serve to be spo­ken to for a month; but you will, though, won’t you?” and Lau­rie fold­ed his hands to­geth­er with such an im­plor­ing ges­ture, as he spoke in his ir­re­sistibly per­sua­sive tone, that it was im­pos­si­ble to frown up­on him, in spite of his scan­dalous be­hav­ior. Meg par­doned him, and Mrs. March’s grave face re­laxed, in spite of her ef­forts to keep sober, when she heard him de­clare that he would atone for his sins by all sorts of penances, and abase him­self like a worm be­fore the in­jured damsel.

			Jo stood aloof, mean­while, try­ing to hard­en her heart against him, and suc­ceed­ing on­ly in prim­ming up her face in­to an ex­pres­sion of en­tire dis­ap­pro­ba­tion. Lau­rie looked at her once or twice, but, as she showed no sign of re­lent­ing, he felt in­jured, and turned his back on her till the oth­ers were done with him, when he made her a low bow, and walked off with­out a word.

			As soon as he had gone, she wished she had been more for­giv­ing; and when Meg and her moth­er went up­stairs, she felt lone­ly, and longed for Ted­dy. Af­ter re­sist­ing for some time, she yield­ed to the im­pulse, and, armed with a book to re­turn, went over to the big house.

			“Is Mr. Lau­rence in?” asked Jo, of a house­maid, who was com­ing down­stairs.

			“Yes, miss; but I don’t be­lieve he’s see­able just yet.”

			“Why not? is he ill?”

			“La, no, miss, but he’s had a scene with Mr. Lau­rie, who is in one of his tantrums about some­thing, which vex­es the old gen­tle­man, so I dursn’t go nigh him.”

			“Where is Lau­rie?”

			“Shut up in his room, and he won’t an­swer, though I’ve been a-tap­ping. I don’t know what’s to be­come of the din­ner, for it’s ready, and there’s no one to eat it.”

			“I’ll go and see what the mat­ter is. I’m not afraid of ei­ther of them.”

			Up went Jo, and knocked smart­ly on the door of Lau­rie’s lit­tle study.

			“Stop that, or I’ll open the door and make you!” called out the young gen­tle­man, in a threat­en­ing tone.

			Jo im­me­di­ate­ly knocked again; the door flew open, and in she bounced, be­fore Lau­rie could re­cov­er from his sur­prise. See­ing that he re­al­ly was out of tem­per, Jo, who knew how to man­age him, as­sumed a con­trite ex­pres­sion, and go­ing ar­tis­ti­cal­ly down up­on her knees, said meek­ly, “Please for­give me for be­ing so cross. I came to make it up, and can’t go away till I have.”

			“It’s all right. Get up, and don’t be a goose, Jo,” was the cav­a­lier re­ply to her pe­ti­tion.

			“Thank you; I will. Could I ask what’s the mat­ter? You don’t look ex­act­ly easy in your mind.”

			“I’ve been shak­en, and I won’t bear it!” growled Lau­rie in­dig­nant­ly.

			“Who did it?” de­mand­ed Jo.

			“Grand­fa­ther; if it had been any­one else I’d have—” and the in­jured youth fin­ished his sen­tence by an en­er­get­ic ges­ture of the right arm.

			“That’s noth­ing; I of­ten shake you, and you don’t mind,” said Jo sooth­ing­ly.

			“Pooh! you’re a girl, and it’s fun; but I’ll al­low no man to shake me.”

			“I don’t think any­one would care to try it, if you looked as much like a thun­der­cloud as you do now. Why were you treat­ed so?”

			“Just be­cause I wouldn’t say what your moth­er want­ed me for. I’d promised not to tell, and of course I wasn’t go­ing to break my word.”

			“Couldn’t you sat­is­fy your grand­pa in any oth­er way?”

			“No; he would have the truth, the whole truth, and noth­ing but the truth. I’d have told my part of the scrape, if I could with­out bring­ing Meg in. As I couldn’t, I held my tongue, and bore the scold­ing till the old gen­tle­man col­lared me. Then I got an­gry, and bolt­ed, for fear I should for­get my­self.”

			“It wasn’t nice, but he’s sor­ry, I know; so go down and make up. I’ll help you.”

			“Hanged if I do! I’m not go­ing to be lec­tured and pum­melled by ev­ery­one, just for a bit of a frol­ic. I was sor­ry about Meg, and begged par­don like a man; but I won’t do it again, when I wasn’t in the wrong.”

			“He didn’t know that.”

			“He ought to trust me, and not act as if I was a ba­by. It’s no use, Jo; he’s got to learn that I’m able to take care of my­self, and don’t need any­one’s apron-string to hold on by.”

			“What pep­per-pots you are!” sighed Jo. “How do you mean to set­tle this af­fair?”

			“Well, he ought to beg par­don, and be­lieve me when I say I can’t tell him what the fuss’s about.”

			“Bless you! he won’t do that.”

			“I won’t go down till he does.”

			“Now, Ted­dy, be sen­si­ble; let it pass, and I’ll ex­plain what I can. You can’t stay here, so what’s the use of be­ing melo­dra­mat­ic?”

			“I don’t in­tend to stay here long, any­way. I’ll slip off and take a jour­ney some­where, and when grand­pa miss­es me he’ll come round fast enough.”

			“I dare say; but you ought not to go and wor­ry him.”

			“Don’t preach. I’ll go to Wash­ing­ton and see Brooke; it’s gay there, and I’ll en­joy my­self af­ter the trou­bles.”

			“What fun you’d have! I wish I could run off too,” said Jo, for­get­ting her part of Men­tor in live­ly vi­sions of mar­tial life at the cap­i­tal.

			“Come on, then! Why not? You go and sur­prise your fa­ther, and I’ll stir up old Brooke. It would be a glo­ri­ous joke; let’s do it, Jo. We’ll leave a let­ter say­ing we are all right, and trot off at once. I’ve got mon­ey enough; it will do you good, and be no harm, as you go to your fa­ther.”

			For a mo­ment Jo looked as if she would agree; for, wild as the plan was, it just suit­ed her. She was tired of care and con­fine­ment, longed for change, and thoughts of her fa­ther blend­ed tempt­ing­ly with the nov­el charms of camps and hos­pi­tals, lib­er­ty and fun. Her eyes kin­dled as they turned wist­ful­ly to­ward the win­dow, but they fell on the old house op­po­site, and she shook her head with sor­row­ful de­ci­sion.

			“If I was a boy, we’d run away to­geth­er, and have a cap­i­tal time; but as I’m a mis­er­able girl, I must be prop­er, and stop at home. Don’t tempt me, Ted­dy, it’s a crazy plan.”

			“That’s the fun of it,” be­gan Lau­rie, who had got a wil­ful fit on him, and was pos­sessed to break out of bounds in some way.

			“Hold your tongue!” cried Jo, cov­er­ing her ears. “ ‘Prunes and prisms’ are my doom, and I may as well make up my mind to it. I came here to mor­al­ize, not to hear about things that make me skip to think of.”

			“I know Meg would wet-blan­ket such a pro­pos­al, but I thought you had more spir­it,” be­gan Lau­rie in­sin­u­at­ing­ly.

			“Bad boy, be qui­et! Sit down and think of your own sins, don’t go mak­ing me add to mine. If I get your grand­pa to apol­o­gize for the shak­ing, will you give up run­ning away?” asked Jo se­ri­ous­ly.

			“Yes, but you won’t do it,” an­swered Lau­rie, who wished “to make up,” but felt that his out­raged dig­ni­ty must be ap­peased first.

			“If I can man­age the young one I can the old one,” mut­tered Jo, as she walked away, leav­ing Lau­rie bent over a rail­road map, with his head propped up on both hands.

			“Come in!” and Mr. Lau­rence’s gruff voice sound­ed gruffer than ev­er, as Jo tapped at his door.

			“It’s on­ly me, sir, come to re­turn a book,” she said bland­ly, as she en­tered.

			“Want any more?” asked the old gen­tle­man, look­ing grim and vexed, but try­ing not to show it.

			“Yes, please. I like old Sam so well, I think I’ll try the sec­ond vol­ume,” re­turned Jo, hop­ing to pro­pi­ti­ate him by ac­cept­ing a sec­ond dose of Boswell’s John­son, as he had rec­om­mend­ed that live­ly work.

			The shag­gy eye­brows un­bent a lit­tle, as he rolled the steps to­ward the shelf where the John­so­ni­an lit­er­a­ture was placed. Jo skipped up, and, sit­ting on the top step, af­fect­ed to be search­ing for her book, but was re­al­ly won­der­ing how best to in­tro­duce the dan­ger­ous ob­ject of her vis­it. Mr. Lau­rence seemed to sus­pect that some­thing was brew­ing in her mind; for, af­ter tak­ing sev­er­al brisk turns about the room, he faced round on her, speak­ing so abrupt­ly that Ras­se­las tum­bled face down­ward on the floor.

			“What has that boy been about? Don’t try to shield him. I know he has been in mis­chief by the way he act­ed when he came home. I can’t get a word from him; and when I threat­ened to shake the truth out of him he bolt­ed up­stairs, and locked him­self in­to his room.”

			“He did do wrong, but we for­gave him, and all promised not to say a word to any­one,” be­gan Jo re­luc­tant­ly.

			“That won’t do; he shall not shel­ter him­self be­hind a prom­ise from you soft­heart­ed girls. If he’s done any­thing amiss, he shall con­fess, beg par­don, and be pun­ished. Out with it, Jo, I won’t be kept in the dark.”

			Mr. Lau­rence looked so alarm­ing and spoke so sharply that Jo would have glad­ly run away, if she could, but she was perched aloft on the steps, and he stood at the foot, a li­on in the path, so she had to stay and brave it out.

			“In­deed, sir, I can­not tell; moth­er for­bade it. Lau­rie has con­fessed, asked par­don, and been pun­ished quite enough. We don’t keep si­lence to shield him, but some­one else, and it will make more trou­ble if you in­ter­fere. Please don’t; it was part­ly my fault, but it’s all right now; so let’s for­get it, and talk about the Ram­bler, or some­thing pleas­ant.”

			“Hang the Ram­bler! come down and give me your word that this harum-scarum boy of mine hasn’t done any­thing un­grate­ful or im­per­ti­nent. If he has, af­ter all your kind­ness to him, I’ll thrash him with my own hands.”

			The threat sound­ed aw­ful, but did not alarm Jo, for she knew the iras­ci­ble old gen­tle­man would nev­er lift a fin­ger against his grand­son, what­ev­er he might say to the con­trary. She obe­di­ent­ly de­scend­ed, and made as light of the prank as she could with­out be­tray­ing Meg or for­get­ting the truth.

			“Hum—ha—well, if the boy held his tongue be­cause he promised, and not from ob­sti­na­cy, I’ll for­give him. He’s a stub­born fel­low, and hard to man­age,” said Mr. Lau­rence, rub­bing up his hair till it looked as if he had been out in a gale, and smooth­ing the frown from his brow with an air of re­lief.

			“So am I; but a kind word will gov­ern me when all the king’s hors­es and all the king’s men couldn’t,” said Jo, try­ing to say a kind word for her friend, who seemed to get out of one scrape on­ly to fall in­to an­oth­er.

			“You think I’m not kind to him, hey?” was the sharp an­swer.

			“Oh, dear, no, sir; you are rather too kind some­times, and then just a tri­fle hasty when he tries your pa­tience. Don’t you think you are?”

			Jo was de­ter­mined to have it out now, and tried to look quite placid, though she quaked a lit­tle af­ter her bold speech. To her great re­lief and sur­prise, the old gen­tle­man on­ly threw his spec­ta­cles on to the ta­ble with a rat­tle, and ex­claimed frankly—

			“You’re right, girl, I am! I love the boy, but he tries my pa­tience past bear­ing, and I don’t know how it will end, if we go on so.”

			“I’ll tell you, he’ll run away.” Jo was sor­ry for that speech the minute it was made; she meant to warn him that Lau­rie would not bear much re­straint, and hoped he would be more for­bear­ing with the lad.

			Mr. Lau­rence’s rud­dy face changed sud­den­ly, and he sat down, with a trou­bled glance at the pic­ture of a hand­some man, which hung over his ta­ble. It was Lau­rie’s fa­ther, who had run away in his youth, and mar­ried against the im­pe­ri­ous old man’s will. Jo fan­cied he re­mem­bered and re­gret­ted the past, and she wished she had held her tongue.

			“He won’t do it un­less he is very much wor­ried, and on­ly threat­ens it some­times, when he gets tired of study­ing. I of­ten think I should like to, es­pe­cial­ly since my hair was cut; so, if you ev­er miss us, you may ad­ver­tise for two boys, and look among the ships bound for In­dia.”

			She laughed as she spoke, and Mr. Lau­rence looked re­lieved, ev­i­dent­ly tak­ing the whole as a joke.

			“You hussy, how dare you talk in that way? Where’s your re­spect for me, and your prop­er bring­ing up? Bless the boys and girls! What tor­ments they are; yet we can’t do with­out them,” he said, pinch­ing her cheeks good-hu­mored­ly. “Go and bring that boy down to his din­ner, tell him it’s all right, and ad­vise him not to put on tragedy airs with his grand­fa­ther. I won’t bear it.”

			“He won’t come, sir; he feels bad­ly be­cause you didn’t be­lieve him when he said he couldn’t tell. I think the shak­ing hurt his feel­ings very much.”

			Jo tried to look pa­thet­ic, but must have failed, for Mr. Lau­rence be­gan to laugh, and she knew the day was won.

			“I’m sor­ry for that, and ought to thank him for not shak­ing me, I sup­pose. What the dick­ens does the fel­low ex­pect?” and the old gen­tle­man looked a tri­fle ashamed of his own testi­ness.

			“If I were you, I’d write him an apol­o­gy, sir. He says he won’t come down till he has one, and talks about Wash­ing­ton, and goes on in an ab­surd way. A for­mal apol­o­gy will make him see how fool­ish he is, and bring him down quite ami­able. Try it; he likes fun, and this way is bet­ter than talk­ing. I’ll car­ry it up, and teach him his du­ty.”

			Mr. Lau­rence gave her a sharp look, and put on his spec­ta­cles, say­ing slow­ly, “You’re a sly puss, but I don’t mind be­ing man­aged by you and Beth. Here, give me a bit of pa­per, and let us have done with this non­sense.”

			The note was writ­ten in the terms which one gen­tle­man would use to an­oth­er af­ter of­fer­ing some deep in­sult. Jo dropped a kiss on the top of Mr. Lau­rence’s bald head, and ran up to slip the apol­o­gy un­der Lau­rie’s door, ad­vis­ing him, through the key­hole, to be sub­mis­sive, deco­rous, and a few oth­er agree­able im­pos­si­bil­i­ties. Find­ing the door locked again, she left the note to do its work, and was go­ing qui­et­ly away, when the young gen­tle­man slid down the ban­is­ters, and wait­ed for her at the bot­tom, say­ing, with his most vir­tu­ous ex­pres­sion of coun­te­nance, “What a good fel­low you are, Jo! Did you get blown up?” he added, laugh­ing.

			“No; he was pret­ty mild, on the whole.”

			“Ah! I got it all round; even you cast me off over there, and I felt just ready to go to the deuce,” he be­gan apolo­get­i­cal­ly.

			“Don’t talk in that way; turn over a new leaf and be­gin again, Ted­dy, my son.”

			“I keep turn­ing over new leaves, and spoil­ing them, as I used to spoil my copy­books; and I make so many be­gin­nings there nev­er will be an end,” he said dole­ful­ly.

			“Go and eat your din­ner; you’ll feel bet­ter af­ter it. Men al­ways croak when they are hun­gry,” and Jo whisked out at the front door af­ter that.

			“That’s a ‘la­bel’ on my ‘sect,’ ” an­swered Lau­rie, quot­ing Amy, as he went to par­take of hum­ble-pie du­ti­ful­ly with his grand­fa­ther, who was quite saint­ly in tem­per and over­whelm­ing­ly re­spect­ful in man­ner all the rest of the day.

			Ev­ery­one thought the mat­ter end­ed and the lit­tle cloud blown over; but the mis­chief was done, for, though oth­ers for­got it, Meg re­mem­bered. She nev­er al­lud­ed to a cer­tain per­son, but she thought of him a good deal, dreamed dreams more than ev­er; and once Jo, rum­mag­ing her sis­ter’s desk for stamps, found a bit of pa­per scrib­bled over with the words, “Mrs. John Brooke;” where­at she groaned trag­i­cal­ly, and cast it in­to the fire, feel­ing that Lau­rie’s prank had has­tened the evil day for her.

		
	
		
			
				XXII

				Pleas­ant Mead­ows

			
			Like sun­shine af­ter storm were the peace­ful weeks which fol­lowed. The in­valids im­proved rapid­ly, and Mr. March be­gan to talk of re­turn­ing ear­ly in the new year. Beth was soon able to lie on the study so­fa all day, amus­ing her­self with the well-beloved cats, at first, and, in time, with doll’s sewing, which had fall­en sad­ly be­hind­hand. Her once ac­tive limbs were so stiff and fee­ble that Jo took her a dai­ly air­ing about the house in her strong arms. Meg cheer­ful­ly black­ened and burnt her white hands cook­ing del­i­cate mess­es for “the dear;” while Amy, a loy­al slave of the ring, cel­e­brat­ed her re­turn by giv­ing away as many of her trea­sures as she could pre­vail on her sis­ters to ac­cept.

			As Christ­mas ap­proached, the usu­al mys­ter­ies be­gan to haunt the house, and Jo fre­quent­ly con­vulsed the fam­i­ly by propos­ing ut­ter­ly im­pos­si­ble or mag­nif­i­cent­ly ab­surd cer­e­monies, in hon­or of this un­usu­al­ly mer­ry Christ­mas. Lau­rie was equal­ly im­prac­ti­ca­ble, and would have had bon­fires, sky­rock­ets, and tri­umphal arch­es, if he had had his own way. Af­ter many skir­mish­es and snub­bings, the am­bi­tious pair were con­sid­ered ef­fec­tu­al­ly quenched, and went about with for­lorn faces, which were rather be­lied by ex­plo­sions of laugh­ter when the two got to­geth­er.

			Sev­er­al days of un­usu­al­ly mild weath­er fit­ly ush­ered in a splen­did Christ­mas Day. Han­nah “felt in her bones” that it was go­ing to be an un­usu­al­ly fine day, and she proved her­self a true prophet­ess, for ev­ery­body and ev­ery­thing seemed bound to pro­duce a grand suc­cess. To be­gin with, Mr. March wrote that he should soon be with them; then Beth felt un­com­mon­ly well that morn­ing, and, be­ing dressed in her moth­er’s gift—a soft crim­son meri­no wrap­per—was borne in tri­umph to the win­dow to be­hold the of­fer­ing of Jo and Lau­rie. The Un­quench­ables had done their best to be wor­thy of the name, for, like elves, they had worked by night, and con­jured up a com­i­cal sur­prise. Out in the gar­den stood a state­ly snow-maid­en, crowned with hol­ly, bear­ing a bas­ket of fruit and flow­ers in one hand, a great roll of new mu­sic in the oth­er, a per­fect rain­bow of an Afghan round her chilly shoul­ders, and a Christ­mas car­ol is­su­ing from her lips, on a pink pa­per stream­er:—

			
				
					“The Jungfrau to Beth.

				
				
					“God bless you, dear Queen Bess!
					

					May noth­ing you dis­may,
					

					But health and peace and hap­pi­ness
					

					Be yours, this Christ­mas Day.
				

				
					“Here’s fruit to feed our busy bee,
					

					And flow­ers for her nose;
					

					Here’s mu­sic for her pi­a­nee,
					

					An Afghan for her toes.
				

				
					“A por­trait of Joan­na, see,
					

					By Raphael No. 2,
					

					Who la­bored with great in­dus­try
					

					To make it fair and true.
				

				
					“Ac­cept a rib­bon red, I beg,
					

					For Madam Purrer’s tail;
					

					And ice-cream made by love­ly Peg—
					

					A Mont Blanc in a pail.
				

				
					“Their dear­est love my mak­ers laid
					

					With­in my breast of snow:
					

					Ac­cept it, and the Alpine maid,
					

					From Lau­rie and from Jo.”
				

			

			How Beth laughed when she saw it, how Lau­rie ran up and down to bring in the gifts, and what ridicu­lous speech­es Jo made as she pre­sent­ed them!

			“I’m so full of hap­pi­ness, that, if fa­ther was on­ly here, I couldn’t hold one drop more,” said Beth, quite sigh­ing with con­tent­ment as Jo car­ried her off to the study to rest af­ter the ex­cite­ment, and to re­fresh her­self with some of the de­li­cious grapes the “Jungfrau” had sent her.

			“So am I,” added Jo, slap­ping the pock­et where­in re­posed the long-de­sired Un­dine and Sin­tram.

			“I’m sure I am,” echoed Amy, por­ing over the en­graved copy of the Madon­na and Child, which her moth­er had giv­en her, in a pret­ty frame.

			“Of course I am!” cried Meg, smooth­ing the sil­very folds of her first silk dress; for Mr. Lau­rence had in­sist­ed on giv­ing it.

			“How can I be oth­er­wise?” said Mrs. March grate­ful­ly, as her eyes went from her hus­band’s let­ter to Beth’s smil­ing face, and her hand ca­ressed the brooch made of gray and gold­en, chest­nut and dark brown hair, which the girls had just fas­tened on her breast.

			Now and then, in this work-a-day world, things do hap­pen in the de­light­ful sto­ry­book fash­ion, and what a com­fort that is. Half an hour af­ter ev­ery­one had said they were so hap­py they could on­ly hold one drop more, the drop came. Lau­rie opened the par­lor door, and popped his head in very qui­et­ly. He might just as well have turned a som­er­sault and ut­tered an In­di­an war-whoop; for his face was so full of sup­pressed ex­cite­ment and his voice so treach­er­ous­ly joy­ful, that ev­ery­one jumped up, though he on­ly said, in a queer, breath­less voice, “Here’s an­oth­er Christ­mas present for the March fam­i­ly.”

			Be­fore the words were well out of his mouth, he was whisked away some­how, and in his place ap­peared a tall man, muf­fled up to the eyes, lean­ing on the arm of an­oth­er tall man, who tried to say some­thing and couldn’t. Of course there was a gen­er­al stam­pede; and for sev­er­al min­utes ev­ery­body seemed to lose their wits, for the strangest things were done, and no one said a word. Mr. March be­came in­vis­i­ble in the em­brace of four pairs of lov­ing arms; Jo dis­graced her­self by near­ly faint­ing away, and had to be doc­tored by Lau­rie in the chi­na-clos­et; Mr. Brooke kissed Meg en­tire­ly by mis­take, as he some­what in­co­her­ent­ly ex­plained; and Amy, the dig­ni­fied, tum­bled over a stool, and, nev­er stop­ping to get up, hugged and cried over her fa­ther’s boots in the most touch­ing man­ner. Mrs. March was the first to re­cov­er her­self, and held up her hand with a warn­ing, “Hush! re­mem­ber Beth!”

			But it was too late; the study door flew open, the lit­tle red wrap­per ap­peared on the thresh­old—joy put strength in­to the fee­ble limbs—and Beth ran straight in­to her fa­ther’s arms. Nev­er mind what hap­pened just af­ter that; for the full hearts over­flowed, wash­ing away the bit­ter­ness of the past, and leav­ing on­ly the sweet­ness of the present.

			It was not at all ro­man­tic, but a hearty laugh set ev­ery­body straight again, for Han­nah was dis­cov­ered be­hind the door, sob­bing over the fat tur­key, which she had for­got­ten to put down when she rushed up from the kitchen. As the laugh sub­sid­ed, Mrs. March be­gan to thank Mr. Brooke for his faith­ful care of her hus­band, at which Mr. Brooke sud­den­ly re­mem­bered that Mr. March need­ed rest, and, seiz­ing Lau­rie, he pre­cip­i­tate­ly re­tired. Then the two in­valids were or­dered to re­pose, which they did, by both sit­ting in one big chair, and talk­ing hard.

			Mr. March told how he had longed to sur­prise them, and how, when the fine weath­er came, he had been al­lowed by his doc­tor to take ad­van­tage of it; how de­vot­ed Brooke had been, and how he was al­to­geth­er a most es­timable and up­right young man. Why Mr. March paused a minute just there, and, af­ter a glance at Meg, who was vi­o­lent­ly pok­ing the fire, looked at his wife with an in­quir­ing lift of the eye­brows, I leave you to imag­ine; al­so why Mrs. March gen­tly nod­ded her head, and asked, rather abrupt­ly, if he wouldn’t have some­thing to eat. Jo saw and un­der­stood the look; and she stalked grim­ly away to get wine and beef-tea, mut­ter­ing to her­self, as she slammed the door, “I hate es­timable young men with brown eyes!”

			There nev­er was such a Christ­mas din­ner as they had that day. The fat tur­key was a sight to be­hold, when Han­nah sent him up, stuffed, browned, and dec­o­rat­ed; so was the plum-pud­ding, which quite melt­ed in one’s mouth; like­wise the jel­lies, in which Amy rev­elled like a fly in a hon­ey­pot. Ev­ery­thing turned out well, which was a mer­cy, Han­nah said, “For my mind was that flus­tered, mum, that it’s a mer­rycle I didn’t roast the pud­ding, and stuff the tur­key with raisins, let alone bilin’ of it in a cloth.”

			Mr. Lau­rence and his grand­son dined with them, al­so Mr. Brooke—at whom Jo glow­ered dark­ly, to Lau­rie’s in­fi­nite amuse­ment. Two easy-chairs stood side by side at the head of the ta­ble, in which sat Beth and her fa­ther, feast­ing mod­est­ly on chick­en and a lit­tle fruit. They drank healths, told sto­ries, sung songs, “rem­i­nisced,” as the old folks say, and had a thor­ough­ly good time. A sleigh-ride had been planned, but the girls would not leave their fa­ther; so the guests de­part­ed ear­ly, and, as twi­light gath­ered, the hap­py fam­i­ly sat to­geth­er round the fire.

			“Just a year ago we were groan­ing over the dis­mal Christ­mas we ex­pect­ed to have. Do you re­mem­ber?” asked Jo, break­ing a short pause which had fol­lowed a long con­ver­sa­tion about many things.

			“Rather a pleas­ant year on the whole!” said Meg, smil­ing at the fire, and con­grat­u­lat­ing her­self on hav­ing treat­ed Mr. Brooke with dig­ni­ty.

			“I think it’s been a pret­ty hard one,” ob­served Amy, watch­ing the light shine on her ring, with thought­ful eyes.

			“I’m glad it’s over, be­cause we’ve got you back,” whis­pered Beth, who sat on her fa­ther’s knee.

			“Rather a rough road for you to trav­el, my lit­tle pil­grims, es­pe­cial­ly the lat­ter part of it. But you have got on brave­ly; and I think the bur­dens are in a fair way to tum­ble off very soon,” said Mr. March, look­ing with fa­ther­ly sat­is­fac­tion at the four young faces gath­ered round him.

			“How do you know? Did moth­er tell you?” asked Jo.

			“Not much; straws show which way the wind blows, and I’ve made sev­er­al dis­cov­er­ies to­day.”

			“Oh, tell us what they are!” cried Meg, who sat be­side him.

			“Here is one;” and tak­ing up the hand which lay on the arm of his chair, he point­ed to the rough­ened fore­fin­ger, a burn on the back, and two or three lit­tle hard spots on the palm. “I re­mem­ber a time when this hand was white and smooth, and your first care was to keep it so. It was very pret­ty then, but to me it is much pret­ti­er now—for in these seem­ing blem­ish­es I read a lit­tle his­to­ry. A burnt-of­fer­ing has been made of van­i­ty; this hard­ened palm has earned some­thing bet­ter than blis­ters; and I’m sure the sewing done by these pricked fin­gers will last a long time, so much good­will went in­to the stitch­es. Meg, my dear, I val­ue the wom­an­ly skill which keeps home hap­py more than white hands or fash­ion­able ac­com­plish­ments. I’m proud to shake this good, in­dus­tri­ous lit­tle hand, and hope I shall not soon be asked to give it away.”

			If Meg had want­ed a re­ward for hours of pa­tient la­bor, she re­ceived it in the hearty pres­sure of her fa­ther’s hand and the ap­prov­ing smile he gave her.

			“What about Jo? Please say some­thing nice; for she has tried so hard, and been so very, very good to me,” said Beth, in her fa­ther’s ear.

			He laughed, and looked across at the tall girl who sat op­po­site, with an un­usu­al­ly mild ex­pres­sion in her brown face.

			“In spite of the curly crop, I don’t see the ‘son Jo’ whom I left a year ago,” said Mr. March. “I see a young la­dy who pins her col­lar straight, laces her boots neat­ly, and nei­ther whis­tles, talks slang, nor lies on the rug as she used to do. Her face is rather thin and pale, just now, with watch­ing and anx­i­ety; but I like to look at it, for it has grown gen­tler, and her voice is low­er; she doesn’t bounce, but moves qui­et­ly, and takes care of a cer­tain lit­tle per­son in a moth­er­ly way which de­lights me. I rather miss my wild girl; but if I get a strong, help­ful, ten­der­heart­ed wom­an in her place, I shall feel quite sat­is­fied. I don’t know whether the shear­ing sobered our black sheep, but I do know that in all Wash­ing­ton I couldn’t find any­thing beau­ti­ful enough to be bought with the five-and-twen­ty dol­lars which my good girl sent me.”

			Jo’s keen eyes were rather dim for a minute, and her thin face grew rosy in the fire­light, as she re­ceived her fa­ther’s praise, feel­ing that she did de­serve a por­tion of it.

			“Now Beth,” said Amy, long­ing for her turn, but ready to wait.

			“There’s so lit­tle of her, I’m afraid to say much, for fear she will slip away al­to­geth­er, though she is not so shy as she used to be,” be­gan their fa­ther cheer­ful­ly; but rec­ol­lect­ing how near­ly he had lost her, he held her close, say­ing ten­der­ly, with her cheek against his own, “I’ve got you safe, my Beth, and I’ll keep you so, please God.”

			Af­ter a minute’s si­lence, he looked down at Amy, who sat on the crick­et at his feet, and said, with a ca­ress of the shin­ing hair—

			“I ob­served that Amy took drum­sticks at din­ner, ran er­rands for her moth­er all the af­ter­noon, gave Meg her place tonight, and has wait­ed on ev­ery­one with pa­tience and good-hu­mor. I al­so ob­serve that she does not fret much nor look in the glass, and has not even men­tioned a very pret­ty ring which she wears; so I con­clude that she has learned to think of oth­er peo­ple more and of her­self less, and has de­cid­ed to try and mould her char­ac­ter as care­ful­ly as she moulds her lit­tle clay fig­ures. I am glad of this; for though I should be very proud of a grace­ful stat­ue made by her, I shall be in­fin­ite­ly proud­er of a lov­able daugh­ter, with a tal­ent for mak­ing life beau­ti­ful to her­self and oth­ers.”

			“What are you think­ing of, Beth?” asked Jo, when Amy had thanked her fa­ther and told about her ring.

			“I read in Pil­grim’s Progress to­day, how, af­ter many trou­bles, Chris­tian and Hope­ful came to a pleas­ant green mead­ow, where lilies bloomed all the year round, and there they rest­ed hap­pi­ly, as we do now, be­fore they went on to their jour­ney’s end,” an­swered Beth; adding, as she slipped out of her fa­ther’s arms, and went slow­ly to the in­stru­ment, “It’s singing time now, and I want to be in my old place. I’ll try to sing the song of the shep­herd-boy which the Pil­grims heard. I made the mu­sic for fa­ther, be­cause he likes the vers­es.”

			So, sit­ting at the dear lit­tle pi­ano, Beth soft­ly touched the keys, and, in the sweet voice they had nev­er thought to hear again, sung to her own ac­com­pa­ni­ment the quaint hymn, which was a sin­gu­lar­ly fit­ting song for her:—

			
				
					“He that is down need fear no fall,
					

					He that is low no pride;
					

					He that is hum­ble ev­er shall
					

					Have God to be his guide.
				

				
					“I am con­tent with what I have,
					

					Lit­tle be it or much;
					

					And, Lord! con­tent­ment still I crave,
					

					Be­cause Thou savest such.
				

				
					“Full­ness to them a bur­den is,
					

					That go on pil­grim­age;
					

					Here lit­tle, and here­after bliss,
					

					Is best from age to age!”
				

			

		
	
		
			
				XXIII

				Aunt March Set­tles the Ques­tion

			
			Like bees swarm­ing af­ter their queen, moth­er and daugh­ters hov­ered about Mr. March the next day, ne­glect­ing ev­ery­thing to look at, wait up­on, and lis­ten to the new in­valid, who was in a fair way to be killed by kind­ness. As he sat propped up in a big chair by Beth’s so­fa, with the oth­er three close by, and Han­nah pop­ping in her head now and then, “to peek at the dear man,” noth­ing seemed need­ed to com­plete their hap­pi­ness. But some­thing was need­ed, and the el­der ones felt it, though none con­fessed the fact. Mr. and Mrs. March looked at one an­oth­er with an anx­ious ex­pres­sion, as their eyes fol­lowed Meg. Jo had sud­den fits of so­bri­ety, and was seen to shake her fist at Mr. Brooke’s um­brel­la, which had been left in the hall; Meg was ab­sent­mind­ed, shy, and silent, start­ed when the bell rang, and col­ored when John’s name was men­tioned; Amy said, “Ev­ery­one seemed wait­ing for some­thing, and couldn’t set­tle down, which was queer, since fa­ther was safe at home,” and Beth in­no­cent­ly won­dered why their neigh­bors didn’t run over as usu­al.

			Lau­rie went by in the af­ter­noon, and, see­ing Meg at the win­dow, seemed sud­den­ly pos­sessed with a melo­dra­mat­ic fit, for he fell down up­on one knee in the snow, beat his breast, tore his hair, and clasped his hands im­plor­ing­ly, as if beg­ging some boon; and when Meg told him to be­have him­self and go away, he wrung imag­i­nary tears out of his hand­ker­chief, and stag­gered round the cor­ner as if in ut­ter de­spair.

			“What does the goose mean?” said Meg, laugh­ing, and try­ing to look un­con­scious.

			“He’s show­ing you how your John will go on by and by. Touch­ing, isn’t it?” an­swered Jo scorn­ful­ly.

			“Don’t say my John, it isn’t prop­er or true;” but Meg’s voice lin­gered over the words as if they sound­ed pleas­ant to her. “Please don’t plague me, Jo; I’ve told you I don’t care much about him, and there isn’t to be any­thing said, but we are all to be friend­ly, and go on as be­fore.”

			“We can’t, for some­thing has been said, and Lau­rie’s mis­chief has spoilt you for me. I see it, and so does moth­er; you are not like your old self a bit, and seem ev­er so far away from me. I don’t mean to plague you, and will bear it like a man, but I do wish it was all set­tled. I hate to wait; so if you mean ev­er to do it, make haste and have it over quick­ly,” said Jo pet­tish­ly.

			“I can’t say or do any­thing till he speaks, and he won’t, be­cause fa­ther said I was too young,” be­gan Meg, bend­ing over her work, with a queer lit­tle smile, which sug­gest­ed that she did not quite agree with her fa­ther on that point.

			“If he did speak, you wouldn’t know what to say, but would cry or blush, or let him have his own way, in­stead of giv­ing a good, de­cid­ed, ‘No.’ ”

			“I’m not so sil­ly and weak as you think. I know just what I should say, for I’ve planned it all, so I needn’t be tak­en un­awares; there’s no know­ing what may hap­pen, and I wished to be pre­pared.”

			Jo couldn’t help smil­ing at the im­por­tant air which Meg had un­con­scious­ly as­sumed, and which was as be­com­ing as the pret­ty col­or vary­ing in her cheeks.

			“Would you mind telling me what you’d say?” asked Jo more re­spect­ful­ly.

			“Not at all; you are six­teen now, quite old enough to be my con­fi­dant, and my ex­pe­ri­ence will be use­ful to you by and by, per­haps, in your own af­fairs of this sort.”

			“Don’t mean to have any; it’s fun to watch oth­er peo­ple phi­lan­der, but I should feel like a fool do­ing it my­self,” said Jo, look­ing alarmed at the thought.

			“I think not, if you liked any­one very much, and he liked you.” Meg spoke as if to her­self, and glanced out at the lane, where she had of­ten seen lovers walk­ing to­geth­er in the sum­mer twi­light.

			“I thought you were go­ing to tell your speech to that man,” said Jo, rude­ly short­en­ing her sis­ter’s lit­tle rever­ie.

			“Oh, I should mere­ly say, quite calm­ly and de­cid­ed­ly, ‘Thank you, Mr. Brooke, you are very kind, but I agree with fa­ther that I am too young to en­ter in­to any en­gage­ment at present; so please say no more, but let us be friends as we were.’ ”

			“Hum! that’s stiff and cool enough. I don’t be­lieve you’ll ev­er say it, and I know he won’t be sat­is­fied if you do. If he goes on like the re­ject­ed lovers in books, you’ll give in, rather than hurt his feel­ings.”

			“No, I won’t. I shall tell him I’ve made up my mind, and shall walk out of the room with dig­ni­ty.”

			Meg rose as she spoke, and was just go­ing to re­hearse the dig­ni­fied ex­it, when a step in the hall made her fly in­to her seat, and be­gin to sew as if her life de­pend­ed on fin­ish­ing that par­tic­u­lar seam in a giv­en time. Jo smoth­ered a laugh at the sud­den change, and, when some­one gave a mod­est tap, opened the door with a grim as­pect, which was any­thing but hos­pitable.

			“Good af­ter­noon. I came to get my um­brel­la—that is, to see how your fa­ther finds him­self to­day,” said Mr. Brooke, get­ting a tri­fle con­fused as his eye went from one tell­tale face to the oth­er.

			“It’s very well, he’s in the rack, I’ll get him, and tell it you are here,” and hav­ing jum­bled her fa­ther and the um­brel­la well to­geth­er in her re­ply, Jo slipped out of the room to give Meg a chance to make her speech and air her dig­ni­ty. But the in­stant she van­ished, Meg be­gan to si­dle to­wards the door, mur­mur­ing—

			“Moth­er will like to see you. Pray sit down, I’ll call her.”

			“Don’t go; are you afraid of me, Mar­garet?” and Mr. Brooke looked so hurt that Meg thought she must have done some­thing very rude. She blushed up to the lit­tle curls on her fore­head, for he had nev­er called her Mar­garet be­fore, and she was sur­prised to find how nat­u­ral and sweet it seemed to hear him say it. Anx­ious to ap­pear friend­ly and at her ease, she put out her hand with a con­fid­ing ges­ture, and said grate­ful­ly—

			“How can I be afraid when you have been so kind to fa­ther? I on­ly wish I could thank you for it.”

			“Shall I tell you how?” asked Mr. Brooke, hold­ing the small hand fast in both his own, and look­ing down at Meg with so much love in the brown eyes, that her heart be­gan to flut­ter, and she both longed to run away and to stop and lis­ten.

			“Oh no, please don’t—I’d rather not,” she said, try­ing to with­draw her hand, and look­ing fright­ened in spite of her de­nial.

			“I won’t trou­ble you, I on­ly want to know if you care for me a lit­tle, Meg. I love you so much, dear,” added Mr. Brooke ten­der­ly.

			This was the mo­ment for the calm, prop­er speech, but Meg didn’t make it; she for­got ev­ery word of it, hung her head, and an­swered, “I don’t know,” so soft­ly, that John had to stoop down to catch the fool­ish lit­tle re­ply.

			He seemed to think it was worth the trou­ble, for he smiled to him­self as if quite sat­is­fied, pressed the plump hand grate­ful­ly, and said, in his most per­sua­sive tone, “Will you try and find out? I want to know so much; for I can’t go to work with any heart un­til I learn whether I am to have my re­ward in the end or not.”

			“I’m too young,” fal­tered Meg, won­der­ing why she was so flut­tered, yet rather en­joy­ing it.

			“I’ll wait; and in the mean­time, you could be learn­ing to like me. Would it be a very hard les­son, dear?”

			“Not if I chose to learn it, but—”

			“Please choose to learn, Meg. I love to teach, and this is eas­i­er than Ger­man,” broke in John, get­ting pos­ses­sion of the oth­er hand, so that she had no way of hid­ing her face, as he bent to look in­to it.

			His tone was prop­er­ly be­seech­ing; but, steal­ing a shy look at him, Meg saw that his eyes were mer­ry as well as ten­der, and that he wore the sat­is­fied smile of one who had no doubt of his suc­cess. This net­tled her; An­nie Mof­fat’s fool­ish lessons in co­quetry came in­to her mind, and the love of pow­er, which sleeps in the bo­soms of the best of lit­tle wom­en, woke up all of a sud­den and took pos­ses­sion of her. She felt ex­cit­ed and strange, and, not know­ing what else to do, fol­lowed a capri­cious im­pulse, and, with­draw­ing her hands, said petu­lant­ly, “I don’t choose. Please go away and let me be!”

			Poor Mr. Brooke looked as if his love­ly cas­tle in the air was tum­bling about his ears, for he had nev­er seen Meg in such a mood be­fore, and it rather be­wil­dered him.

			“Do you re­al­ly mean that?” he asked anx­ious­ly, fol­low­ing her as she walked away.

			“Yes, I do; I don’t want to be wor­ried about such things. Fa­ther says I needn’t; it’s too soon and I’d rather not.”

			“Mayn’t I hope you’ll change your mind by and by? I’ll wait, and say noth­ing till you have had more time. Don’t play with me, Meg. I didn’t think that of you.”

			“Don’t think of me at all. I’d rather you wouldn’t,” said Meg, tak­ing a naughty sat­is­fac­tion in try­ing her lover’s pa­tience and her own pow­er.

			He was grave and pale now, and looked de­cid­ed­ly more like the nov­el he­roes whom she ad­mired; but he nei­ther slapped his fore­head nor tramped about the room, as they did; he just stood look­ing at her so wist­ful­ly, so ten­der­ly, that she found her heart re­lent­ing in spite of her. What would have hap­pened next I can­not say, if Aunt March had not come hob­bling in at this in­ter­est­ing minute.

			The old la­dy couldn’t re­sist her long­ing to see her nephew; for she had met Lau­rie as she took her air­ing, and, hear­ing of Mr. March’s ar­rival, drove straight out to see him. The fam­i­ly were all busy in the back part of the house, and she had made her way qui­et­ly in, hop­ing to sur­prise them. She did sur­prise two of them so much that Meg start­ed as if she had seen a ghost, and Mr. Brooke van­ished in­to the study.

			“Bless me, what’s all this?” cried the old la­dy, with a rap of her cane, as she glanced from the pale young gen­tle­man to the scar­let young la­dy.

			“It’s fa­ther’s friend. I’m so sur­prised to see you!” stam­mered Meg, feel­ing that she was in for a lec­ture now.

			“That’s ev­i­dent,” re­turned Aunt March, sit­ting down. “But what is fa­ther’s friend say­ing to make you look like a pe­ony? There’s mis­chief go­ing on, and I in­sist up­on know­ing what it is,” with an­oth­er rap.

			“We were mere­ly talk­ing. Mr. Brooke came for his um­brel­la,” be­gan Meg, wish­ing that Mr. Brooke and the um­brel­la were safe­ly out of the house.

			“Brooke? That boy’s tu­tor? Ah! I un­der­stand now. I know all about it. Jo blun­dered in­to a wrong mes­sage in one of your fa­ther’s let­ters, and I made her tell me. You haven’t gone and ac­cept­ed him, child?” cried Aunt March, look­ing scan­dal­ized.

			“Hush! he’ll hear. Shan’t I call moth­er?” said Meg, much trou­bled.

			“Not yet. I’ve some­thing to say to you, and I must free my mind at once. Tell me, do you mean to mar­ry this Cook? If you do, not one pen­ny of my mon­ey ev­er goes to you. Re­mem­ber that, and be a sen­si­ble girl,” said the old la­dy im­pres­sive­ly.

			Now Aunt March pos­sessed in per­fec­tion the art of rous­ing the spir­it of op­po­si­tion in the gen­tlest peo­ple, and en­joyed do­ing it. The best of us have a spice of per­ver­si­ty in us, es­pe­cial­ly when we are young and in love. If Aunt March had begged Meg to ac­cept John Brooke, she would prob­a­bly have de­clared she couldn’t think of it; but as she was peremp­to­ri­ly or­dered not to like him, she im­me­di­ate­ly made up her mind that she would. In­cli­na­tion as well as per­ver­si­ty made the de­ci­sion easy, and, be­ing al­ready much ex­cit­ed, Meg op­posed the old la­dy with un­usu­al spir­it.

			“I shall mar­ry whom I please, Aunt March, and you can leave your mon­ey to any­one you like,” she said, nod­ding her head with a res­o­lute air.

			“High­ty tighty! Is that the way you take my ad­vice, miss? You’ll be sor­ry for it, by and by, when you’ve tried love in a cot­tage, and found it a fail­ure.”

			“It can’t be a worse one than some peo­ple find in big hous­es,” re­tort­ed Meg.

			Aunt March put on her glass­es and took a look at the girl, for she did not know her in this new mood. Meg hard­ly knew her­self, she felt so brave and in­de­pen­dent—so glad to de­fend John, and as­sert her right to love him, if she liked. Aunt March saw that she had be­gun wrong, and, af­ter a lit­tle pause, made a fresh start, say­ing, as mild­ly as she could, “Now, Meg, my dear, be rea­son­able, and take my ad­vice. I mean it kind­ly, and don’t want you to spoil your whole life by mak­ing a mis­take at the be­gin­ning. You ought to mar­ry well, and help your fam­i­ly; it’s your du­ty to make a rich match, and it ought to be im­pressed up­on you.”

			“Fa­ther and moth­er don’t think so; they like John, though he is poor.”

			“Your par­ents, my dear, have no more world­ly wis­dom than two ba­bies.”

			“I’m glad of it,” cried Meg stout­ly.

			Aunt March took no no­tice, but went on with her lec­ture. “This Rook is poor, and hasn’t got any rich re­la­tions, has he?”

			“No; but he has many warm friends.”

			“You can’t live on friends; try it, and see how cool they’ll grow. He hasn’t any busi­ness, has he?”

			“Not yet; Mr. Lau­rence is go­ing to help him.”

			“That won’t last long. James Lau­rence is a crotch­ety old fel­low, and not to be de­pend­ed on. So you in­tend to mar­ry a man with­out mon­ey, po­si­tion, or busi­ness, and go on work­ing hard­er than you do now, when you might be com­fort­able all your days by mind­ing me and do­ing bet­ter? I thought you had more sense, Meg.”

			“I couldn’t do bet­ter if I wait­ed half my life! John is good and wise; he’s got heaps of tal­ent; he’s will­ing to work, and sure to get on, he’s so en­er­get­ic and brave. Ev­ery­one likes and re­spects him, and I’m proud to think he cares for me, though I’m so poor and young and sil­ly,” said Meg, look­ing pret­ti­er than ev­er in her earnest­ness.

			“He knows you have got rich re­la­tions, child; that’s the se­cret of his lik­ing, I sus­pect.”

			“Aunt March, how dare you say such a thing? John is above such mean­ness, and I won’t lis­ten to you a minute if you talk so,” cried Meg in­dig­nant­ly, for­get­ting ev­ery­thing but the in­jus­tice of the old la­dy’s sus­pi­cions. “My John wouldn’t mar­ry for mon­ey, any­more than I would. We are will­ing to work, and we mean to wait. I’m not afraid of be­ing poor, for I’ve been hap­py so far, and I know I shall be with him, be­cause he loves me, and I—”

			Meg stopped there, re­mem­ber­ing all of a sud­den that she hadn’t made up her mind; that she had told “her John” to go away, and that he might be over­hear­ing her in­con­sis­tent re­marks.

			Aunt March was very an­gry, for she had set her heart on hav­ing her pret­ty niece make a fine match, and some­thing in the girl’s hap­py young face made the lone­ly old wom­an feel both sad and sour.

			“Well, I wash my hands of the whole af­fair! You are a wil­ful child, and you’ve lost more than you know by this piece of fol­ly. No, I won’t stop; I’m dis­ap­point­ed in you, and haven’t spir­its to see your fa­ther now. Don’t ex­pect any­thing from me when you are mar­ried; your Mr. Book’s friends must take care of you. I’m done with you for­ev­er.”

			And, slam­ming the door in Meg’s face, Aunt March drove off in high dud­geon. She seemed to take all the girl’s courage with her; for, when left alone, Meg stood a mo­ment, un­de­cid­ed whether to laugh or cry. Be­fore she could make up her mind, she was tak­en pos­ses­sion of by Mr. Brooke, who said, all in one breath, “I couldn’t help hear­ing, Meg. Thank you for de­fend­ing me, and Aunt March for prov­ing that you do care for me a lit­tle bit.”

			“I didn’t know how much, till she abused you,” be­gan Meg.

			“And I needn’t go away, but may stay and be hap­py, may I, dear?”

			Here was an­oth­er fine chance to make the crush­ing speech and the state­ly ex­it, but Meg nev­er thought of do­ing ei­ther, and dis­graced her­self for­ev­er in Jo’s eyes by meek­ly whis­per­ing, “Yes, John,” and hid­ing her face on Mr. Brooke’s waist­coat.

			Fif­teen min­utes af­ter Aunt March’s de­par­ture, Jo came soft­ly down­stairs, paused an in­stant at the par­lor door, and, hear­ing no sound with­in, nod­ded and smiled, with a sat­is­fied ex­pres­sion, say­ing to her­self, “She has sent him away as we planned, and that af­fair is set­tled. I’ll go and hear the fun, and have a good laugh over it.”

			But poor Jo nev­er got her laugh, for she was trans­fixed up­on the thresh­old by a spec­ta­cle which held her there, star­ing with her mouth near­ly as wide open as her eyes. Go­ing in to ex­ult over a fall­en en­e­my, and to praise a strong-mind­ed sis­ter for the ban­ish­ment of an ob­jec­tion­able lover, it cer­tain­ly was a shock to be­hold the afore­said en­e­my serene­ly sit­ting on the so­fa, with the strong-mind­ed sis­ter en­throned up­on his knee, and wear­ing an ex­pres­sion of the most ab­ject sub­mis­sion. Jo gave a sort of gasp, as if a cold show­er-bath had sud­den­ly fall­en up­on her—for such an un­ex­pect­ed turn­ing of the ta­bles ac­tu­al­ly took her breath away. At the odd sound, the lovers turned and saw her. Meg jumped up, look­ing both proud and shy; but “that man,” as Jo called him, ac­tu­al­ly laughed, and said cool­ly, as he kissed the as­ton­ished new­com­er, “Sis­ter Jo, con­grat­u­late us!”

			That was adding in­sult to in­jury—it was al­to­geth­er too much—and, mak­ing some wild demon­stra­tion with her hands, Jo van­ished with­out a word. Rush­ing up­stairs, she star­tled the in­valids by ex­claim­ing trag­i­cal­ly, as she burst in­to the room, “Oh, do some­body go down quick; John Brooke is act­ing dread­ful­ly, and Meg likes it!”

			Mr. and Mrs. March left the room with speed; and, cast­ing her­self up­on the bed, Jo cried and scold­ed tem­pes­tu­ous­ly as she told the aw­ful news to Beth and Amy. The lit­tle girls, how­ev­er, con­sid­ered it a most agree­able and in­ter­est­ing event, and Jo got lit­tle com­fort from them; so she went up to her refuge in the gar­ret, and con­fid­ed her trou­bles to the rats.

			No­body ev­er knew what went on in the par­lor that af­ter­noon; but a great deal of talk­ing was done, and qui­et Mr. Brooke as­ton­ished his friends by the elo­quence and spir­it with which he plead­ed his suit, told his plans, and per­suad­ed them to ar­range ev­ery­thing just as he want­ed it.

			The tea-bell rang be­fore he had fin­ished de­scrib­ing the par­adise which he meant to earn for Meg, and he proud­ly took her in to sup­per, both look­ing so hap­py that Jo hadn’t the heart to be jeal­ous or dis­mal. Amy was very much im­pressed by John’s de­vo­tion and Meg’s dig­ni­ty. Beth beamed at them from a dis­tance, while Mr. and Mrs. March sur­veyed the young cou­ple with such ten­der sat­is­fac­tion that it was per­fect­ly ev­i­dent Aunt March was right in call­ing them as “un­world­ly as a pair of ba­bies.” No one ate much, but ev­ery­one looked very hap­py, and the old room seemed to bright­en up amaz­ing­ly when the first ro­mance of the fam­i­ly be­gan there.

			“You can’t say noth­ing pleas­ant ev­er hap­pens now, can you, Meg?” said Amy, try­ing to de­cide how she would group the lovers in the sketch she was plan­ning to take.

			“No, I’m sure I can’t. How much has hap­pened since I said that! It seems a year ago,” an­swered Meg, who was in a bliss­ful dream, lift­ed far above such com­mon things as bread and but­ter.

			“The joys come close up­on the sor­rows this time, and I rather think the changes have be­gun,” said Mrs. March. “In most fam­i­lies there comes, now and then, a year full of events; this has been such an one, but it ends well, af­ter all.”

			“Hope the next will end bet­ter,” mut­tered Jo, who found it very hard to see Meg ab­sorbed in a stranger be­fore her face; for Jo loved a few per­sons very dear­ly, and dread­ed to have their af­fec­tion lost or less­ened in any way.

			“I hope the third year from this will end bet­ter; I mean it shall, if I live to work out my plans,” said Mr. Brooke, smil­ing at Meg, as if ev­ery­thing had be­come pos­si­ble to him now.

			“Doesn’t it seem very long to wait?” asked Amy, who was in a hur­ry for the wed­ding.

			“I’ve got so much to learn be­fore I shall be ready, it seems a short time to me,” an­swered Meg, with a sweet grav­i­ty in her face, nev­er seen there be­fore.

			“You have on­ly to wait; I am to do the work,” said John, be­gin­ning his labors by pick­ing up Meg’s nap­kin, with an ex­pres­sion which caused Jo to shake her head, and then say to her­self, with an air of re­lief, as the front door banged, “Here comes Lau­rie. Now we shall have a lit­tle sen­si­ble con­ver­sa­tion.”

			But Jo was mis­tak­en; for Lau­rie came pranc­ing in, over­flow­ing with spir­its, bear­ing a great bridal-look­ing bou­quet for “Mrs. John Brooke,” and ev­i­dent­ly la­bor­ing un­der the delu­sion that the whole af­fair had been brought about by his ex­cel­lent man­age­ment.

			“I knew Brooke would have it all his own way, he al­ways does; for when he makes up his mind to ac­com­plish any­thing, it’s done, though the sky falls,” said Lau­rie, when he had pre­sent­ed his of­fer­ing and his con­grat­u­la­tions.

			“Much obliged for that rec­om­men­da­tion. I take it as a good omen for the fu­ture, and in­vite you to my wed­ding on the spot,” an­swered Mr. Brooke, who felt at peace with all mankind, even his mis­chievous pupil.

			“I’ll come if I’m at the ends of the earth; for the sight of Jo’s face alone, on that oc­ca­sion, would be worth a long jour­ney. You don’t look fes­tive, ma’am; what’s the mat­ter?” asked Lau­rie, fol­low­ing her in­to a cor­ner of the par­lor, whith­er all had ad­journed to greet Mr. Lau­rence.

			“I don’t ap­prove of the match, but I’ve made up my mind to bear it, and shall not say a word against it,” said Jo solemn­ly. “You can’t know how hard it is for me to give up Meg,” she con­tin­ued, with a lit­tle quiver in her voice.

			“You don’t give her up. You on­ly go halves,” said Lau­rie con­sol­ing­ly.

			“It nev­er can be the same again. I’ve lost my dear­est friend,” sighed Jo.

			“You’ve got me, any­how. I’m not good for much, I know; but I’ll stand by you, Jo, all the days of my life; up­on my word I will!” and Lau­rie meant what he said.

			“I know you will, and I’m ev­er so much obliged; you are al­ways a great com­fort to me, Ted­dy,” re­turned Jo, grate­ful­ly shak­ing hands.

			“Well, now, don’t be dis­mal, there’s a good fel­low. It’s all right, you see. Meg is hap­py; Brooke will fly round and get set­tled im­me­di­ate­ly; grand­pa will at­tend to him, and it will be very jol­ly to see Meg in her own lit­tle house. We’ll have cap­i­tal times af­ter she is gone, for I shall be through col­lege be­fore long, and then we’ll go abroad, or some nice trip or oth­er. Wouldn’t that con­sole you?”

			“I rather think it would; but there’s no know­ing what may hap­pen in three years,” said Jo thought­ful­ly.

			“That’s true. Don’t you wish you could take a look for­ward, and see where we shall all be then? I do,” re­turned Lau­rie.

			“I think not, for I might see some­thing sad; and ev­ery­one looks so hap­py now, I don’t be­lieve they could be much im­proved,” and Jo’s eyes went slow­ly round the room, bright­en­ing as they looked, for the prospect was a pleas­ant one.

			Fa­ther and moth­er sat to­geth­er, qui­et­ly re­liv­ing the first chap­ter of the ro­mance which for them be­gan some twen­ty years ago. Amy was draw­ing the lovers, who sat apart in a beau­ti­ful world of their own, the light of which touched their faces with a grace the lit­tle artist could not copy. Beth lay on her so­fa, talk­ing cheer­i­ly with her old friend, who held her lit­tle hand as if he felt that it pos­sessed the pow­er to lead him along the peace­ful way she walked. Jo lounged in her fa­vorite low seat, with the grave, qui­et look which best be­came her; and Lau­rie, lean­ing on the back of her chair, his chin on a lev­el with her curly head, smiled with his friendli­est as­pect, and nod­ded at her in the long glass which re­flect­ed them both.

			

			So grouped, the cur­tain falls up­on Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. Whether it ev­er ris­es again, de­pends up­on the re­cep­tion giv­en to the first act of the do­mes­tic dra­ma called “Lit­tle Wom­en.”
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				XXIV

				Gos­sip

			
			In or­der that we may start afresh, and go to Meg’s wed­ding with free minds, it will be well to be­gin with a lit­tle gos­sip about the March­es. And here let me premise, that if any of the el­ders think there is too much “lover­ing” in the sto­ry, as I fear they may (I’m not afraid the young folks will make that ob­jec­tion), I can on­ly say with Mrs. March, “What can you ex­pect when I have four gay girls in the house, and a dash­ing young neigh­bor over the way?”

			The three years that have passed have brought but few changes to the qui­et fam­i­ly. The war is over, and Mr. March safe­ly at home, busy with his books and the small parish which found in him a min­is­ter by na­ture as by grace—a qui­et, stu­dious man, rich in the wis­dom that is bet­ter than learn­ing, the char­i­ty which calls all mankind “broth­er,” the piety that blos­soms in­to char­ac­ter, mak­ing it au­gust and love­ly.

			These at­tributes, in spite of pover­ty and the strict in­tegri­ty which shut him out from the more world­ly suc­cess­es, at­tract­ed to him many ad­mirable per­sons, as nat­u­ral­ly as sweet herbs draw bees, and as nat­u­ral­ly he gave them the hon­ey in­to which fifty years of hard ex­pe­ri­ence had dis­tilled no bit­ter drop. Earnest young men found the gray­head­ed schol­ar as young at heart as they; thought­ful or trou­bled wom­en in­stinc­tive­ly brought their doubts and sor­rows to him, sure of find­ing the gen­tlest sym­pa­thy, the wis­est coun­sel; sin­ners told their sins to the pure-heart­ed old man, and were both re­buked and saved; gift­ed men found a com­pan­ion in him; am­bi­tious men caught glimpses of no­bler am­bi­tions than their own; and even worldlings con­fessed that his be­liefs were beau­ti­ful and true, al­though “they wouldn’t pay.”

			To out­siders, the five en­er­get­ic wom­en seemed to rule the house, and so they did in many things; but the qui­et schol­ar, sit­ting among his books, was still the head of the fam­i­ly, the house­hold con­science, an­chor, and com­forter; for to him the busy, anx­ious wom­en al­ways turned in trou­blous times, find­ing him, in the truest sense of those sa­cred words, hus­band and fa­ther.

			The girls gave their hearts in­to their moth­er’s keep­ing, their souls in­to their fa­ther’s; and to both par­ents, who lived and la­bored so faith­ful­ly for them, they gave a love that grew with their growth, and bound them ten­der­ly to­geth­er by the sweet­est tie which bless­es life and out­lives death.

			Mrs. March is as brisk and cheery, though rather gray­er, than when we saw her last, and just now so ab­sorbed in Meg’s af­fairs that the hos­pi­tals and homes, still full of wound­ed “boys” and sol­diers’ wid­ows, de­cid­ed­ly miss the moth­er­ly mis­sion­ary’s vis­its.

			John Brooke did his du­ty man­ful­ly for a year, got wound­ed, was sent home, and not al­lowed to re­turn. He re­ceived no stars or bars, but he de­served them, for he cheer­ful­ly risked all he had; and life and love are very pre­cious when both are in full bloom. Per­fect­ly re­signed to his dis­charge, he de­vot­ed him­self to get­ting well, pre­par­ing for busi­ness, and earn­ing a home for Meg. With the good sense and stur­dy in­de­pen­dence that char­ac­ter­ized him, he re­fused Mr. Lau­rence’s more gen­er­ous of­fers, and ac­cept­ed the place of book­keep­er feel­ing bet­ter sat­is­fied to be­gin with an hon­est­ly-earned salary than by run­ning any risks with bor­rowed mon­ey.

			Meg had spent the time in work­ing as well as wait­ing, grow­ing wom­an­ly in char­ac­ter, wise in house­wife­ly arts, and pret­ti­er than ev­er; for love is a great beau­ti­fi­er. She had her girl­ish am­bi­tions and hopes, and felt some dis­ap­point­ment at the hum­ble way in which the new life must be­gin. Ned Mof­fat had just mar­ried Sal­lie Gar­diner, and Meg couldn’t help con­trast­ing their fine house and car­riage, many gifts, and splen­did out­fit, with her own, and se­cret­ly wish­ing she could have the same. But some­how en­vy and dis­con­tent soon van­ished when she thought of all the pa­tient love and la­bor John had put in­to the lit­tle home await­ing her; and when they sat to­geth­er in the twi­light, talk­ing over their small plans, the fu­ture al­ways grew so beau­ti­ful and bright that she for­got Sal­lie’s splen­dor, and felt her­self the rich­est, hap­pi­est girl in Chris­ten­dom.

			Jo nev­er went back to Aunt March, for the old la­dy took such a fan­cy to Amy that she bribed her with the of­fer of draw­ing lessons from one of the best teach­ers go­ing; and for the sake of this ad­van­tage, Amy would have served a far hard­er mis­tress. So she gave her morn­ings to du­ty, her af­ter­noons to plea­sure, and pros­pered fine­ly. Jo, mean­time, de­vot­ed her­self to lit­er­a­ture and Beth, who re­mained del­i­cate long af­ter the fever was a thing of the past. Not an in­valid ex­act­ly, but nev­er again the rosy, healthy crea­ture she had been; yet al­ways hope­ful, hap­py, and serene, busy with the qui­et du­ties she loved, ev­ery­one’s friend, and an an­gel in the house, long be­fore those who loved her most had learned to know it.

			As long as the Spread Ea­gle paid her a dol­lar a col­umn for her “rub­bish,” as she called it, Jo felt her­self a wom­an of means, and spun her lit­tle ro­mances dili­gent­ly. But great plans fer­ment­ed in her busy brain and am­bi­tious mind, and the old tin kitchen in the gar­ret held a slow­ly in­creas­ing pile of blot­ted man­u­script, which was one day to place the name of March up­on the roll of fame.

			Lau­rie, hav­ing du­ti­ful­ly gone to col­lege to please his grand­fa­ther, was now get­ting through it in the eas­i­est pos­si­ble man­ner to please him­self. A uni­ver­sal fa­vorite, thanks to mon­ey, man­ners, much tal­ent, and the kind­est heart that ev­er got its own­er in­to scrapes by try­ing to get oth­er peo­ple out of them, he stood in great dan­ger of be­ing spoilt, and prob­a­bly would have been, like many an­oth­er promis­ing boy, if he had not pos­sessed a tal­is­man against evil in the mem­o­ry of the kind old man who was bound up in his suc­cess, the moth­er­ly friend who watched over him as if he were her son, and last, but not least by any means, the knowl­edge that four in­no­cent girls loved, ad­mired, and be­lieved in him with all their hearts.

			Be­ing on­ly “a glo­ri­ous hu­man boy,” of course he frol­icked and flirt­ed, grew dan­di­fied, aquat­ic, sen­ti­men­tal, or gym­nas­tic, as col­lege fash­ions or­dained; hazed and was hazed, talked slang, and more than once came per­ilous­ly near sus­pen­sion and ex­pul­sion. But as high spir­its and the love of fun were the caus­es of these pranks, he al­ways man­aged to save him­self by frank con­fes­sion, hon­or­able atone­ment, or the ir­re­sistible pow­er of per­sua­sion which he pos­sessed in per­fec­tion. In fact, he rather prid­ed him­self on his nar­row es­capes, and liked to thrill the girls with graph­ic ac­counts of his tri­umphs over wrath­ful tu­tors, dig­ni­fied pro­fes­sors, and van­quished en­e­mies. The “men of my class” were he­roes in the eyes of the girls, who nev­er wea­ried of the ex­ploits of “our fel­lows,” and were fre­quent­ly al­lowed to bask in the smiles of these great crea­tures, when Lau­rie brought them home with him.

			Amy es­pe­cial­ly en­joyed this high hon­or, and be­came quite a belle among them; for her la­dy­ship ear­ly felt and learned to use the gift of fas­ci­na­tion with which she was en­dowed. Meg was too much ab­sorbed in her pri­vate and par­tic­u­lar John to care for any oth­er lords of cre­ation, and Beth too shy to do more than peep at them, and won­der how Amy dared to or­der them about so; but Jo felt quite in her el­e­ment, and found it very dif­fi­cult to re­frain from im­i­tat­ing the gen­tle­man­ly at­ti­tudes, phras­es, and feats, which seemed more nat­u­ral to her than the deco­rums pre­scribed for young ladies. They all liked Jo im­mense­ly, but nev­er fell in love with her, though very few es­caped with­out pay­ing the trib­ute of a sen­ti­men­tal sigh or two at Amy’s shrine. And speak­ing of sen­ti­ment brings us very nat­u­ral­ly to the “Dove­cote.”

			That was the name of the lit­tle brown house which Mr. Brooke had pre­pared for Meg’s first home. Lau­rie had chris­tened it, say­ing it was high­ly ap­pro­pri­ate to the gen­tle lovers, who “went on to­geth­er like a pair of tur­tle­doves, with first a bill and then a coo.” It was a tiny house, with a lit­tle gar­den be­hind, and a lawn about as big as a pock­et-hand­ker­chief in front. Here Meg meant to have a foun­tain, shrub­bery, and a pro­fu­sion of love­ly flow­ers; though just at present, the foun­tain was rep­re­sent­ed by a weath­er-beat­en urn, very like a di­lap­i­dat­ed slop-bowl; the shrub­bery con­sist­ed of sev­er­al young larch­es, un­de­cid­ed whether to live or die; and the pro­fu­sion of flow­ers was mere­ly hint­ed by reg­i­ments of sticks, to show where seeds were plant­ed. But in­side, it was al­to­geth­er charm­ing, and the hap­py bride saw no fault from gar­ret to cel­lar. To be sure, the hall was so nar­row, it was for­tu­nate that they had no pi­ano, for one nev­er could have been got in whole; the din­ing-room was so small that six peo­ple were a tight fit; and the kitchen stairs seemed built for the ex­press pur­pose of pre­cip­i­tat­ing both ser­vants and chi­na pell-mell in­to the coal-bin. But once get used to these slight blem­ish­es, and noth­ing could be more com­plete, for good sense and good taste had presid­ed over the fur­nish­ing, and the re­sult was high­ly sat­is­fac­to­ry. There were no mar­ble-topped ta­bles, long mir­rors, or lace cur­tains in the lit­tle par­lor, but sim­ple fur­ni­ture, plen­ty of books, a fine pic­ture or two, a stand of flow­ers in the bay-win­dow, and, scat­tered all about, the pret­ty gifts which came from friend­ly hands, and were the fair­er for the lov­ing mes­sages they brought.

			I don’t think the Par­i­an Psy­che Lau­rie gave lost any of its beau­ty be­cause John put up the brack­et it stood up­on; that any up­hol­ster­er could have draped the plain muslin cur­tains more grace­ful­ly than Amy’s artis­tic hand; or that any store­room was ev­er bet­ter pro­vid­ed with good wish­es, mer­ry words, and hap­py hopes, than that in which Jo and her moth­er put away Meg’s few box­es, bar­rels, and bun­dles; and I am moral­ly cer­tain that the spandy-new kitchen nev­er could have looked so cozy and neat if Han­nah had not ar­ranged ev­ery pot and pan a dozen times over, and laid the fire all ready for light­ing, the minute “Mis. Brooke came home.” I al­so doubt if any young ma­tron ev­er be­gan life with so rich a sup­ply of dusters, hold­ers, and piece-bags; for Beth made enough to last till the sil­ver wed­ding came round, and in­vent­ed three dif­fer­ent kinds of dish­cloths for the ex­press ser­vice of the bridal chi­na.

			Peo­ple who hire all these things done for them nev­er know what they lose; for the home­li­est tasks get beau­ti­fied if lov­ing hands do them, and Meg found so many proofs of this, that ev­ery­thing in her small nest, from the kitchen roller to the sil­ver vase on her par­lor ta­ble, was elo­quent of home love and ten­der fore­thought.

			What hap­py times they had plan­ning to­geth­er, what solemn shop­ping ex­cur­sions; what fun­ny mis­takes they made, and what shouts of laugh­ter arose over Lau­rie’s ridicu­lous bar­gains. In his love of jokes, this young gen­tle­man, though near­ly through col­lege, was as much of a boy as ev­er. His last whim had been to bring with him, on his week­ly vis­its, some new, use­ful, and in­ge­nious ar­ti­cle for the young house­keep­er. Now a bag of re­mark­able clothes­pins; next, a won­der­ful nut­meg-grater, which fell to pieces at the first tri­al; a knife-clean­er that spoilt all the knives; or a sweep­er that picked the nap neat­ly off the car­pet, and left the dirt; labor­sav­ing soap that took the skin off one’s hands; in­fal­li­ble ce­ments which stuck firm­ly to noth­ing but the fin­gers of the de­lud­ed buy­er; and ev­ery kind of tin­ware, from a toy sav­ings-bank for odd pen­nies, to a won­der­ful boil­er which would wash ar­ti­cles in its own steam, with ev­ery prospect of ex­plod­ing in the process.

			In vain Meg begged him to stop. John laughed at him, and Jo called him “Mr. Too­dles.” He was pos­sessed with a ma­nia for pa­tron­iz­ing Yan­kee in­ge­nu­ity, and see­ing his friends fit­ly fur­nished forth. So each week be­held some fresh ab­sur­di­ty.

			Ev­ery­thing was done at last, even to Amy’s ar­rang­ing dif­fer­ent col­ored soaps to match the dif­fer­ent col­ored rooms, and Beth’s set­ting the ta­ble for the first meal.

			“Are you sat­is­fied? Does it seem like home, and do you feel as if you should be hap­py here?” asked Mrs. March, as she and her daugh­ter went through the new king­dom, arm-in-arm; for just then they seemed to cling to­geth­er more ten­der­ly than ev­er.

			“Yes, moth­er, per­fect­ly sat­is­fied, thanks to you all, and so hap­py that I can’t talk about it,” an­swered Meg, with a look that was bet­ter than words.

			“If she on­ly had a ser­vant or two it would be all right,” said Amy, com­ing out of the par­lor, where she had been try­ing to de­cide whether the bronze Mer­cury looked best on the what­not or the mantle­piece.

			“Moth­er and I have talked that over, and I have made up my mind to try her way first. There will be so lit­tle to do, that, with Lot­ty to run my er­rands and help me here and there, I shall on­ly have enough work to keep me from get­ting lazy or home­sick,” an­swered Meg tran­quil­ly.

			“Sal­lie Mof­fat has four,” be­gan Amy.

			“If Meg had four the house wouldn’t hold them, and mas­ter and mis­sis would have to camp in the gar­den,” broke in Jo, who, en­veloped in a big blue pinafore, was giv­ing the last pol­ish to the doorhan­dles.

			“Sal­lie isn’t a poor man’s wife, and many maids are in keep­ing with her fine es­tab­lish­ment. Meg and John be­gin humbly, but I have a feel­ing that there will be quite as much hap­pi­ness in the lit­tle house as in the big one. It’s a great mis­take for young girls like Meg to leave them­selves noth­ing to do but dress, give or­ders, and gos­sip. When I was first mar­ried, I used to long for my new clothes to wear out or get torn, so that I might have the plea­sure of mend­ing them; for I got hearti­ly sick of do­ing fan­cy work and tend­ing my pock­et hand­ker­chief.”

			“Why didn’t you go in­to the kitchen and make mess­es, as Sal­lie says she does, to amuse her­self, though they nev­er turn out well, and the ser­vants laugh at her,” said Meg.

			“I did, af­ter a while; not to ‘mess,’ but to learn of Han­nah how things should be done, that my ser­vants need not laugh at me. It was play then; but there came a time when I was tru­ly grate­ful that I not on­ly pos­sessed the will but the pow­er to cook whole­some food for my lit­tle girls, and help my­self when I could no longer af­ford to hire help. You be­gin at the oth­er end, Meg, dear; but the lessons you learn now will be of use to you by and by, when John is a rich­er man, for the mis­tress of a house, how­ev­er splen­did, should know how work ought to be done, if she wish­es to be well and hon­est­ly served.”

			“Yes, moth­er, I’m sure of that,” said Meg, lis­ten­ing re­spect­ful­ly to the lit­tle lec­ture; for the best of wom­en will hold forth up­on the all-ab­sorb­ing sub­ject of house­keep­ing. “Do you know I like this room most of all in my ba­by-house,” added Meg, a minute af­ter, as they went up­stairs, and she looked in­to her well-stored linen-clos­et.

			Beth was there, lay­ing the snowy piles smooth­ly on the shelves, and ex­ult­ing over the good­ly ar­ray. All three laughed as Meg spoke; for that linen-clos­et was a joke. You see, hav­ing said that if Meg mar­ried “that Brooke” she shouldn’t have a cent of her mon­ey, Aunt March was rather in a quandary, when time had ap­peased her wrath and made her re­pent her vow. She nev­er broke her word, and was much ex­er­cised in her mind how to get round it, and at last de­vised a plan where­by she could sat­is­fy her­self. Mrs. Car­rol, Flo­rence’s mam­ma, was or­dered to buy, have made, and marked, a gen­er­ous sup­ply of house and ta­ble linen, and send it as her present, all of which was faith­ful­ly done; but the se­cret leaked out, and was great­ly en­joyed by the fam­i­ly; for Aunt March tried to look ut­ter­ly un­con­scious, and in­sist­ed that she could give noth­ing but the old-fash­ioned pearls, long promised to the first bride.

			“That’s a house­wife­ly taste which I am glad to see. I had a young friend who set up house­keep­ing with six sheets, but she had fin­ger bowls for com­pa­ny, and that sat­is­fied her,” said Mrs. March, pat­ting the damask table­cloths, with a tru­ly fem­i­nine ap­pre­ci­a­tion of their fine­ness.

			“I haven’t a sin­gle fin­ger-bowl, but this is a ‘set out’ that will last me all my days, Han­nah says;” and Meg looked quite con­tent­ed, as well she might.

			“Too­dles is com­ing,” cried Jo from be­low; and they all went down to meet Lau­rie, whose week­ly vis­it was an im­por­tant event in their qui­et lives.

			A tall, broad-shoul­dered young fel­low, with a cropped head, a felt-basin of a hat, and a fly­away coat, came tramp­ing down the road at a great pace, walked over the low fence with­out stop­ping to open the gate, straight up to Mrs. March, with both hands out, and a hearty—

			“Here I am, moth­er! Yes, it’s all right.”

			The last words were in an­swer to the look the el­der la­dy gave him; a kind­ly ques­tion­ing look, which the hand­some eyes met so frankly that the lit­tle cer­e­mo­ny closed, as usu­al, with a moth­er­ly kiss.

			“For Mrs. John Brooke, with the mak­er’s con­grat­u­la­tions and com­pli­ments. Bless you, Beth! What a re­fresh­ing spec­ta­cle you are, Jo. Amy, you are get­ting al­to­geth­er too hand­some for a sin­gle la­dy.”

			As Lau­rie spoke, he de­liv­ered a brown pa­per par­cel to Meg, pulled Beth’s hair-rib­bon, stared at Jo’s big pinafore, and fell in­to an at­ti­tude of mock rap­ture be­fore Amy, then shook hands all round, and ev­ery­one be­gan to talk.

			“Where is John?” asked Meg anx­ious­ly.

			“Stopped to get the li­cense for to­mor­row, ma’am.”

			“Which side won the last match, Ted­dy?” in­quired Jo, who per­sist­ed in feel­ing an in­ter­est in man­ly sports, de­spite her nine­teen years.

			“Ours, of course. Wish you’d been there to see.”

			“How is the love­ly Miss Ran­dal?” asked Amy, with a sig­nif­i­cant smile.

			“More cru­el than ev­er; don’t you see how I’m pin­ing away?” and Lau­rie gave his broad chest a sound­ing slap and heaved a melo­dra­mat­ic sigh.

			“What’s the last joke? Un­do the bun­dle and see, Meg,” said Beth, ey­ing the knob­by par­cel with cu­rios­i­ty.

			“It’s a use­ful thing to have in the house in case of fire or thieves,” ob­served Lau­rie, as a watch­man’s rat­tle ap­peared, amid the laugh­ter of the girls.

			“Any time when John is away, and you get fright­ened, Mrs. Meg, just swing that out of the front win­dow, and it will rouse the neigh­bor­hood in a jiffy. Nice thing, isn’t it?” and Lau­rie gave them a sam­ple of its pow­ers that made them cov­er up their ears.

			“There’s grat­i­tude for you! and speak­ing of grat­i­tude re­minds me to men­tion that you may thank Han­nah for sav­ing your wed­ding-cake from de­struc­tion. I saw it go­ing in­to your house as I came by, and if she hadn’t de­fend­ed it man­ful­ly I’d have had a pick at it, for it looked like a re­mark­ably plum­my one.”

			“I won­der if you will ev­er grow up, Lau­rie,” said Meg, in a ma­tron­ly tone.

			“I’m do­ing my best, ma’am, but can’t get much high­er, I’m afraid, as six feet is about all men can do in these de­gen­er­ate days,” re­spond­ed the young gen­tle­man, whose head was about lev­el with the lit­tle chan­de­lier. “I sup­pose it would be pro­fa­na­tion to eat any­thing in this spick and span new bow­er, so, as I’m tremen­dous­ly hun­gry, I pro­pose an ad­journ­ment,” he added present­ly.

			“Moth­er and I are go­ing to wait for John. There are some last things to set­tle,” said Meg, bustling away.

			“Beth and I are go­ing over to Kit­ty Bryant’s to get more flow­ers for to­mor­row,” added Amy, ty­ing a pic­turesque hat over her pic­turesque curls, and en­joy­ing the ef­fect as much as any­body.

			“Come, Jo, don’t desert a fel­low. I’m in such a state of ex­haus­tion I can’t get home with­out help. Don’t take off your apron, what­ev­er you do; it’s pe­cu­liar­ly be­com­ing,” said Lau­rie, as Jo be­stowed his es­pe­cial aver­sion in her ca­pa­cious pock­et, and of­fered him her arm to sup­port his fee­ble steps.

			“Now, Ted­dy, I want to talk se­ri­ous­ly to you about to­mor­row,” be­gan Jo, as they strolled away to­geth­er. “You must prom­ise to be­have well, and not cut up any pranks, and spoil our plans.”

			“Not a prank.”

			“And don’t say fun­ny things when we ought to be sober.”

			“I nev­er do; you are the one for that.”

			“And I im­plore you not to look at me dur­ing the cer­e­mo­ny; I shall cer­tain­ly laugh if you do.”

			“You won’t see me; you’ll be cry­ing so hard that the thick fog round you will ob­scure the prospect.”

			“I nev­er cry un­less for some great af­flic­tion.”

			“Such as fel­lows go­ing to col­lege, hey?” cut in Lau­rie, with a sug­ges­tive laugh.

			“Don’t be a pea­cock. I on­ly moaned a tri­fle to keep the girls com­pa­ny.”

			“Ex­act­ly. I say, Jo, how is grand­pa this week; pret­ty ami­able?”

			“Very; why, have you got in­to a scrape, and want to know how he’ll take it?” asked Jo rather sharply.

			“Now, Jo, do you think I’d look your moth­er in the face, and say ‘All right,’ if it wasn’t?” and Lau­rie stopped short, with an in­jured air.

			“No, I don’t.”

			“Then don’t go and be sus­pi­cious; I on­ly want some mon­ey,” said Lau­rie, walk­ing on again, ap­peased by her hearty tone.

			“You spend a great deal, Ted­dy.”

			“Bless you, I don’t spend it; it spends it­self, some­how, and is gone be­fore I know it.”

			“You are so gen­er­ous and kind­heart­ed that you let peo­ple bor­row, and can’t say ‘No’ to any­one. We heard about Hen­shaw, and all you did for him. If you al­ways spent mon­ey in that way, no one would blame you,” said Jo warm­ly.

			“Oh, he made a moun­tain out of a mole­hill. You wouldn’t have me let that fine fel­low work him­self to death, just for the want of a lit­tle help, when he is worth a dozen of us lazy chaps, would you?”

			“Of course not; but I don’t see the use of your hav­ing sev­en­teen waist­coats, end­less neck­ties, and a new hat ev­ery time you come home. I thought you’d got over the dandy pe­ri­od; but ev­ery now and then it breaks out in a new spot. Just now it’s the fash­ion to be hideous—to make your head look like a scrub­bing-brush, wear a strait­jack­et, or­ange gloves, and clump­ing, square-toed boots. If it was cheap ug­li­ness, I’d say noth­ing; but it costs as much as the oth­er, and I don’t get any sat­is­fac­tion out of it.”

			Lau­rie threw back his head, and laughed so hearti­ly at this at­tack, that the felt-basin fell off, and Jo walked on it, which in­sult on­ly af­ford­ed him an op­por­tu­ni­ty for ex­pa­ti­at­ing on the ad­van­tages of a rough-and-ready cos­tume, as he fold­ed up the mal­treat­ed hat, and stuffed it in­to his pock­et.

			“Don’t lec­ture any more, there’s a good soul! I have enough all through the week, and like to en­joy my­self when I come home. I’ll get my­self up re­gard­less of ex­pense, to­mor­row, and be a sat­is­fac­tion to my friends.”

			“I’ll leave you in peace if you’ll on­ly let your hair grow. I’m not aris­to­crat­ic, but I do ob­ject to be­ing seen with a per­son who looks like a young prize­fight­er,” ob­served Jo se­vere­ly.

			“This unas­sum­ing style pro­motes study; that’s why we adopt it,” re­turned Lau­rie, who cer­tain­ly could not be ac­cused of van­i­ty, hav­ing vol­un­tar­i­ly sac­ri­ficed a hand­some curly crop to the de­mand for quar­ter-of-an-inch-long stub­ble.

			“By the way, Jo, I think that lit­tle Park­er is re­al­ly get­ting des­per­ate about Amy. He talks of her con­stant­ly, writes po­et­ry, and moons about in a most sus­pi­cious man­ner. He’d bet­ter nip his lit­tle pas­sion in the bud, hadn’t he?” added Lau­rie, in a con­fi­den­tial, el­der-broth­er­ly tone, af­ter a minute’s si­lence.

			“Of course he had; we don’t want any more mar­ry­ing in this fam­i­ly for years to come. Mer­cy on us, what are the chil­dren think­ing of?” and Jo looked as much scan­dal­ized as if Amy and lit­tle Park­er were not yet in their teens.

			“It’s a fast age, and I don’t know what we are com­ing to, ma’am. You are a mere in­fant, but you’ll go next, Jo, and we’ll be left lament­ing,” said Lau­rie, shak­ing his head over the de­gen­er­a­cy of the times.

			“Don’t be alarmed; I’m not one of the agree­able sort. No­body will want me, and it’s a mer­cy, for there should al­ways be one old maid in a fam­i­ly.”

			“You won’t give any­one a chance,” said Lau­rie, with a side­long glance, and a lit­tle more col­or than be­fore in his sun­burnt face. “You won’t show the soft side of your char­ac­ter; and if a fel­low gets a peep at it by ac­ci­dent, and can’t help show­ing that he likes it, you treat him as Mrs. Gum­midge did her sweet­heart—throw cold wa­ter over him—and get so thorny no one dares touch or look at you.”

			“I don’t like that sort of thing; I’m too busy to be wor­ried with non­sense, and I think it’s dread­ful to break up fam­i­lies so. Now don’t say any more about it; Meg’s wed­ding has turned all our heads, and we talk of noth­ing but lovers and such ab­sur­di­ties. I don’t wish to get cross, so let’s change the sub­ject;” and Jo looked quite ready to fling cold wa­ter on the slight­est provo­ca­tion.

			What­ev­er his feel­ings might have been, Lau­rie found a vent for them in a long low whis­tle, and the fear­ful pre­dic­tion, as they part­ed at the gate, “Mark my words, Jo, you’ll go next.”

		
	
		
			
				XXV

				The First Wed­ding

			
			The June ros­es over the porch were awake bright and ear­ly on that morn­ing, re­joic­ing with all their hearts in the cloud­less sun­shine, like friend­ly lit­tle neigh­bors, as they were. Quite flushed with ex­cite­ment were their rud­dy faces, as they swung in the wind, whis­per­ing to one an­oth­er what they had seen; for some peeped in at the din­ing-room win­dows, where the feast was spread, some climbed up to nod and smile at the sis­ters as they dressed the bride, oth­ers waved a wel­come to those who came and went on var­i­ous er­rands in gar­den, porch, and hall, and all, from the rosiest full-blown flow­er to the palest ba­by-bud, of­fered their trib­ute of beau­ty and fra­grance to the gen­tle mis­tress who had loved and tend­ed them so long.

			Meg looked very like a rose her­self; for all that was best and sweet­est in heart and soul seemed to bloom in­to her face that day, mak­ing it fair and ten­der, with a charm more beau­ti­ful than beau­ty. Nei­ther silk, lace, nor or­ange-flow­ers would she have. “I don’t want to look strange or fixed up to­day,” she said. “I don’t want a fash­ion­able wed­ding, but on­ly those about me whom I love, and to them I wish to look and be my fa­mil­iar self.”

			So she made her wed­ding gown her­self, sewing in­to it the ten­der hopes and in­no­cent ro­mances of a girl­ish heart. Her sis­ters braid­ed up her pret­ty hair, and the on­ly or­na­ments she wore were the lilies of the val­ley, which “her John” liked best of all the flow­ers that grew.

			“You do look just like our own dear Meg, on­ly so very sweet and love­ly that I should hug you if it wouldn’t crum­ple your dress,” cried Amy, sur­vey­ing her with de­light, when all was done.

			“Then I am sat­is­fied. But please hug and kiss me, ev­ery­one, and don’t mind my dress; I want a great many crum­ples of this sort put in­to it to­day;” and Meg opened her arms to her sis­ters, who clung about her with April faces for a minute, feel­ing that the new love had not changed the old.

			“Now I’m go­ing to tie John’s cra­vat for him, and then to stay a few min­utes with fa­ther qui­et­ly in the study;” and Meg ran down to per­form these lit­tle cer­e­monies, and then to fol­low her moth­er wher­ev­er she went, con­scious that, in spite of the smiles on the moth­er­ly face, there was a se­cret sor­row hid in the moth­er­ly heart at the flight of the first bird from the nest.

			As the younger girls stand to­geth­er, giv­ing the last touch­es to their sim­ple toi­let, it may be a good time to tell of a few changes which three years have wrought in their ap­pear­ance; for all are look­ing their best just now.

			Jo’s an­gles are much soft­ened; she has learned to car­ry her­self with ease, if not grace. The curly crop has length­ened in­to a thick coil, more be­com­ing to the small head atop of the tall fig­ure. There is a fresh col­or in her brown cheeks, a soft shine in her eyes, and on­ly gen­tle words fall from her sharp tongue to­day.

			Beth has grown slen­der, pale, and more qui­et than ev­er; the beau­ti­ful, kind eyes are larg­er, and in them lies an ex­pres­sion that sad­dens one, al­though it is not sad it­self. It is the shad­ow of pain which touch­es the young face with such pa­thet­ic pa­tience; but Beth sel­dom com­plains, and al­ways speaks hope­ful­ly of “be­ing bet­ter soon.”

			Amy is with truth con­sid­ered “the flow­er of the fam­i­ly;” for at six­teen she has the air and bear­ing of a full-grown wom­an—not beau­ti­ful, but pos­sessed of that in­de­scrib­able charm called grace. One saw it in the lines of her fig­ure, the make and mo­tion of her hands, the flow of her dress, the droop of her hair—un­con­scious, yet har­mo­nious, and as at­trac­tive to many as beau­ty it­self. Amy’s nose still af­flict­ed her, for it nev­er would grow Gre­cian; so did her mouth, be­ing too wide, and hav­ing a de­cid­ed chin. These of­fend­ing fea­tures gave char­ac­ter to her whole face, but she nev­er could see it, and con­soled her­self with her won­der­ful­ly fair com­plex­ion, keen blue eyes, and curls, more gold­en and abun­dant than ev­er.

			All three wore suits of thin sil­ver gray (their best gowns for the sum­mer), with blush-ros­es in hair and bo­som; and all three looked just what they were—fresh-faced, hap­py-heart­ed girls, paus­ing a mo­ment in their busy lives to read with wist­ful eyes the sweet­est chap­ter in the ro­mance of wom­an­hood.

			There were to be no cer­e­mo­ni­ous per­for­mances, ev­ery­thing was to be as nat­u­ral and home­like as pos­si­ble; so when Aunt March ar­rived, she was scan­dal­ized to see the bride come run­ning to wel­come and lead her in, to find the bride­groom fas­ten­ing up a gar­land that had fall­en down, and to catch a glimpse of the pa­ter­nal min­is­ter march­ing up­stairs with a grave coun­te­nance, and a wine-bot­tle un­der each arm.

			“Up­on my word, here’s a state of things!” cried the old la­dy, tak­ing the seat of hon­or pre­pared for her, and set­tling the folds of her laven­der moire with a great rus­tle. “You oughtn’t to be seen till the last minute, child.”

			“I’m not a show, aun­ty, and no one is com­ing to stare at me, to crit­i­cise my dress, or count the cost of my lun­cheon. I’m too hap­py to care what any­one says or thinks, and I’m go­ing to have my lit­tle wed­ding just as I like it. John, dear, here’s your ham­mer;” and away went Meg to help “that man” in his high­ly im­prop­er em­ploy­ment.

			Mr. Brooke didn’t even say “Thank you,” but as he stooped for the un­ro­man­tic tool, he kissed his lit­tle bride be­hind the fold­ing-door, with a look that made Aunt March whisk out her pock­et-hand­ker­chief, with a sud­den dew in her sharp old eyes.

			A crash, a cry, and a laugh from Lau­rie, ac­com­pa­nied by the in­deco­rous ex­cla­ma­tion, “Jupiter Am­mon! Jo’s up­set the cake again!” caused a mo­men­tary flur­ry, which was hard­ly over when a flock of cousins ar­rived, and “the par­ty came in,” as Beth used to say when a child.

			“Don’t let that young gi­ant come near me; he wor­ries me worse than mos­qui­toes,” whis­pered the old la­dy to Amy, as the rooms filled, and Lau­rie’s black head tow­ered above the rest.

			“He has promised to be very good to­day, and he can be per­fect­ly el­e­gant if he likes,” re­turned Amy, glid­ing away to warn Her­cules to be­ware of the drag­on, which warn­ing caused him to haunt the old la­dy with a de­vo­tion that near­ly dis­tract­ed her.

			There was no bridal pro­ces­sion, but a sud­den si­lence fell up­on the room as Mr. March and the young pair took their places un­der the green arch. Moth­er and sis­ters gath­ered close, as if loath to give Meg up; the fa­ther­ly voice broke more than once, which on­ly seemed to make the ser­vice more beau­ti­ful and solemn; the bride­groom’s hand trem­bled vis­i­bly, and no one heard his replies; but Meg looked straight up in her hus­band’s eyes, and said, “I will!” with such ten­der trust in her own face and voice that her moth­er’s heart re­joiced, and Aunt March sniffed au­di­bly.

			Jo did not cry, though she was very near it once, and was on­ly saved from a demon­stra­tion by the con­scious­ness that Lau­rie was star­ing fixed­ly at her, with a com­i­cal mix­ture of mer­ri­ment and emo­tion in his wicked black eyes. Beth kept her face hid­den on her moth­er’s shoul­der, but Amy stood like a grace­ful stat­ue, with a most be­com­ing ray of sun­shine touch­ing her white fore­head and the flow­er in her hair.

			It wasn’t at all the thing, I’m afraid, but the minute she was fair­ly mar­ried, Meg cried, “The first kiss for Marmee!” and, turn­ing, gave it with her heart on her lips. Dur­ing the next fif­teen min­utes she looked more like a rose than ev­er, for ev­ery­one availed them­selves of their priv­i­leges to the fullest ex­tent, from Mr. Lau­rence to old Han­nah, who, adorned with a head­dress fear­ful­ly and won­der­ful­ly made, fell up­on her in the hall, cry­ing, with a sob and a chuck­le, “Bless you, deary, a hun­dred times! The cake ain’t hurt a mite, and ev­ery­thing looks love­ly.”

			Ev­ery­body cleared up af­ter that, and said some­thing bril­liant, or tried to, which did just as well, for laugh­ter is ready when hearts are light. There was no dis­play of gifts, for they were al­ready in the lit­tle house, nor was there an elab­o­rate break­fast, but a plen­ti­ful lunch of cake and fruit, dressed with flow­ers. Mr. Lau­rence and Aunt March shrugged and smiled at one an­oth­er when wa­ter, lemon­ade, and cof­fee were found to be the on­ly sorts of nec­tar which the three Hebes car­ried round. No one said any­thing, how­ev­er, till Lau­rie, who in­sist­ed on serv­ing the bride, ap­peared be­fore her, with a load­ed salver in his hand and a puz­zled ex­pres­sion on his face.

			“Has Jo smashed all the bot­tles by ac­ci­dent?” he whis­pered, “or am I mere­ly la­bor­ing un­der a delu­sion that I saw some ly­ing about loose this morn­ing?”

			“No; your grand­fa­ther kind­ly of­fered us his best, and Aunt March ac­tu­al­ly sent some, but fa­ther put away a lit­tle for Beth, and despatched the rest to the Sol­diers’ Home. You know he thinks that wine should be used on­ly in ill­ness, and moth­er says that nei­ther she nor her daugh­ters will ev­er of­fer it to any young man un­der her roof.”

			Meg spoke se­ri­ous­ly, and ex­pect­ed to see Lau­rie frown or laugh; but he did nei­ther, for af­ter a quick look at her, he said, in his im­petu­ous way, “I like that! for I’ve seen enough harm done to wish oth­er wom­en would think as you do.”

			“You are not made wise by ex­pe­ri­ence, I hope?” and there was an anx­ious ac­cent in Meg’s voice.

			“No; I give you my word for it. Don’t think too well of me, ei­ther; this is not one of my temp­ta­tions. Be­ing brought up where wine is as com­mon as wa­ter, and al­most as harm­less, I don’t care for it; but when a pret­ty girl of­fers it, one doesn’t like to refuse, you see.”

			“But you will, for the sake of oth­ers, if not for your own. Come, Lau­rie, prom­ise, and give me one more rea­son to call this the hap­pi­est day of my life.”

			A de­mand so sud­den and so se­ri­ous made the young man hes­i­tate a mo­ment, for ridicule is of­ten hard­er to bear than self-de­nial. Meg knew that if he gave the prom­ise he would keep it at all costs; and, feel­ing her pow­er, used it as a wom­an may for her friend’s good. She did not speak, but she looked up at him with a face made very elo­quent by hap­pi­ness, and a smile which said, “No one can refuse me any­thing to­day.” Lau­rie cer­tain­ly could not; and, with an an­swer­ing smile, he gave her his hand, say­ing hearti­ly, “I prom­ise, Mrs. Brooke!”

			“I thank you, very, very much.”

			“And I drink ‘long life to your res­o­lu­tion,’ Ted­dy,” cried Jo, bap­tiz­ing him with a splash of lemon­ade, as she waved her glass, and beamed ap­prov­ing­ly up­on him.

			So the toast was drunk, the pledge made, and loy­al­ly kept, in spite of many temp­ta­tions; for, with in­stinc­tive wis­dom, the girls had seized a hap­py mo­ment to do their friend a ser­vice, for which he thanked them all his life.

			Af­ter lunch, peo­ple strolled about, by twos and threes, through house and gar­den, en­joy­ing the sun­shine with­out and with­in. Meg and John hap­pened to be stand­ing to­geth­er in the mid­dle of the grass-plot, when Lau­rie was seized with an in­spi­ra­tion which put the fin­ish­ing touch to this un­fash­ion­able wed­ding.

			“All the mar­ried peo­ple take hands and dance round the new-made hus­band and wife, as the Ger­mans do, while we bach­e­lors and spin­sters prance in cou­ples out­side!” cried Lau­rie, prom­e­nad­ing down the path with Amy, with such in­fec­tious spir­it and skill that ev­ery­one else fol­lowed their ex­am­ple with­out a mur­mur. Mr. and Mrs. March, Aunt and Un­cle Car­rol, be­gan it; oth­ers rapid­ly joined in; even Sal­lie Mof­fat, af­ter a mo­ment’s hes­i­ta­tion, threw her train over her arm, and whisked Ned in­to the ring. But the crown­ing joke was Mr. Lau­rence and Aunt March; for when the state­ly old gen­tle­man chas­séed solemn­ly up to the old la­dy, she just tucked her cane un­der her arm, and hopped briskly away to join hands with the rest, and dance about the bridal pair, while the young folks per­vad­ed the gar­den, like but­ter­flies on a mid­sum­mer day.

			Want of breath brought the im­promp­tu ball to a close, and then peo­ple be­gan to go.

			“I wish you well, my dear, I hearti­ly wish you well; but I think you’ll be sor­ry for it,” said Aunt March to Meg, adding to the bride­groom, as he led her to the car­riage, “You’ve got a trea­sure, young man, see that you de­serve it.”

			“That is the pret­ti­est wed­ding I’ve been to for an age, Ned, and I don’t see why, for there wasn’t a bit of style about it,” ob­served Mrs. Mof­fat to her hus­band, as they drove away.

			“Lau­rie, my lad, if you ev­er want to in­dulge in this sort of thing, get one of those lit­tle girls to help you, and I shall be per­fect­ly sat­is­fied,” said Mr. Lau­rence, set­tling him­self in his easy-chair to rest, af­ter the ex­cite­ment of the morn­ing.

			“I’ll do my best to grat­i­fy you, sir,” was Lau­rie’s un­usu­al­ly du­ti­ful re­ply, as he care­ful­ly un­pinned the posy Jo had put in his but­ton­hole.

			The lit­tle house was not far away, and the on­ly bridal jour­ney Meg had was the qui­et walk with John, from the old home to the new. When she came down, look­ing like a pret­ty Quak­er­ess in her dove-col­ored suit and straw bon­net tied with white, they all gath­ered about her to say “good­bye,” as ten­der­ly as if she had been go­ing to make the grand tour.

			“Don’t feel that I am sep­a­rat­ed from you, Marmee dear, or that I love you any the less for lov­ing John so much,” she said, cling­ing to her moth­er, with full eyes, for a mo­ment. “I shall come ev­ery day, fa­ther, and ex­pect to keep my old place in all your hearts, though I am mar­ried. Beth is go­ing to be with me a great deal, and the oth­er girls will drop in now and then to laugh at my house­keep­ing strug­gles. Thank you all for my hap­py wed­ding-day. Good­bye, good­bye!”

			They stood watch­ing her, with faces full of love and hope and ten­der pride, as she walked away, lean­ing on her hus­band’s arm, with her hands full of flow­ers, and the June sun­shine bright­en­ing her hap­py face—and so Meg’s mar­ried life be­gan.

		
	
		
			
				XXVI

				Artis­tic At­tempts

			
			It takes peo­ple a long time to learn the dif­fer­ence be­tween tal­ent and ge­nius, es­pe­cial­ly am­bi­tious young men and wom­en. Amy was learn­ing this dis­tinc­tion through much tribu­la­tion; for, mis­tak­ing en­thu­si­asm for in­spi­ra­tion, she at­tempt­ed ev­ery branch of art with youth­ful au­dac­i­ty. For a long time there was a lull in the “mud-pie” busi­ness, and she de­vot­ed her­self to the finest pen-and-ink draw­ing, in which she showed such taste and skill that her grace­ful hand­i­work proved both pleas­ant and prof­itable. But over­strained eyes soon caused pen and ink to be laid aside for a bold at­tempt at pok­er-sketch­ing. While this at­tack last­ed, the fam­i­ly lived in con­stant fear of a con­fla­gra­tion; for the odor of burn­ing wood per­vad­ed the house at all hours; smoke is­sued from at­tic and shed with alarm­ing fre­quen­cy, red-hot pok­ers lay about promis­cu­ous­ly, and Han­nah nev­er went to bed with­out a pail of wa­ter and the din­ner-bell at her door, in case of fire. Raphael’s face was found bold­ly ex­e­cut­ed on the un­der side of the mould­ing-board, and Bac­chus on the head of a beer-bar­rel; a chant­ing cherub adorned the cov­er of the sug­ar-buck­et, and at­tempts to por­tray Romeo and Juli­et sup­plied kin­dlings for some time.

			From fire to oil was a nat­u­ral tran­si­tion for burnt fin­gers, and Amy fell to paint­ing with undi­min­ished ar­dor. An artist friend fit­ted her out with his cast-off pal­ettes, brush­es, and col­ors; and she daubed away, pro­duc­ing pas­toral and ma­rine views such as were nev­er seen on land or sea. Her mon­strosi­ties in the way of cat­tle would have tak­en prizes at an agri­cul­tur­al fair; and the per­ilous pitch­ing of her ves­sels would have pro­duced sea­sick­ness in the most nau­ti­cal ob­serv­er, if the ut­ter dis­re­gard to all known rules of ship­build­ing and rig­ging had not con­vulsed him with laugh­ter at the first glance. Swarthy boys and dark-eyed Madon­nas, star­ing at you from one cor­ner of the stu­dio, sug­gest­ed Muril­lo; oily-brown shad­ows of faces, with a lurid streak in the wrong place, meant Rem­brandt; bux­om ladies and drop­si­cal in­fants, Rubens; and Turn­er ap­peared in tem­pests of blue thun­der, or­ange light­ning, brown rain, and pur­ple clouds, with a toma­to-col­ored splash in the mid­dle, which might be the sun or a buoy, a sailor’s shirt or a king’s robe, as the spec­ta­tor pleased.

			Char­coal por­traits came next; and the en­tire fam­i­ly hung in a row, look­ing as wild and crocky as if just evoked from a coal-bin. Soft­ened in­to cray­on sketch­es, they did bet­ter; for the like­ness­es were good, and Amy’s hair, Jo’s nose, Meg’s mouth, and Lau­rie’s eyes were pro­nounced “won­der­ful­ly fine.” A re­turn to clay and plas­ter fol­lowed, and ghost­ly casts of her ac­quain­tances haunt­ed cor­ners of the house, or tum­bled off clos­et-shelves on to peo­ple’s heads. Chil­dren were en­ticed in as mod­els, till their in­co­her­ent ac­counts of her mys­te­ri­ous do­ings caused Miss Amy to be re­gard­ed in the light of a young ogress. Her ef­forts in this line, how­ev­er, were brought to an abrupt close by an un­to­ward ac­ci­dent, which quenched her ar­dor. Oth­er mod­els fail­ing her for a time, she un­der­took to cast her own pret­ty foot, and the fam­i­ly were one day alarmed by an un­earth­ly bump­ing and scream­ing, and run­ning to the res­cue, found the young en­thu­si­ast hop­ping wild­ly about the shed, with her foot held fast in a pan-full of plas­ter, which had hard­ened with un­ex­pect­ed ra­pid­i­ty. With much dif­fi­cul­ty and some dan­ger she was dug out; for Jo was so over­come with laugh­ter while she ex­ca­vat­ed, that her knife went too far, cut the poor foot, and left a last­ing memo­ri­al of one artis­tic at­tempt, at least.

			Af­ter this Amy sub­sid­ed, till a ma­nia for sketch­ing from na­ture set her to haunt­ing riv­er, field, and wood, for pic­turesque stud­ies, and sigh­ing for ru­ins to copy. She caught end­less colds sit­ting on damp grass to book “a de­li­cious bit,” com­posed of a stone, a stump, one mush­room, and a bro­ken mullein-stalk, or “a heav­en­ly mass of clouds,” that looked like a choice dis­play of feath­erbeds when done. She sac­ri­ficed her com­plex­ion float­ing on the riv­er in the mid­sum­mer sun, to study light and shade, and got a wrin­kle over her nose, try­ing af­ter “points of sight,” or what­ev­er the squint-and-string per­for­mance is called.

			If “ge­nius is eter­nal pa­tience,” as Michelan­ge­lo af­firms, Amy cer­tain­ly had some claim to the di­vine at­tribute, for she per­se­vered in spite of all ob­sta­cles, fail­ures, and dis­cour­age­ments, firm­ly be­liev­ing that in time she should do some­thing wor­thy to be called “high art.”

			She was learn­ing, do­ing, and en­joy­ing oth­er things, mean­while, for she had re­solved to be an at­trac­tive and ac­com­plished wom­an, even if she nev­er be­came a great artist. Here she suc­ceed­ed bet­ter; for she was one of those hap­pi­ly cre­at­ed be­ings who please with­out ef­fort, make friends ev­ery­where, and take life so grace­ful­ly and eas­i­ly that less for­tu­nate souls are tempt­ed to be­lieve that such are born un­der a lucky star. Ev­ery­body liked her, for among her good gifts was tact. She had an in­stinc­tive sense of what was pleas­ing and prop­er, al­ways said the right thing to the right per­son, did just what suit­ed the time and place, and was so self-pos­sessed that her sis­ters used to say, “If Amy went to court with­out any re­hearsal be­fore­hand, she’d know ex­act­ly what to do.”

			One of her weak­ness­es was a de­sire to move in “our best so­ci­ety,” with­out be­ing quite sure what the best re­al­ly was. Mon­ey, po­si­tion, fash­ion­able ac­com­plish­ments, and el­e­gant man­ners were most de­sir­able things in her eyes, and she liked to as­so­ciate with those who pos­sessed them, of­ten mis­tak­ing the false for the true, and ad­mir­ing what was not ad­mirable. Nev­er for­get­ting that by birth she was a gen­tle­wom­an, she cul­ti­vat­ed her aris­to­crat­ic tastes and feel­ings, so that when the op­por­tu­ni­ty came she might be ready to take the place from which pover­ty now ex­clud­ed her.

			“My la­dy,” as her friends called her, sin­cere­ly de­sired to be a gen­uine la­dy, and was so at heart, but had yet to learn that mon­ey can­not buy re­fine­ment of na­ture, that rank does not al­ways con­fer no­bil­i­ty, and that true breed­ing makes it­self felt in spite of ex­ter­nal draw­backs.

			“I want to ask a fa­vor of you, mam­ma,” Amy said, com­ing in, with an im­por­tant air, one day.

			“Well, lit­tle girl, what is it?” replied her moth­er, in whose eyes the state­ly young la­dy still re­mained “the ba­by.”

			“Our draw­ing class breaks up next week, and be­fore the girls sep­a­rate for the sum­mer, I want to ask them out here for a day. They are wild to see the riv­er, sketch the bro­ken bridge, and copy some of the things they ad­mire in my book. They have been very kind to me in many ways, and I am grate­ful, for they are all rich, and know I am poor, yet they nev­er made any dif­fer­ence.”

			“Why should they?” and Mrs. March put the ques­tion with what the girls called her “Maria There­sa air.”

			“You know as well as I that it does make a dif­fer­ence with near­ly ev­ery­one, so don’t ruf­fle up, like a dear, moth­er­ly hen, when your chick­ens get pecked by smarter birds; the ug­ly duck­ling turned out a swan, you know;” and Amy smiled with­out bit­ter­ness, for she pos­sessed a hap­py tem­per and hope­ful spir­it.

			Mrs. March laughed, and smoothed down her ma­ter­nal pride as she asked—

			“Well, my swan, what is your plan?”

			“I should like to ask the girls out to lunch next week, to take them a drive to the places they want to see, a row on the riv­er, per­haps, and make a lit­tle artis­tic fête for them.”

			“That looks fea­si­ble. What do you want for lunch? Cake, sand­wich­es, fruit, and cof­fee will be all that is nec­es­sary, I sup­pose?”

			“Oh dear, no! we must have cold tongue and chick­en, French choco­late and ice-cream, be­sides. The girls are used to such things, and I want my lunch to be prop­er and el­e­gant, though I do work for my liv­ing.”

			“How many young ladies are there?” asked her moth­er, be­gin­ning to look sober.

			“Twelve or four­teen in the class, but I dare say they won’t all come.”

			“Bless me, child, you will have to char­ter an om­nibus to car­ry them about.”

			“Why, moth­er, how can you think of such a thing? Not more than six or eight will prob­a­bly come, so I shall hire a beach-wag­on, and bor­row Mr. Lau­rence’s cher­ry-bounce.” (Han­nah’s pro­nun­ci­a­tion of “chara­banc.”)

			“All this will be ex­pen­sive, Amy.”

			“Not very; I’ve cal­cu­lat­ed the cost, and I’ll pay for it my­self.”

			“Don’t you think, dear, that as these girls are used to such things, and the best we can do will be noth­ing new, that some sim­pler plan would be pleas­an­ter to them, as a change, if noth­ing more, and much bet­ter for us than buy­ing or bor­row­ing what we don’t need, and at­tempt­ing a style not in keep­ing with our cir­cum­stances?”

			“If I can’t have it as I like, I don’t care to have it at all. I know that I can car­ry it out per­fect­ly well, if you and the girls will help a lit­tle; and I don’t see why I can’t if I’m will­ing to pay for it,” said Amy, with the de­ci­sion which op­po­si­tion was apt to change in­to ob­sti­na­cy.

			Mrs. March knew that ex­pe­ri­ence was an ex­cel­lent teach­er, and when it was pos­si­ble she left her chil­dren to learn alone the lessons which she would glad­ly have made eas­i­er, if they had not ob­ject­ed to tak­ing ad­vice as much as they did salts and sen­na.

			“Very well, Amy; if your heart is set up­on it, and you see your way through with­out too great an out­lay of mon­ey, time, and tem­per, I’ll say no more. Talk it over with the girls, and which­ever way you de­cide, I’ll do my best to help you.”

			“Thanks, moth­er; you are al­ways so kind;” and away went Amy to lay her plan be­fore her sis­ters.

			Meg agreed at once, and promised her aid, glad­ly of­fer­ing any­thing she pos­sessed, from her lit­tle house it­self to her very best salt-spoons. But Jo frowned up­on the whole project, and would have noth­ing to do with it at first.

			“Why in the world should you spend your mon­ey, wor­ry your fam­i­ly, and turn the house up­side down for a par­cel of girls who don’t care a six­pence for you? I thought you had too much pride and sense to truck­le to any mor­tal wom­an just be­cause she wears French boots and rides in a coupé,” said Jo, who, be­ing called from the trag­i­cal cli­max of her nov­el, was not in the best mood for so­cial en­ter­pris­es.

			“I don’t truck­le, and I hate be­ing pa­tron­ized as much as you do!” re­turned Amy in­dig­nant­ly, for the two still jan­gled when such ques­tions arose. “The girls do care for me, and I for them, and there’s a great deal of kind­ness and sense and tal­ent among them, in spite of what you call fash­ion­able non­sense. You don’t care to make peo­ple like you, to go in­to good so­ci­ety, and cul­ti­vate your man­ners and tastes. I do, and I mean to make the most of ev­ery chance that comes. You can go through the world with your el­bows out and your nose in the air, and call it in­de­pen­dence, if you like. That’s not my way.”

			When Amy whet­ted her tongue and freed her mind she usu­al­ly got the best of it, for she sel­dom failed to have com­mon sense on her side, while Jo car­ried her love of lib­er­ty and hate of con­ven­tion­al­i­ties to such an un­lim­it­ed ex­tent that she nat­u­ral­ly found her­self worsted in an ar­gu­ment. Amy’s def­i­ni­tion of Jo’s idea of in­de­pen­dence was such a good hit that both burst out laugh­ing, and the dis­cus­sion took a more ami­able turn. Much against her will, Jo at length con­sent­ed to sac­ri­fice a day to Mrs. Grundy, and help her sis­ter through what she re­gard­ed as “a non­sen­si­cal busi­ness.”

			The in­vi­ta­tions were sent, near­ly all ac­cept­ed, and the fol­low­ing Mon­day was set apart for the grand event. Han­nah was out of hu­mor be­cause her week’s work was de­ranged, and proph­e­sied that “ef the washin’ and ironin’ warn’t done reg’lar noth­in’ would go well any­wheres.” This hitch in the main­spring of the do­mes­tic ma­chin­ery had a bad ef­fect up­on the whole con­cern; but Amy’s mot­to was “Nil des­peran­dum,” and hav­ing made up her mind what to do, she pro­ceed­ed to do it in spite of all ob­sta­cles. To be­gin with, Han­nah’s cook­ing didn’t turn out well: the chick­en was tough, the tongue too salt, and the choco­late wouldn’t froth prop­er­ly. Then the cake and ice cost more than Amy ex­pect­ed, so did the wag­on; and var­i­ous oth­er ex­pens­es, which seemed tri­fling at the out­set, count­ed up rather alarm­ing­ly af­ter­ward. Beth got cold and took to her bed, Meg had an un­usu­al num­ber of call­ers to keep her at home, and Jo was in such a di­vid­ed state of mind that her break­ages, ac­ci­dents, and mis­takes were un­com­mon­ly nu­mer­ous, se­ri­ous, and try­ing.

			“If it hadn’t been for moth­er I nev­er should have got through,” as Amy de­clared af­ter­ward, and grate­ful­ly re­mem­bered when “the best joke of the sea­son” was en­tire­ly for­got­ten by ev­ery­body else.

			If it was not fair on Mon­day, the young ladies were to come on Tues­day—an ar­range­ment which ag­gra­vat­ed Jo and Han­nah to the last de­gree. On Mon­day morn­ing the weath­er was in that un­de­cid­ed state which is more ex­as­per­at­ing than a steady pour. It driz­zled a lit­tle, shone a lit­tle, blew a lit­tle, and didn’t make up its mind till it was too late for any­one else to make up theirs. Amy was up at dawn, hus­tling peo­ple out of their beds and through their break­fasts, that the house might be got in or­der. The par­lor struck her as look­ing un­com­mon­ly shab­by; but with­out stop­ping to sigh for what she had not, she skil­ful­ly made the best of what she had, ar­rang­ing chairs over the worn places in the car­pet, cov­er­ing stains on the walls with pic­tures framed in ivy, and fill­ing up emp­ty cor­ners with home­made stat­u­ary, which gave an artis­tic air to the room, as did the love­ly vas­es of flow­ers Jo scat­tered about.

			The lunch looked charm­ing­ly; and as she sur­veyed it, she sin­cere­ly hoped it would taste well, and that the bor­rowed glass, chi­na, and sil­ver would get safe­ly home again. The car­riages were promised, Meg and moth­er were all ready to do the hon­ors, Beth was able to help Han­nah be­hind the scenes, Jo had en­gaged to be as live­ly and ami­able as an ab­sent mind, an aching head, and a very de­cid­ed dis­ap­proval of ev­ery­body and ev­ery­thing would al­low, and, as she weari­ly dressed, Amy cheered her­self with an­tic­i­pa­tions of the hap­py mo­ment, when, lunch safe­ly over, she should drive away with her friends for an af­ter­noon of artis­tic de­lights; for the “cher­ry-bounce” and the bro­ken bridge were her strong points.

			Then came two hours of sus­pense, dur­ing which she vi­brat­ed from par­lor to porch, while pub­lic opin­ion var­ied like the weath­er­cock. A smart show­er at eleven had ev­i­dent­ly quenched the en­thu­si­asm of the young ladies who were to ar­rive at twelve, for no­body came; and at two the ex­haust­ed fam­i­ly sat down in a blaze of sun­shine to con­sume the per­ish­able por­tions of the feast, that noth­ing might be lost.

			“No doubt about the weath­er to­day; they will cer­tain­ly come, so we must fly round and be ready for them,” said Amy, as the sun woke her next morn­ing. She spoke briskly, but in her se­cret soul she wished she had said noth­ing about Tues­day, for her in­ter­est, like her cake, was get­ting a lit­tle stale.

			“I can’t get any lob­sters, so you will have to do with­out sal­ad to­day,” said Mr. March, com­ing in half an hour lat­er, with an ex­pres­sion of placid de­spair.

			“Use the chick­en, then; the tough­ness won’t mat­ter in a sal­ad,” ad­vised his wife.

			“Han­nah left it on the kitchen-ta­ble a minute, and the kit­tens got at it. I’m very sor­ry, Amy,” added Beth, who was still a pa­troness of cats.

			“Then I must have a lob­ster, for tongue alone won’t do,” said Amy de­cid­ed­ly.

			“Shall I rush in­to town and de­mand one?” asked Jo, with the mag­na­nim­i­ty of a mar­tyr.

			“You’d come bring­ing it home un­der your arm, with­out any pa­per, just to try me. I’ll go my­self,” an­swered Amy, whose tem­per was be­gin­ning to fail.

			Shroud­ed in a thick veil and armed with a gen­teel trav­el­ling-bas­ket, she de­part­ed, feel­ing that a cool drive would soothe her ruf­fled spir­it, and fit her for the labors of the day. Af­ter some de­lay, the ob­ject of her de­sire was pro­cured, like­wise a bot­tle of dress­ing, to pre­vent fur­ther loss of time at home, and off she drove again, well pleased with her own fore­thought.

			As the om­nibus con­tained on­ly one oth­er pas­sen­ger, a sleepy old la­dy, Amy pock­et­ed her veil, and be­guiled the te­di­um of the way by try­ing to find out where all her mon­ey had gone to. So busy was she with her card full of re­frac­to­ry fig­ures that she did not ob­serve a new­com­er, who en­tered with­out stop­ping the ve­hi­cle, till a mas­cu­line voice said, “Good morn­ing, Miss March,” and, look­ing up, she be­held one of Lau­rie’s most el­e­gant col­lege friends. Fer­vent­ly hop­ing that he would get out be­fore she did, Amy ut­ter­ly ig­nored the bas­ket at her feet, and, con­grat­u­lat­ing her­self that she had on her new trav­el­ling dress, re­turned the young man’s greet­ing with her usu­al suavi­ty and spir­it.

			They got on ex­cel­lent­ly; for Amy’s chief care was soon set at rest by learn­ing that the gen­tle­man would leave first, and she was chat­ting away in a pe­cu­liar­ly lofty strain, when the old la­dy got out. In stum­bling to the door, she up­set the bas­ket, and—oh, hor­ror!—the lob­ster, in all its vul­gar size and bril­lian­cy, was re­vealed to the high­born eyes of a Tu­dor.

			“By Jove, she’s for­got­ten her din­ner!” cried the un­con­scious youth, pok­ing the scar­let mon­ster in­to its place with his cane, and pre­par­ing to hand out the bas­ket af­ter the old la­dy.

			“Please don’t—it’s—it’s mine,” mur­mured Amy, with a face near­ly as red as her fish.

			“Oh, re­al­ly, I beg par­don; it’s an un­com­mon­ly fine one, isn’t it?” said Tu­dor, with great pres­ence of mind, and an air of sober in­ter­est that did cred­it to his breed­ing.

			Amy re­cov­ered her­self in a breath, set her bas­ket bold­ly on the seat, and said, laugh­ing—

			“Don’t you wish you were to have some of the sal­ad he’s to make, and to see the charm­ing young ladies who are to eat it?”

			Now that was tact, for two of the rul­ing foibles of the mas­cu­line mind were touched: the lob­ster was in­stant­ly sur­round­ed by a ha­lo of pleas­ing rem­i­nis­cences, and cu­rios­i­ty about “the charm­ing young ladies” di­vert­ed his mind from the com­i­cal mishap.

			“I sup­pose he’ll laugh and joke over it with Lau­rie, but I shan’t see them; that’s a com­fort,” thought Amy, as Tu­dor bowed and de­part­ed.

			She did not men­tion this meet­ing at home (though she dis­cov­ered that, thanks to the up­set, her new dress was much dam­aged by the rivulets of dress­ing that me­an­dered down the skirt), but went through with the prepa­ra­tions which now seemed more irk­some than be­fore; and at twelve o’clock all was ready again. Feel­ing that the neigh­bors were in­ter­est­ed in her move­ments, she wished to ef­face the mem­o­ry of yes­ter­day’s fail­ure by a grand suc­cess to­day; so she or­dered the “cher­ry-bounce,” and drove away in state to meet and es­cort her guests to the ban­quet.

			“There’s the rum­ble, they’re com­ing! I’ll go in­to the porch to meet them; it looks hos­pitable, and I want the poor child to have a good time af­ter all her trou­ble,” said Mrs. March, suit­ing the ac­tion to the word. But af­ter one glance, she re­tired, with an in­de­scrib­able ex­pres­sion, for, look­ing quite lost in the big car­riage, sat Amy and one young la­dy.

			“Run, Beth, and help Han­nah clear half the things off the ta­ble; it will be too ab­surd to put a lun­cheon for twelve be­fore a sin­gle girl,” cried Jo, hur­ry­ing away to the low­er re­gions, too ex­cit­ed to stop even for a laugh.

			In came Amy, quite calm, and de­light­ful­ly cor­dial to the one guest who had kept her prom­ise; the rest of the fam­i­ly, be­ing of a dra­mat­ic turn, played their parts equal­ly well, and Miss Eliott found them a most hi­lar­i­ous set; for it was im­pos­si­ble to en­tire­ly con­trol the mer­ri­ment which pos­sessed them. The re­mod­elled lunch be­ing gay­ly par­tak­en of, the stu­dio and gar­den vis­it­ed, and art dis­cussed with en­thu­si­asm, Amy or­dered a bug­gy (alas for the el­e­gant cher­ry-bounce!) and drove her friend qui­et­ly about the neigh­bor­hood till sun­set, when “the par­ty went out.”

			As she came walk­ing in, look­ing very tired, but as com­posed as ev­er, she ob­served that ev­ery ves­tige of the un­for­tu­nate fête had dis­ap­peared, ex­cept a sus­pi­cious puck­er about the cor­ners of Jo’s mouth.

			“You’ve had a love­ly af­ter­noon for your drive, dear,” said her moth­er, as re­spect­ful­ly as if the whole twelve had come.

			“Miss Eliott is a very sweet girl, and seemed to en­joy her­self, I thought,” ob­served Beth, with un­usu­al warmth.

			“Could you spare me some of your cake? I re­al­ly need some, I have so much com­pa­ny, and I can’t make such de­li­cious stuff as yours,” asked Meg sober­ly.

			“Take it all; I’m the on­ly one here who likes sweet things, and it will mould be­fore I can dis­pose of it,” an­swered Amy, think­ing with a sigh of the gen­er­ous store she had laid in for such an end as this.

			“It’s a pity Lau­rie isn’t here to help us,” be­gan Jo, as they sat down to ice-cream and sal­ad for the sec­ond time in two days.

			A warn­ing look from her moth­er checked any fur­ther re­marks, and the whole fam­i­ly ate in hero­ic si­lence, till Mr. March mild­ly ob­served, “Sal­ad was one of the fa­vorite dish­es of the an­cients, and Eve­lyn”—here a gen­er­al ex­plo­sion of laugh­ter cut short the “his­to­ry of sal­lets,” to the great sur­prise of the learned gen­tle­man.

			“Bun­dle ev­ery­thing in­to a bas­ket and send it to the Hum­mels: Ger­mans like mess­es. I’m sick of the sight of this; and there’s no rea­son you should all die of a sur­feit be­cause I’ve been a fool,” cried Amy, wip­ing her eyes.

			“I thought I should have died when I saw you two girls rat­tling about in the what-you-call-it, like two lit­tle ker­nels in a very big nut­shell, and moth­er wait­ing in state to re­ceive the throng,” sighed Jo, quite spent with laugh­ter.

			“I’m very sor­ry you were dis­ap­point­ed, dear, but we all did our best to sat­is­fy you,” said Mrs. March, in a tone full of moth­er­ly re­gret.

			“I am sat­is­fied; I’ve done what I un­der­took, and it’s not my fault that it failed; I com­fort my­self with that,” said Amy, with a lit­tle quiver in her voice. “I thank you all very much for help­ing me, and I’ll thank you still more if you won’t al­lude to it for a month, at least.”

			No one did for sev­er­al months; but the word “fête” al­ways pro­duced a gen­er­al smile, and Lau­rie’s birth­day gift to Amy was a tiny coral lob­ster in the shape of a charm for her watch-guard.

		
	
		
			
				XXVII

				Lit­er­ary Lessons

			
			For­tune sud­den­ly smiled up­on Jo, and dropped a good-luck pen­ny in her path. Not a gold­en pen­ny, ex­act­ly, but I doubt if half a mil­lion would have giv­en more re­al hap­pi­ness than did the lit­tle sum that came to her in this wise.

			Ev­ery few weeks she would shut her­self up in her room, put on her scrib­bling suit, and “fall in­to a vor­tex,” as she ex­pressed it, writ­ing away at her nov­el with all her heart and soul, for till that was fin­ished she could find no peace. Her “scrib­bling suit” con­sist­ed of a black woollen pinafore on which she could wipe her pen at will, and a cap of the same ma­te­ri­al, adorned with a cheer­ful red bow, in­to which she bun­dled her hair when the decks were cleared for ac­tion. This cap was a bea­con to the in­quir­ing eyes of her fam­i­ly, who dur­ing these pe­ri­ods kept their dis­tance, mere­ly pop­ping in their heads se­mi-oc­ca­sion­al­ly, to ask, with in­ter­est, “Does ge­nius burn, Jo?” They did not al­ways ven­ture even to ask this ques­tion, but took an ob­ser­va­tion of the cap, and judged ac­cord­ing­ly. If this ex­pres­sive ar­ti­cle of dress was drawn low up­on the fore­head, it was a sign that hard work was go­ing on; in ex­cit­ing mo­ments it was pushed rak­ish­ly askew; and when de­spair seized the au­thor it was plucked whol­ly off, and cast up­on the floor. At such times the in­trud­er silent­ly with­drew; and not un­til the red bow was seen gay­ly erect up­on the gift­ed brow, did any­one dare ad­dress Jo.

			She did not think her­self a ge­nius by any means; but when the writ­ing fit came on, she gave her­self up to it with en­tire aban­don, and led a bliss­ful life, un­con­scious of want, care, or bad weath­er, while she sat safe and hap­py in an imag­i­nary world, full of friends al­most as re­al and dear to her as any in the flesh. Sleep for­sook her eyes, meals stood un­tast­ed, day and night were all too short to en­joy the hap­pi­ness which blessed her on­ly at such times, and made these hours worth liv­ing, even if they bore no oth­er fruit. The di­vine af­fla­tus usu­al­ly last­ed a week or two, and then she emerged from her “vor­tex,” hun­gry, sleepy, cross, or de­spon­dent.

			She was just re­cov­er­ing from one of these at­tacks when she was pre­vailed up­on to es­cort Miss Crock­er to a lec­ture, and in re­turn for her virtue was re­ward­ed with a new idea. It was a Peo­ple’s Course, the lec­ture on the Pyra­mids, and Jo rather won­dered at the choice of such a sub­ject for such an au­di­ence, but took it for grant­ed that some great so­cial evil would be reme­died or some great want sup­plied by un­fold­ing the glo­ries of the Pharaohs to an au­di­ence whose thoughts were busy with the price of coal and flour, and whose lives were spent in try­ing to solve hard­er rid­dles than that of the Sphinx.

			They were ear­ly; and while Miss Crock­er set the heel of her stock­ing, Jo amused her­self by ex­am­in­ing the faces of the peo­ple who oc­cu­pied the seat with them. On her left were two ma­trons, with mas­sive fore­heads, and bon­nets to match, dis­cussing Wom­an’s Rights and mak­ing tat­ting. Be­yond sat a pair of hum­ble lovers, art­less­ly hold­ing each oth­er by the hand, a som­bre spin­ster eat­ing pep­per­mints out of a pa­per bag, and an old gen­tle­man tak­ing his prepara­to­ry nap be­hind a yel­low ban­dan­na. On her right, her on­ly neigh­bor was a stu­dious-look­ing lad ab­sorbed in a news­pa­per.

			It was a pic­to­ri­al sheet, and Jo ex­am­ined the work of art near­est her, idly won­der­ing what un­for­tu­itous con­cate­na­tion of cir­cum­stances need­ed the melo­dra­mat­ic il­lus­tra­tion of an In­di­an in full war cos­tume, tum­bling over a precipice with a wolf at his throat, while two in­fu­ri­at­ed young gen­tle­men, with un­nat­u­ral­ly small feet and big eyes, were stab­bing each oth­er close by, and a di­shev­elled fe­male was fly­ing away in the back­ground with her mouth wide open. Paus­ing to turn a page, the lad saw her look­ing, and, with boy­ish good-na­ture, of­fered half his pa­per, say­ing blunt­ly, “Want to read it? That’s a first-rate sto­ry.”

			Jo ac­cept­ed it with a smile, for she had nev­er out­grown her lik­ing for lads, and soon found her­self in­volved in the usu­al labyrinth of love, mys­tery, and mur­der, for the sto­ry be­longed to that class of light lit­er­a­ture in which the pas­sions have a hol­i­day, and when the au­thor’s in­ven­tion fails, a grand catas­tro­phe clears the stage of one half the drama­tis per­sonæ, leav­ing the oth­er half to ex­ult over their down­fall.

			“Prime, isn’t it?” asked the boy, as her eye went down the last para­graph of her por­tion.

			“I think you and I could do as well as that if we tried,” re­turned Jo, amused at his ad­mi­ra­tion of the trash.

			“I should think I was a pret­ty lucky chap if I could. She makes a good liv­ing out of such sto­ries, they say;” and he point­ed to the name of Mrs. S. L. A. N. G. North­bury, un­der the ti­tle of the tale.

			“Do you know her?” asked Jo, with sud­den in­ter­est.

			“No; but I read all her pieces, and I know a fel­low who works in the of­fice where this pa­per is print­ed.”

			“Do you say she makes a good liv­ing out of sto­ries like this?” and Jo looked more re­spect­ful­ly at the ag­i­tat­ed group and thick­ly-sprin­kled ex­cla­ma­tion-points that adorned the page.

			“Guess she does! She knows just what folks like, and gets paid well for writ­ing it.”

			Here the lec­ture be­gan, but Jo heard very lit­tle of it, for while Prof. Sands was pros­ing away about Bel­zoni, Cheops, scarabei, and hi­ero­glyph­ics, she was covert­ly tak­ing down the ad­dress of the pa­per, and bold­ly re­solv­ing to try for the hun­dred-dol­lar prize of­fered in its col­umns for a sen­sa­tion­al sto­ry. By the time the lec­ture end­ed and the au­di­ence awoke, she had built up a splen­did for­tune for her­self (not the first found­ed up­on pa­per), and was al­ready deep in the con­coc­tion of her sto­ry, be­ing un­able to de­cide whether the du­el should come be­fore the elope­ment or af­ter the mur­der.

			She said noth­ing of her plan at home, but fell to work next day, much to the dis­qui­et of her moth­er, who al­ways looked a lit­tle anx­ious when “ge­nius took to burn­ing.” Jo had nev­er tried this style be­fore, con­tent­ing her­self with very mild ro­mances for the Spread Ea­gle. Her the­atri­cal ex­pe­ri­ence and mis­cel­la­neous read­ing were of ser­vice now, for they gave her some idea of dra­mat­ic ef­fect, and sup­plied plot, lan­guage, and cos­tumes. Her sto­ry was as full of des­per­a­tion and de­spair as her lim­it­ed ac­quain­tance with those un­com­fort­able emo­tions en­abled her to make it, and, hav­ing lo­cat­ed it in Lis­bon, she wound up with an earth­quake, as a strik­ing and ap­pro­pri­ate de­noue­ment. The man­u­script was pri­vate­ly despatched, ac­com­pa­nied by a note, mod­est­ly say­ing that if the tale didn’t get the prize, which the writ­er hard­ly dared ex­pect, she would be very glad to re­ceive any sum it might be con­sid­ered worth.

			Six weeks is a long time to wait, and a still longer time for a girl to keep a se­cret; but Jo did both, and was just be­gin­ning to give up all hope of ev­er see­ing her man­u­script again, when a let­ter ar­rived which al­most took her breath away; for on open­ing it, a check for a hun­dred dol­lars fell in­to her lap. For a minute she stared at it as if it had been a snake, then she read her let­ter and be­gan to cry. If the ami­able gen­tle­man who wrote that kind­ly note could have known what in­tense hap­pi­ness he was giv­ing a fel­low-crea­ture, I think he would de­vote his leisure hours, if he has any, to that amuse­ment; for Jo val­ued the let­ter more than the mon­ey, be­cause it was en­cour­ag­ing; and af­ter years of ef­fort it was so pleas­ant to find that she had learned to do some­thing, though it was on­ly to write a sen­sa­tion sto­ry.

			A proud­er young wom­an was sel­dom seen than she, when, hav­ing com­posed her­self, she elec­tri­fied the fam­i­ly by ap­pear­ing be­fore them with the let­ter in one hand, the check in the oth­er, an­nounc­ing that she had won the prize. Of course there was a great ju­bilee, and when the sto­ry came ev­ery­one read and praised it; though af­ter her fa­ther had told her that the lan­guage was good, the ro­mance fresh and hearty, and the tragedy quite thrilling, he shook his head, and said in his un­world­ly way—

			“You can do bet­ter than this, Jo. Aim at the high­est, and nev­er mind the mon­ey.”

			“I think the mon­ey is the best part of it. What will you do with such a for­tune?” asked Amy, re­gard­ing the mag­ic slip of pa­per with a rev­er­en­tial eye.

			“Send Beth and moth­er to the sea­side for a month or two,” an­swered Jo prompt­ly.

			“Oh, how splen­did! No, I can’t do it, dear, it would be so self­ish,” cried Beth, who had clapped her thin hands, and tak­en a long breath, as if pin­ing for fresh ocean-breezes; then stopped her­self, and mo­tioned away the check which her sis­ter waved be­fore her.

			“Ah, but you shall go, I’ve set my heart on it; that’s what I tried for, and that’s why I suc­ceed­ed. I nev­er get on when I think of my­self alone, so it will help me to work for you, don’t you see? Be­sides, Marmee needs the change, and she won’t leave you, so you must go. Won’t it be fun to see you come home plump and rosy again? Hur­rah for Dr. Jo, who al­ways cures her pa­tients!”

			To the sea side they went, af­ter much dis­cus­sion; and though Beth didn’t come home as plump and rosy as could be de­sired, she was much bet­ter, while Mrs. March de­clared she felt ten years younger; so Jo was sat­is­fied with the in­vest­ment of her prize mon­ey, and fell to work with a cheery spir­it, bent on earn­ing more of those de­light­ful checks. She did earn sev­er­al that year, and be­gan to feel her­self a pow­er in the house; for by the mag­ic of a pen, her “rub­bish” turned in­to com­forts for them all. “The Duke’s Daugh­ter” paid the butch­er’s bill, “A Phan­tom Hand” put down a new car­pet, and the “Curse of the Coven­trys” proved the bless­ing of the March­es in the way of gro­ceries and gowns.

			Wealth is cer­tain­ly a most de­sir­able thing, but pover­ty has its sun­ny side, and one of the sweet us­es of ad­ver­si­ty is the gen­uine sat­is­fac­tion which comes from hearty work of head or hand; and to the in­spi­ra­tion of ne­ces­si­ty, we owe half the wise, beau­ti­ful, and use­ful bless­ings of the world. Jo en­joyed a taste of this sat­is­fac­tion, and ceased to en­vy rich­er girls, tak­ing great com­fort in the knowl­edge that she could sup­ply her own wants, and need ask no one for a pen­ny.

			Lit­tle no­tice was tak­en of her sto­ries, but they found a mar­ket; and, en­cour­aged by this fact, she re­solved to make a bold stroke for fame and for­tune. Hav­ing copied her nov­el for the fourth time, read it to all her con­fi­den­tial friends, and sub­mit­ted it with fear and trem­bling to three pub­lish­ers, she at last dis­posed of it, on con­di­tion that she would cut it down one third, and omit all the parts which she par­tic­u­lar­ly ad­mired.

			“Now I must ei­ther bun­dle it back in­to my tin-kitchen to mould, pay for print­ing it my­self, or chop it up to suit pur­chasers, and get what I can for it. Fame is a very good thing to have in the house, but cash is more con­ve­nient; so I wish to take the sense of the meet­ing on this im­por­tant sub­ject,” said Jo, call­ing a fam­i­ly coun­cil.

			“Don’t spoil your book, my girl, for there is more in it than you know, and the idea is well worked out. Let it wait and ripen,” was her fa­ther’s ad­vice; and he prac­tised as he preached, hav­ing wait­ed pa­tient­ly thir­ty years for fruit of his own to ripen, and be­ing in no haste to gath­er it, even now, when it was sweet and mel­low.

			“It seems to me that Jo will prof­it more by mak­ing the tri­al than by wait­ing,” said Mrs. March. “Crit­i­cism is the best test of such work, for it will show her both un­sus­pect­ed mer­its and faults, and help her to do bet­ter next time. We are too par­tial; but the praise and blame of out­siders will prove use­ful, even if she gets but lit­tle mon­ey.”

			“Yes,” said Jo, knit­ting her brows, “that’s just it; I’ve been fuss­ing over the thing so long, I re­al­ly don’t know whether it’s good, bad, or in­dif­fer­ent. It will be a great help to have cool, im­par­tial per­sons take a look at it, and tell me what they think of it.”

			“I wouldn’t leave out a word of it; you’ll spoil it if you do, for the in­ter­est of the sto­ry is more in the minds than in the ac­tions of the peo­ple, and it will be all a mud­dle if you don’t ex­plain as you go on,” said Meg, who firm­ly be­lieved that this book was the most re­mark­able nov­el ev­er writ­ten.

			“But Mr. Allen says, ‘Leave out the ex­pla­na­tions, make it brief and dra­mat­ic, and let the char­ac­ters tell the sto­ry,’ ” in­ter­rupt­ed Jo, turn­ing to the pub­lish­er’s note.

			“Do as he tells you; he knows what will sell, and we don’t. Make a good, pop­u­lar book, and get as much mon­ey as you can. By and by, when, you’ve got a name, you can af­ford to di­gress, and have philo­soph­i­cal and meta­phys­i­cal peo­ple in your nov­els,” said Amy, who took a strict­ly prac­ti­cal view of the sub­ject.

			“Well,” said Jo, laugh­ing, “if my peo­ple are ‘philo­soph­i­cal and meta­phys­i­cal,’ it isn’t my fault, for I know noth­ing about such things, ex­cept what I hear fa­ther say, some­times. If I’ve got some of his wise ideas jum­bled up with my ro­mance, so much the bet­ter for me. Now, Beth, what do you say?”

			“I should so like to see it print­ed soon,” was all Beth said, and smiled in say­ing it; but there was an un­con­scious em­pha­sis on the last word, and a wist­ful look in the eyes that nev­er lost their child­like can­dor, which chilled Jo’s heart, for a minute, with a fore­bod­ing fear, and de­cid­ed her to make her lit­tle ven­ture “soon.”

			So, with Spar­tan firm­ness, the young au­thoress laid her first­born on her ta­ble, and chopped it up as ruth­less­ly as any ogre. In the hope of pleas­ing ev­ery­one, she took ev­ery­one’s ad­vice; and, like the old man and his don­key in the fa­ble, suit­ed no­body.

			Her fa­ther liked the meta­phys­i­cal streak which had un­con­scious­ly got in­to it; so that was al­lowed to re­main, though she had her doubts about it. Her moth­er thought that there was a tri­fle too much de­scrip­tion; out, there­fore, it near­ly all came, and with it many nec­es­sary links in the sto­ry. Meg ad­mired the tragedy; so Jo piled up the agony to suit her, while Amy ob­ject­ed to the fun, and, with the best in­ten­tions in life, Jo quenched the spright­ly scenes which re­lieved the som­bre char­ac­ter of the sto­ry. Then, to com­plete the ru­in, she cut it down one third, and con­fid­ing­ly sent the poor lit­tle ro­mance, like a picked robin, out in­to the big, busy world, to try its fate.

			Well, it was print­ed, and she got three hun­dred dol­lars for it; like­wise plen­ty of praise and blame, both so much greater than she ex­pect­ed that she was thrown in­to a state of be­wil­der­ment, from which it took her some time to re­cov­er.

			“You said, moth­er, that crit­i­cism would help me; but how can it, when it’s so con­tra­dic­to­ry that I don’t know whether I’ve writ­ten a promis­ing book or bro­ken all the ten com­mand­ments?” cried poor Jo, turn­ing over a heap of no­tices, the pe­rusal of which filled her with pride and joy one minute, wrath and dire dis­may the next. “This man says ‘An ex­quis­ite book, full of truth, beau­ty, and earnest­ness; all is sweet, pure, and healthy,’ ” con­tin­ued the per­plexed au­thoress. “The next, ‘The the­o­ry of the book is bad, full of mor­bid fan­cies, spir­i­tu­al­is­tic ideas, and un­nat­u­ral char­ac­ters.’ Now, as I had no the­o­ry of any kind, don’t be­lieve in Spir­i­tu­al­ism, and copied my char­ac­ters from life, I don’t see how this crit­ic can be right. An­oth­er says, ‘It’s one of the best Amer­i­can nov­els which has ap­peared for years’ (I know bet­ter than that); and the next as­serts that ‘though it is orig­i­nal, and writ­ten with great force and feel­ing, it is a dan­ger­ous book.’ ’Tisn’t! Some make fun of it, some over­praise, and near­ly all in­sist that I had a deep the­o­ry to ex­pound, when I on­ly wrote it for the plea­sure and the mon­ey. I wish I’d print­ed it whole or not at all, for I do hate to be so mis­judged.”

			Her fam­i­ly and friends ad­min­is­tered com­fort and com­men­da­tion lib­er­al­ly; yet it was a hard time for sen­si­tive, high-spir­it­ed Jo, who meant so well, and had ap­par­ent­ly done so ill. But it did her good, for those whose opin­ion had re­al val­ue gave her the crit­i­cism which is an au­thor’s best ed­u­ca­tion; and when the first sore­ness was over, she could laugh at her poor lit­tle book, yet be­lieve in it still, and feel her­self the wis­er and stronger for the buf­fet­ing she had re­ceived.

			“Not be­ing a ge­nius, like Keats, it won’t kill me,” she said stout­ly; “and I’ve got the joke on my side, af­ter all; for the parts that were tak­en straight out of re­al life are de­nounced as im­pos­si­ble and ab­surd, and the scenes that I made up out of my own sil­ly head are pro­nounced ‘charm­ing­ly nat­u­ral, ten­der, and true.’ So I’ll com­fort my­self with that; and when I’m ready, I’ll up again and take an­oth­er.”

		
	
		
			
				XXVIII

				Do­mes­tic Ex­pe­ri­ences

			
			Like most oth­er young ma­trons, Meg be­gan her mar­ried life with the de­ter­mi­na­tion to be a mod­el house­keep­er. John should find home a par­adise; he should al­ways see a smil­ing face, should fare sump­tu­ous­ly ev­ery day, and nev­er know the loss of a but­ton. She brought so much love, en­er­gy, and cheer­ful­ness to the work that she could not but suc­ceed, in spite of some ob­sta­cles. Her par­adise was not a tran­quil one; for the lit­tle wom­an fussed, was over­anx­ious to please, and bus­tled about like a true Martha, cum­bered with many cares. She was too tired, some­times, even to smile; John grew dys­pep­tic af­ter a course of dain­ty dish­es, and un­grate­ful­ly de­mand­ed plain fare. As for but­tons, she soon learned to won­der where they went, to shake her head over the care­less­ness of men, and to threat­en to make him sew them on him­self, and then see if his work would stand im­pa­tient tugs and clum­sy fin­gers any bet­ter than hers.

			They were very hap­py, even af­ter they dis­cov­ered that they couldn’t live on love alone. John did not find Meg’s beau­ty di­min­ished, though she beamed at him from be­hind the fa­mil­iar cof­feepot; nor did Meg miss any of the ro­mance from the dai­ly part­ing, when her hus­band fol­lowed up his kiss with the ten­der in­quiry, “Shall I send home veal or mut­ton for din­ner, dar­ling?” The lit­tle house ceased to be a glo­ri­fied bow­er, but it be­came a home, and the young cou­ple soon felt that it was a change for the bet­ter. At first they played keep-house, and frol­icked over it like chil­dren; then John took steadi­ly to busi­ness, feel­ing the cares of the head of a fam­i­ly up­on his shoul­ders; and Meg laid by her cam­bric wrap­pers, put on a big apron, and fell to work, as be­fore said, with more en­er­gy than dis­cre­tion.

			While the cook­ing ma­nia last­ed she went through Mrs. Cor­nelius’s Re­ceipt Book as if it were a math­e­mat­i­cal ex­er­cise, work­ing out the prob­lems with pa­tience and care. Some­times her fam­i­ly were in­vit­ed in to help eat up a too boun­teous feast of suc­cess­es, or Lot­ty would be pri­vate­ly despatched with a batch of fail­ures, which were to be con­cealed from all eyes in the con­ve­nient stom­achs of the lit­tle Hum­mels. An evening with John over the ac­count-books usu­al­ly pro­duced a tem­po­rary lull in the culi­nary en­thu­si­asm, and a fru­gal fit would en­sue, dur­ing which the poor man was put through a course of bread-pud­ding, hash, and warmed-over cof­fee, which tried his soul, al­though he bore it with praise­wor­thy for­ti­tude. Be­fore the gold­en mean was found, how­ev­er, Meg added to her do­mes­tic pos­ses­sions what young cou­ples sel­dom get on long with­out—a fam­i­ly jar.

			Fired with a house­wife­ly wish to see her store­room stocked with home­made pre­serves, she un­der­took to put up her own cur­rant jel­ly. John was re­quest­ed to or­der home a dozen or so of lit­tle pots, and an ex­tra quan­ti­ty of sug­ar, for their own cur­rants were ripe, and were to be at­tend­ed to at once. As John firm­ly be­lieved that “my wife” was equal to any­thing, and took a nat­u­ral pride in her skill, he re­solved that she should be grat­i­fied, and their on­ly crop of fruit laid by in a most pleas­ing form for win­ter use. Home came four dozen de­light­ful lit­tle pots, half a bar­rel of sug­ar, and a small boy to pick the cur­rants for her. With her pret­ty hair tucked in­to a lit­tle cap, arms bared to the el­bow, and a checked apron which had a co­quet­tish look in spite of the bib, the young house­wife fell to work, feel­ing no doubts about her suc­cess; for hadn’t she seen Han­nah do it hun­dreds of times? The ar­ray of pots rather amazed her at first, but John was so fond of jel­ly, and the nice lit­tle jars would look so well on the top shelf, that Meg re­solved to fill them all, and spent a long day pick­ing, boil­ing, strain­ing, and fuss­ing over her jel­ly. She did her best; she asked ad­vice of Mrs. Cor­nelius; she racked her brain to re­mem­ber what Han­nah did that she had left un­done; she re­boiled, re­sug­ared, and re­strained, but that dread­ful stuff wouldn’t “jell.”

			She longed to run home, bib and all, and ask moth­er to lend a hand, but John and she had agreed that they would nev­er an­noy any­one with their pri­vate wor­ries, ex­per­i­ments, or quar­rels. They had laughed over that last word as if the idea it sug­gest­ed was a most pre­pos­ter­ous one; but they had held to their re­solve, and when­ev­er they could get on with­out help they did so, and no one in­ter­fered, for Mrs. March had ad­vised the plan. So Meg wres­tled alone with the re­frac­to­ry sweet­meats all that hot sum­mer day, and at five o’clock sat down in her top­sy-turvy kitchen, wrung her be­daubed hands, lift­ed up her voice and wept.

			Now, in the first flush of the new life, she had of­ten said—

			“My hus­band shall al­ways feel free to bring a friend home when­ev­er he likes. I shall al­ways be pre­pared; there shall be no flur­ry, no scold­ing, no dis­com­fort, but a neat house, a cheer­ful wife, and a good din­ner. John, dear, nev­er stop to ask my leave, in­vite whom you please, and be sure of a wel­come from me.”

			How charm­ing that was, to be sure! John quite glowed with pride to hear her say it, and felt what a blessed thing it was to have a su­pe­ri­or wife. But, al­though they had had com­pa­ny from time to time, it nev­er hap­pened to be un­ex­pect­ed, and Meg had nev­er had an op­por­tu­ni­ty to dis­tin­guish her­self till now. It al­ways hap­pens so in this vale of tears; there is an in­evitabil­i­ty about such things which we can on­ly won­der at, de­plore, and bear as we best can.

			If John had not for­got­ten all about the jel­ly, it re­al­ly would have been un­par­don­able in him to choose that day, of all the days in the year, to bring a friend home to din­ner un­ex­pect­ed­ly. Con­grat­u­lat­ing him­self that a hand­some repast had been or­dered that morn­ing, feel­ing sure that it would be ready to the minute, and in­dulging in pleas­ant an­tic­i­pa­tions of the charm­ing ef­fect it would pro­duce, when his pret­ty wife came run­ning out to meet him, he es­cort­ed his friend to his man­sion, with the ir­re­press­ible sat­is­fac­tion of a young host and hus­band.

			It is a world of dis­ap­point­ments, as John dis­cov­ered when he reached the Dove­cote. The front door usu­al­ly stood hos­pitably open; now it was not on­ly shut, but locked, and yes­ter­day’s mud still adorned the steps. The par­lor-win­dows were closed and cur­tained, no pic­ture of the pret­ty wife sewing on the pi­az­za, in white, with a dis­tract­ing lit­tle bow in her hair, or a bright-eyed host­ess, smil­ing a shy wel­come as she greet­ed her guest. Noth­ing of the sort, for not a soul ap­peared, but a san­guinary-look­ing boy asleep un­der the cur­rant-bush­es.

			“I’m afraid some­thing has hap­pened. Step in­to the gar­den, Scott, while I look up Mrs. Brooke,” said John, alarmed at the si­lence and soli­tude.

			Round the house he hur­ried, led by a pun­gent smell of burnt sug­ar, and Mr. Scott strolled af­ter him, with a queer look on his face. He paused dis­creet­ly at a dis­tance when Brooke dis­ap­peared; but he could both see and hear, and, be­ing a bach­e­lor, en­joyed the prospect might­i­ly.

			In the kitchen reigned con­fu­sion and de­spair; one edi­tion of jel­ly was trick­led from pot to pot, an­oth­er lay up­on the floor, and a third was burn­ing gay­ly on the stove. Lot­ty, with Teu­ton­ic phlegm, was calm­ly eat­ing bread and cur­rant wine, for the jel­ly was still in a hope­less­ly liq­uid state, while Mrs. Brooke, with her apron over her head, sat sob­bing dis­mal­ly.

			“My dear­est girl, what is the mat­ter?” cried John, rush­ing in, with aw­ful vi­sions of scald­ed hands, sud­den news of af­flic­tion, and se­cret con­ster­na­tion at the thought of the guest in the gar­den.

			“O John, I am so tired and hot and cross and wor­ried! I’ve been at it till I’m all worn out. Do come and help me or I shall die!” and the ex­haust­ed house­wife cast her­self up­on his breast, giv­ing him a sweet wel­come in ev­ery sense of the word, for her pinafore had been bap­tized at the same time as the floor.

			“What wor­ries you, dear? Has any­thing dread­ful hap­pened?” asked the anx­ious John, ten­der­ly kiss­ing the crown of the lit­tle cap, which was all askew.

			“Yes,” sobbed Meg de­spair­ing­ly.

			“Tell me quick, then. Don’t cry, I can bear any­thing bet­ter than that. Out with it, love.”

			“The—the jel­ly won’t jell and I don’t know what to do!”

			John Brooke laughed then as he nev­er dared to laugh af­ter­ward; and the de­ri­sive Scott smiled in­vol­un­tar­i­ly as he heard the hearty peal, which put the fin­ish­ing stroke to poor Meg’s woe.

			“Is that all? Fling it out of win­dow, and don’t both­er any more about it. I’ll buy you quarts if you want it; but for heav­en’s sake don’t have hys­ter­ics, for I’ve brought Jack Scott home to din­ner, and—”

			John got no fur­ther, for Meg cast him off, and clasped her hands with a trag­ic ges­ture as she fell in­to a chair, ex­claim­ing in a tone of min­gled in­dig­na­tion, re­proach, and dis­may—

			“A man to din­ner, and ev­ery­thing in a mess! John Brooke, how could you do such a thing?”

			“Hush, he’s in the gar­den! I for­got the con­found­ed jel­ly, but it can’t be helped now,” said John, sur­vey­ing the prospect with an anx­ious eye.

			“You ought to have sent word, or told me this morn­ing, and you ought to have re­mem­bered how busy I was,” con­tin­ued Meg petu­lant­ly; for even tur­tle­doves will peck when ruf­fled.

			“I didn’t know it this morn­ing, and there was no time to send word, for I met him on the way out. I nev­er thought of ask­ing leave, when you have al­ways told me to do as I liked. I nev­er tried it be­fore, and hang me if I ev­er do again!” added John, with an ag­grieved air.

			“I should hope not! Take him away at once; I can’t see him, and there isn’t any din­ner.”

			“Well, I like that! Where’s the beef and veg­eta­bles I sent home, and the pud­ding you promised?” cried John, rush­ing to the larder.

			“I hadn’t time to cook any­thing; I meant to dine at moth­er’s. I’m sor­ry, but I was so busy;” and Meg’s tears be­gan again.

			John was a mild man, but he was hu­man; and af­ter a long day’s work, to come home tired, hun­gry, and hope­ful, to find a chaot­ic house, an emp­ty ta­ble, and a cross wife was not ex­act­ly con­ducive to re­pose of mind or man­ner. He re­strained him­self, how­ev­er, and the lit­tle squall would have blown over, but for one un­lucky word.

			“It’s a scrape, I ac­knowl­edge; but if you will lend a hand, we’ll pull through, and have a good time yet. Don’t cry, dear, but just ex­ert your­self a bit, and knock us up some­thing to eat. We’re both as hun­gry as hunters, so we shan’t mind what it is. Give us the cold meat, and bread and cheese; we won’t ask for jel­ly.”

			He meant it for a good-na­tured joke; but that one word sealed his fate. Meg thought it was too cru­el to hint about her sad fail­ure, and the last atom of pa­tience van­ished as he spoke.

			“You must get your­self out of the scrape as you can; I’m too used up to ‘ex­ert’ my­self for any­one. It’s like a man to pro­pose a bone and vul­gar bread and cheese for com­pa­ny. I won’t have any­thing of the sort in my house. Take that Scott up to moth­er’s, and tell him I’m away, sick, dead—any­thing. I won’t see him, and you two can laugh at me and my jel­ly as much as you like: you won’t have any­thing else here;” and hav­ing de­liv­ered her de­fi­ance all in one breath, Meg cast away her pinafore, and pre­cip­i­tate­ly left the field to be­moan her­self in her own room.

			What those two crea­tures did in her ab­sence, she nev­er knew; but Mr. Scott was not tak­en “up to moth­er’s,” and when Meg de­scend­ed, af­ter they had strolled away to­geth­er, she found traces of a pro­mis­cu­ous lunch which filled her with hor­ror. Lot­ty re­port­ed that they had eat­en “a much, and great­ly laughed, and the mas­ter bid her throw away all the sweet stuff, and hide the pots.”

			Meg longed to go and tell moth­er; but a sense of shame at her own short­com­ings, of loy­al­ty to John, “who might be cru­el, but no­body should know it,” re­strained her; and af­ter a sum­ma­ry clear­ing up, she dressed her­self pret­ti­ly, and sat down to wait for John to come and be for­giv­en.

			Un­for­tu­nate­ly, John didn’t come, not see­ing the mat­ter in that light. He had car­ried it off as a good joke with Scott, ex­cused his lit­tle wife as well as he could, and played the host so hos­pitably that his friend en­joyed the im­promp­tu din­ner, and promised to come again. But John was an­gry, though he did not show it; he felt that Meg had got him in­to a scrape, and then de­sert­ed him in his hour of need. “It wasn’t fair to tell a man to bring folks home any time, with per­fect free­dom, and when he took you at your word, to flame up and blame him, and leave him in the lurch, to be laughed at or pitied. No, by George, it wasn’t! and Meg must know it.” He had fumed in­ward­ly dur­ing the feast, but when the flur­ry was over, and he strolled home, af­ter see­ing Scott off, a milder mood came over him. “Poor lit­tle thing! it was hard up­on her when she tried so hearti­ly to please me. She was wrong, of course, but then she was young. I must be pa­tient and teach her.” He hoped she had not gone home—he hat­ed gos­sip and in­ter­fer­ence. For a minute he was ruf­fled again at the mere thought of it; and then the fear that Meg would cry her­self sick soft­ened his heart, and sent him on at a quick­er pace, re­solv­ing to be calm and kind, but firm, quite firm, and show her where she had failed in her du­ty to her spouse.

			Meg like­wise re­solved to be “calm and kind, but firm,” and show him his du­ty. She longed to run to meet him, and beg par­don, and be kissed and com­fort­ed, as she was sure of be­ing; but, of course, she did noth­ing of the sort, and when she saw John com­ing, be­gan to hum quite nat­u­ral­ly, as she rocked and sewed, like a la­dy of leisure in her best par­lor.

			John was a lit­tle dis­ap­point­ed not to find a ten­der Niobe; but, feel­ing that his dig­ni­ty de­mand­ed the first apol­o­gy, he made none, on­ly came leisure­ly in, and laid him­self up­on the so­fa, with the sin­gu­lar­ly rel­e­vant re­mark—

			“We are go­ing to have a new moon, my dear.”

			“I’ve no ob­jec­tion,” was Meg’s equal­ly sooth­ing re­mark.

			A few oth­er top­ics of gen­er­al in­ter­est were in­tro­duced by Mr. Brooke, and wet-blan­ket­ed by Mrs. Brooke, and con­ver­sa­tion lan­guished. John went to one win­dow, un­fold­ed his pa­per, and wrapped him­self in it, fig­u­ra­tive­ly speak­ing. Meg went to the oth­er win­dow, and sewed as if new rosettes for her slip­pers were among the nec­es­saries of life. Nei­ther spoke; both looked quite “calm and firm,” and both felt des­per­ate­ly un­com­fort­able.

			“Oh dear,” thought Meg, “mar­ried life is very try­ing, and does need in­fi­nite pa­tience, as well as love, as moth­er says.” The word “moth­er” sug­gest­ed oth­er ma­ter­nal coun­sels, giv­en long ago, and re­ceived with un­be­liev­ing protests.

			“John is a good man, but he has his faults, and you must learn to see and bear with them, re­mem­ber­ing your own. He is very de­cid­ed, but nev­er will be ob­sti­nate, if you rea­son kind­ly, not op­pose im­pa­tient­ly. He is very ac­cu­rate, and par­tic­u­lar about the truth—a good trait, though you call him ‘fussy.’ Nev­er de­ceive him by look or word, Meg, and he will give you the con­fi­dence you de­serve, the sup­port you need. He has a tem­per, not like ours—one flash, and then all over—but the white, still anger, that is sel­dom stirred, but once kin­dled, is hard to quench. Be care­ful, very care­ful, not to wake this anger against your­self, for peace and hap­pi­ness de­pend on keep­ing his re­spect. Watch your­self, be the first to ask par­don if you both err, and guard against the lit­tle piques, mis­un­der­stand­ings, and hasty words that of­ten pave the way for bit­ter sor­row and re­gret.”

			These words came back to Meg, as she sat sewing in the sun­set, es­pe­cial­ly the last. This was the first se­ri­ous dis­agree­ment; her own hasty speech­es sound­ed both sil­ly and un­kind, as she re­called them, her own anger looked child­ish now, and thoughts of poor John com­ing home to such a scene quite melt­ed her heart. She glanced at him with tears in her eyes, but he did not see them; she put down her work and got up, think­ing, “I will be the first to say, ‘For­give me,’ ” but he did not seem to hear her; she went very slow­ly across the room, for pride was hard to swal­low, and stood by him, but he did not turn his head. For a minute she felt as if she re­al­ly couldn’t do it; then came the thought, “This is the be­gin­ning, I’ll do my part, and have noth­ing to re­proach my­self with,” and stoop­ing down, she soft­ly kissed her hus­band on the fore­head. Of course that set­tled it; the pen­i­tent kiss was bet­ter than a world of words, and John had her on his knee in a minute, say­ing ten­der­ly—

			“It was too bad to laugh at the poor lit­tle jel­ly-pots. For­give me, dear, I nev­er will again!”

			But he did, oh bless you, yes, hun­dreds of times, and so did Meg, both declar­ing that it was the sweet­est jel­ly they ev­er made; for fam­i­ly peace was pre­served in that lit­tle fam­i­ly jar.

			Af­ter this, Meg had Mr. Scott to din­ner by spe­cial in­vi­ta­tion, and served him up a pleas­ant feast with­out a cooked wife for the first course; on which oc­ca­sion she was so gay and gra­cious, and made ev­ery­thing go off so charm­ing­ly, that Mr. Scott told John he was a hap­py fel­low, and shook his head over the hard­ships of bach­e­lor­hood all the way home.

			In the au­tumn, new tri­als and ex­pe­ri­ences came to Meg. Sal­lie Mof­fat re­newed her friend­ship, was al­ways run­ning out for a dish of gos­sip at the lit­tle house, or invit­ing “that poor dear” to come in and spend the day at the big house. It was pleas­ant, for in dull weath­er Meg of­ten felt lone­ly; all were busy at home, John ab­sent till night, and noth­ing to do but sew, or read, or pot­ter about. So it nat­u­ral­ly fell out that Meg got in­to the way of gadding and gos­sip­ing with her friend. See­ing Sal­lie’s pret­ty things made her long for such, and pity her­self be­cause she had not got them. Sal­lie was very kind, and of­ten of­fered her the cov­et­ed tri­fles; but Meg de­clined them, know­ing that John wouldn’t like it; and then this fool­ish lit­tle wom­an went and did what John dis­liked in­fin­ite­ly worse.

			She knew her hus­band’s in­come, and she loved to feel that he trust­ed her, not on­ly with his hap­pi­ness, but what some men seem to val­ue more—his mon­ey. She knew where it was, was free to take what she liked, and all he asked was that she should keep ac­count of ev­ery pen­ny, pay bills once a month, and re­mem­ber that she was a poor man’s wife. Till now, she had done well, been pru­dent and ex­act, kept her lit­tle ac­count-books neat­ly, and showed them to him month­ly with­out fear. But that au­tumn the ser­pent got in­to Meg’s par­adise, and tempt­ed her, like many a mod­ern Eve, not with ap­ples, but with dress. Meg didn’t like to be pitied and made to feel poor; it ir­ri­tat­ed her, but she was ashamed to con­fess it, and now and then she tried to con­sole her­self by buy­ing some­thing pret­ty, so that Sal­lie needn’t think she had to econ­o­mize. She al­ways felt wicked af­ter it, for the pret­ty things were sel­dom nec­es­saries; but then they cost so lit­tle, it wasn’t worth wor­ry­ing about; so the tri­fles in­creased un­con­scious­ly, and in the shop­ping ex­cur­sions she was no longer a pas­sive look­er-on.

			But the tri­fles cost more than one would imag­ine; and when she cast up her ac­counts at the end of the month, the sum to­tal rather scared her. John was busy that month, and left the bills to her; the next month he was ab­sent; but the third he had a grand quar­ter­ly set­tling up, and Meg nev­er for­got it. A few days be­fore she had done a dread­ful thing, and it weighed up­on her con­science. Sal­lie had been buy­ing silks, and Meg longed for a new one—just a hand­some light one for par­ties, her black silk was so com­mon, and thin things for evening wear were on­ly prop­er for girls. Aunt March usu­al­ly gave the sis­ters a present of twen­ty-five dol­lars apiece at New Year; that was on­ly a month to wait, and here was a love­ly vi­o­let silk go­ing at a bar­gain, and she had the mon­ey, if she on­ly dared to take it. John al­ways said what was his was hers; but would he think it right to spend not on­ly the prospec­tive five-and-twen­ty, but an­oth­er five-and-twen­ty out of the house­hold fund? That was the ques­tion. Sal­lie had urged her to do it, had of­fered to loan the mon­ey, and with the best in­ten­tions in life, had tempt­ed Meg be­yond her strength. In an evil mo­ment the shop­man held up the love­ly, shim­mer­ing folds, and said, “A bar­gain, I as­sure you, ma’am.” She an­swered, “I’ll take it;” and it was cut off and paid for, and Sal­lie had ex­ult­ed, and she had laughed as if it were a thing of no con­se­quence, and driv­en away, feel­ing as if she had stolen some­thing, and the po­lice were af­ter her.

			When she got home, she tried to as­suage the pangs of re­morse by spread­ing forth the love­ly silk; but it looked less sil­very now, didn’t be­come her, af­ter all, and the words “fifty dol­lars” seemed stamped like a pat­tern down each breadth. She put it away; but it haunt­ed her, not de­light­ful­ly, as a new dress should, but dread­ful­ly, like the ghost of a fol­ly that was not eas­i­ly laid. When John got out his books that night, Meg’s heart sank, and for the first time in her mar­ried life, she was afraid of her hus­band. The kind, brown eyes looked as if they could be stern; and though he was un­usu­al­ly mer­ry, she fan­cied he had found her out, but didn’t mean to let her know it. The house-bills were all paid, the books all in or­der. John had praised her, and was un­do­ing the old pock­et­book which they called the “bank,” when Meg, know­ing that it was quite emp­ty, stopped his hand, say­ing ner­vous­ly—

			“You haven’t seen my pri­vate ex­pense book yet.”

			John nev­er asked to see it; but she al­ways in­sist­ed on his do­ing so, and used to en­joy his mas­cu­line amaze­ment at the queer things wom­en want­ed, and made him guess what “pip­ing” was, de­mand fierce­ly the mean­ing of a “hug-me-tight,” or won­der how a lit­tle thing com­posed of three rose­buds, a bit of vel­vet, and a pair of strings, could pos­si­bly be a bon­net, and cost five or six dol­lars. That night he looked as if he would like the fun of quizzing her fig­ures and pre­tend­ing to be hor­ri­fied at her ex­trav­a­gance, as he of­ten did, be­ing par­tic­u­lar­ly proud of his pru­dent wife.

			The lit­tle book was brought slow­ly out, and laid down be­fore him. Meg got be­hind his chair un­der pre­tence of smooth­ing the wrin­kles out of his tired fore­head, and stand­ing there, she said, with her pan­ic in­creas­ing with ev­ery word—

			“John, dear, I’m ashamed to show you my book, for I’ve re­al­ly been dread­ful­ly ex­trav­a­gant late­ly. I go about so much I must have things, you know, and Sal­lie ad­vised my get­ting it, so I did; and my New-Year’s mon­ey will part­ly pay for it: but I was sor­ry af­ter I’d done it, for I knew you’d think it wrong in me.”

			John laughed, and drew her round be­side him, say­ing good-hu­mored­ly, “Don’t go and hide. I won’t beat you if you have got a pair of killing boots; I’m rather proud of my wife’s feet, and don’t mind if she does pay eight or nine dol­lars for her boots, if they are good ones.”

			That had been one of her last “tri­fles,” and John’s eye had fall­en on it as he spoke. “Oh, what will he say when he comes to that aw­ful fifty dol­lars!” thought Meg, with a shiv­er.

			“It’s worse than boots, it’s a silk dress,” she said, with the calm­ness of des­per­a­tion, for she want­ed the worst over.

			“Well, dear, what is the ‘dem’d to­tal,’ as Mr. Man­tali­ni says?”

			That didn’t sound like John, and she knew he was look­ing up at her with the straight­for­ward look that she had al­ways been ready to meet and an­swer with one as frank till now. She turned the page and her head at the same time, point­ing to the sum which would have been bad enough with­out the fifty, but which was ap­palling to her with that added. For a minute the room was very still; then John said slow­ly—but she could feel it cost him an ef­fort to ex­press no dis­plea­sure—

			“Well, I don’t know that fifty is much for a dress, with all the furbe­lows and no­tions you have to have to fin­ish it off these days.”

			“It isn’t made or trimmed,” sighed Meg faint­ly, for a sud­den rec­ol­lec­tion of the cost still to be in­curred quite over­whelmed her.

			“Twen­ty-five yards of silk seems a good deal to cov­er one small wom­an, but I’ve no doubt my wife will look as fine as Ned Mof­fat’s when she gets it on,” said John dry­ly.

			“I know you are an­gry, John, but I can’t help it. I don’t mean to waste your mon­ey, and I didn’t think those lit­tle things would count up so. I can’t re­sist them when I see Sal­lie buy­ing all she wants, and pity­ing me be­cause I don’t. I try to be con­tent­ed, but it is hard, and I’m tired of be­ing poor.”

			The last words were spo­ken so low she thought he did not hear them, but he did, and they wound­ed him deeply, for he had de­nied him­self many plea­sures for Meg’s sake. She could have bit­ten her tongue out the minute she had said it, for John pushed the books away, and got up, say­ing, with a lit­tle quiver in his voice, “I was afraid of this; I do my best, Meg.” If he had scold­ed her, or even shak­en her, it would not have bro­ken her heart like those few words. She ran to him and held him close, cry­ing, with re­pen­tant tears, “O John, my dear, kind, hard­work­ing boy, I didn’t mean it! It was so wicked, so un­true and un­grate­ful, how could I say it! Oh, how could I say it!”

			He was very kind, for­gave her read­i­ly, and did not ut­ter one re­proach; but Meg knew that she had done and said a thing which would not be for­got­ten soon, al­though he might nev­er al­lude to it again. She had promised to love him for bet­ter for worse; and then she, his wife, had re­proached him with his pover­ty, af­ter spend­ing his earn­ings reck­less­ly. It was dread­ful; and the worst of it was John went on so qui­et­ly af­ter­ward, just as if noth­ing had hap­pened, ex­cept that he stayed in town lat­er, and worked at night when she had gone to cry her­self to sleep. A week of re­morse near­ly made Meg sick; and the dis­cov­ery that John had coun­ter­mand­ed the or­der for his new great­coat re­duced her to a state of de­spair which was pa­thet­ic to be­hold. He had sim­ply said, in an­swer to her sur­prised in­quiries as to the change, “I can’t af­ford it, my dear.”

			Meg said no more, but a few min­utes af­ter he found her in the hall, with her face buried in the old great­coat, cry­ing as if her heart would break.

			They had a long talk that night, and Meg learned to love her hus­band bet­ter for his pover­ty, be­cause it seemed to have made a man of him, giv­en him the strength and courage to fight his own way, and taught him a ten­der pa­tience with which to bear and com­fort the nat­u­ral long­ings and fail­ures of those he loved.

			Next day she put her pride in her pock­et, went to Sal­lie, told the truth, and asked her to buy the silk as a fa­vor. The good-na­tured Mrs. Mof­fat will­ing­ly did so, and had the del­i­ca­cy not to make her a present of it im­me­di­ate­ly af­ter­ward. Then Meg or­dered home the great­coat, and, when John ar­rived, she put it on, and asked him how he liked her new silk gown. One can imag­ine what an­swer he made, how he re­ceived his present, and what a bliss­ful state of things en­sued. John came home ear­ly, Meg gadded no more; and that great­coat was put on in the morn­ing by a very hap­py hus­band, and tak­en off at night by a most de­vot­ed lit­tle wife. So the year rolled round, and at mid­sum­mer there came to Meg a new ex­pe­ri­ence—the deep­est and ten­der­est of a wom­an’s life.

			Lau­rie came sneak­ing in­to the kitchen of the Dove­cote, one Sat­ur­day, with an ex­cit­ed face, and was re­ceived with the clash of cym­bals; for Han­nah clapped her hands with a saucepan in one and the cov­er in the oth­er.

			“How’s the lit­tle mam­ma? Where is ev­ery­body? Why didn’t you tell me be­fore I came home?” be­gan Lau­rie, in a loud whis­per.

			“Hap­py as a queen, the dear! Ev­ery soul of ’em is up­stairs a wor­shipin’; we didn’t want no hur­rycanes round. Now you go in­to the par­lor, and I’ll send ’em down to you,” with which some­what in­volved re­ply Han­nah van­ished, chuck­ling ec­stat­i­cal­ly.

			Present­ly Jo ap­peared, proud­ly bear­ing a flan­nel bun­dle laid forth up­on a large pil­low. Jo’s face was very sober, but her eyes twin­kled, and there was an odd sound in her voice of re­pressed emo­tion of some sort.

			“Shut your eyes and hold out your arms,” she said invit­ing­ly.

			Lau­rie backed pre­cip­i­tate­ly in­to a cor­ner, and put his hands be­hind him with an im­plor­ing ges­ture: “No, thank you, I’d rather not. I shall drop it or smash it, as sure as fate.”

			“Then you shan’t see your nevvy,” said Jo de­cid­ed­ly, turn­ing as if to go.

			“I will, I will! on­ly you must be re­spon­si­ble for dam­ages;” and, obey­ing or­ders, Lau­rie hero­ical­ly shut his eyes while some­thing was put in­to his arms. A peal of laugh­ter from Jo, Amy, Mrs. March, Han­nah, and John caused him to open them the next minute, to find him­self in­vest­ed with two ba­bies in­stead of one.

			No won­der they laughed, for the ex­pres­sion of his face was droll enough to con­vulse a Quak­er, as he stood and stared wild­ly from the un­con­scious in­no­cents to the hi­lar­i­ous spec­ta­tors, with such dis­may that Jo sat down on the floor and screamed.

			“Twins, by Jupiter!” was all he said for a minute; then, turn­ing to the wom­en with an ap­peal­ing look that was com­i­cal­ly piteous, he added, “Take ’em quick, some­body! I’m go­ing to laugh, and I shall drop ’em.”

			John res­cued his ba­bies, and marched up and down, with one on each arm, as if al­ready ini­ti­at­ed in­to the mys­ter­ies of ba­by-tend­ing, while Lau­rie laughed till the tears ran down his cheeks.

			“It’s the best joke of the sea­son, isn’t it? I wouldn’t have you told, for I set my heart on sur­pris­ing you, and I flat­ter my­self I’ve done it,” said Jo, when she got her breath.

			“I nev­er was more stag­gered in my life. Isn’t it fun? Are they boys? What are you go­ing to name them? Let’s have an­oth­er look. Hold me up, Jo; for up­on my life it’s one too many for me,” re­turned Lau­rie, re­gard­ing the in­fants with the air of a big, benev­o­lent New­found­land look­ing at a pair of in­fan­tile kit­tens.

			“Boy and girl. Aren’t they beau­ties?” said the proud pa­pa, beam­ing up­on the lit­tle, red squirm­ers as if they were un­fledged an­gels.

			“Most re­mark­able chil­dren I ev­er saw. Which is which?” and Lau­rie bent like a well-sweep to ex­am­ine the prodi­gies.

			“Amy put a blue rib­bon on the boy and a pink on the girl, French fash­ion, so you can al­ways tell. Be­sides, one has blue eyes and one brown. Kiss them, Un­cle Ted­dy,” said wicked Jo.

			“I’m afraid they mightn’t like it,” be­gan Lau­rie, with un­usu­al timid­i­ty in such mat­ters.

			“Of course they will; they are used to it now. Do it this minute, sir!” com­mand­ed Jo, fear­ing he might pro­pose a proxy.

			Lau­rie screwed up his face, and obeyed with a gin­ger­ly peck at each lit­tle cheek that pro­duced an­oth­er laugh, and made the ba­bies squeal.

			“There, I knew they didn’t like it! That’s the boy; see him kick; he hits out with his fists like a good one. Now then, young Brooke, pitch in­to a man of your own size, will you?” cried Lau­rie, de­light­ed with a poke in the face from a tiny fist, flap­ping aim­less­ly about.

			“He’s to be named John Lau­rence, and the girl Mar­garet, af­ter moth­er and grand­moth­er. We shall call her Daisy, so as not to have two Megs, and I sup­pose the man­nie will be Jack, un­less we find a bet­ter name,” said Amy, with aunt-like in­ter­est.

			“Name him Demi­john, and call him ‘De­mi’ for short,” said Lau­rie.

			“Daisy and De­mi—just the thing! I knew Ted­dy would do it,” cried Jo, clap­ping her hands.

			Ted­dy cer­tain­ly had done it that time, for the ba­bies were “Daisy” and “De­mi” to the end of the chap­ter.

		
	
		
			
				XXIX

				Calls

			
			“Come, Jo, it’s time.”

			“For what?”

			“You don’t mean to say you have for­got­ten that you promised to make half a dozen calls with me to­day?”

			“I’ve done a good many rash and fool­ish things in my life, but I don’t think I ev­er was mad enough to say I’d make six calls in one day, when a sin­gle one up­sets me for a week.”

			“Yes, you did; it was a bar­gain be­tween us. I was to fin­ish the cray­on of Beth for you, and you were to go prop­er­ly with me, and re­turn our neigh­bors’ vis­its.”

			“If it was fair—that was in the bond; and I stand to the let­ter of my bond, Shy­lock. There is a pile of clouds in the east; it’s not fair, and I don’t go.”

			“Now, that’s shirk­ing. It’s a love­ly day, no prospect of rain, and you pride your­self on keep­ing prom­ises; so be hon­or­able; come and do your du­ty, and then be at peace for an­oth­er six months.”

			At that minute Jo was par­tic­u­lar­ly ab­sorbed in dress­mak­ing; for she was man­tua-mak­er gen­er­al to the fam­i­ly, and took es­pe­cial cred­it to her­self be­cause she could use a nee­dle as well as a pen. It was very pro­vok­ing to be ar­rest­ed in the act of a first try­ing-on, and or­dered out to make calls in her best ar­ray, on a warm Ju­ly day. She hat­ed calls of the for­mal sort, and nev­er made any till Amy com­pelled her with a bar­gain, bribe, or prom­ise. In the present in­stance, there was no es­cape; and hav­ing clashed her scis­sors re­bel­lious­ly, while protest­ing that she smelt thun­der, she gave in, put away her work, and tak­ing up her hat and gloves with an air of res­ig­na­tion, told Amy the vic­tim was ready.

			“Jo March, you are per­verse enough to pro­voke a saint! You don’t in­tend to make calls in that state, I hope,” cried Amy, sur­vey­ing her with amaze­ment.

			“Why not? I’m neat and cool and com­fort­able; quite prop­er for a dusty walk on a warm day. If peo­ple care more for my clothes than they do for me, I don’t wish to see them. You can dress for both, and be as el­e­gant as you please: it pays for you to be fine; it doesn’t for me, and furbe­lows on­ly wor­ry me.”

			“Oh dear!” sighed Amy; “now she’s in a con­trary fit, and will drive me dis­tract­ed be­fore I can get her prop­er­ly ready. I’m sure it’s no plea­sure to me to go to­day, but it’s a debt we owe so­ci­ety, and there’s no one to pay it but you and me. I’ll do any­thing for you, Jo, if you’ll on­ly dress your­self nice­ly, and come and help me do the civ­il. You can talk so well, look so aris­to­crat­ic in your best things, and be­have so beau­ti­ful­ly, if you try, that I’m proud of you. I’m afraid to go alone; do come and take care of me.”

			“You’re an art­ful lit­tle puss to flat­ter and whee­dle your cross old sis­ter in that way. The idea of my be­ing aris­to­crat­ic and well-bred, and your be­ing afraid to go any­where alone! I don’t know which is the most ab­surd. Well, I’ll go if I must, and do my best. You shall be com­man­der of the ex­pe­di­tion, and I’ll obey blind­ly; will that sat­is­fy you?” said Jo, with a sud­den change from per­ver­si­ty to lam­b­like sub­mis­sion.

			“You’re a per­fect cherub! Now put on all your best things, and I’ll tell you how to be­have at each place, so that you will make a good im­pres­sion. I want peo­ple to like you, and they would if you’d on­ly try to be a lit­tle more agree­able. Do your hair the pret­ty way, and put the pink rose in your bon­net; it’s be­com­ing, and you look too sober in your plain suit. Take your light gloves and the em­broi­dered hand­ker­chief. We’ll stop at Meg’s, and bor­row her white sun­shade, and then you can have my dove-col­ored one.”

			While Amy dressed, she is­sued her or­ders, and Jo obeyed them; not with­out en­ter­ing her protest, how­ev­er, for she sighed as she rus­tled in­to her new or­gandie, frowned dark­ly at her­self as she tied her bon­net strings in an ir­re­proach­able bow, wres­tled vi­cious­ly with pins as she put on her col­lar, wrin­kled up her fea­tures gen­er­al­ly as she shook out the hand­ker­chief, whose em­broi­dery was as ir­ri­tat­ing to her nose as the present mis­sion was to her feel­ings; and when she had squeezed her hands in­to tight gloves with three but­tons and a tas­sel, as the last touch of el­e­gance, she turned to Amy with an im­be­cile ex­pres­sion of coun­te­nance, say­ing meek­ly—

			“I’m per­fect­ly mis­er­able; but if you con­sid­er me pre­sentable, I die hap­py.”

			“You are high­ly sat­is­fac­to­ry; turn slow­ly round, and let me get a care­ful view.” Jo re­volved, and Amy gave a touch here and there, then fell back, with her head on one side, ob­serv­ing gra­cious­ly, “Yes, you’ll do; your head is all I could ask, for that white bon­net with the rose is quite rav­ish­ing. Hold back your shoul­ders, and car­ry your hands eas­i­ly, no mat­ter if your gloves do pinch. There’s one thing you can do well, Jo, that is, wear a shawl—I can’t; but it’s very nice to see you, and I’m so glad Aunt March gave you that love­ly one; it’s sim­ple, but hand­some, and those folds over the arm are re­al­ly artis­tic. Is the point of my man­tle in the mid­dle, and have I looped my dress even­ly? I like to show my boots, for my feet are pret­ty, though my nose isn’t.”

			“You are a thing of beau­ty and a joy for­ev­er,” said Jo, look­ing through her hand with the air of a con­nois­seur at the blue feath­er against the gold hair. “Am I to drag my best dress through the dust, or loop it up, please, ma’am?”

			“Hold it up when you walk, but drop it in the house; the sweep­ing style suits you best, and you must learn to trail your skirts grace­ful­ly. You haven’t half but­toned one cuff; do it at once. You’ll nev­er look fin­ished if you are not care­ful about the lit­tle de­tails, for they make up the pleas­ing whole.”

			Jo sighed, and pro­ceed­ed to burst the but­tons off her glove, in do­ing up her cuff; but at last both were ready, and sailed away, look­ing as “pret­ty as picters,” Han­nah said, as she hung out of the up­per win­dow to watch them.

			“Now, Jo dear, the Chesters con­sid­er them­selves very el­e­gant peo­ple, so I want you to put on your best de­port­ment. Don’t make any of your abrupt re­marks, or do any­thing odd, will you? Just be calm, cool, and qui­et—that’s safe and la­dy­like; and you can eas­i­ly do it for fif­teen min­utes,” said Amy, as they ap­proached the first place, hav­ing bor­rowed the white para­sol and been in­spect­ed by Meg, with a ba­by on each arm.

			“Let me see. ‘Calm, cool, and qui­et,’—yes, I think I can prom­ise that. I’ve played the part of a prim young la­dy on the stage, and I’ll try it off. My pow­ers are great, as you shall see; so be easy in your mind, my child.”

			Amy looked re­lieved, but naughty Jo took her at her word; for, dur­ing the first call, she sat with ev­ery limb grace­ful­ly com­posed, ev­ery fold cor­rect­ly draped, calm as a sum­mer sea, cool as a snow­bank, and as silent as a sphinx. In vain Mrs. Chester al­lud­ed to her “charm­ing nov­el,” and the Miss­es Chester in­tro­duced par­ties, pic­nics, the opera, and the fash­ions; each and all were an­swered by a smile, a bow, and a de­mure “Yes” or “No,” with the chill on. In vain Amy tele­graphed the word “Talk,” tried to draw her out, and ad­min­is­tered covert pokes with her foot. Jo sat as if bland­ly un­con­scious of it all, with de­port­ment like Maud’s face, “ici­ly reg­u­lar, splen­did­ly null.”

			“What a haughty, un­in­ter­est­ing crea­ture that old­est Miss March is!” was the un­for­tu­nate­ly au­di­ble re­mark of one of the ladies, as the door closed up­on their guests. Jo laughed noise­less­ly all through the hall, but Amy looked dis­gust­ed at the fail­ure of her in­struc­tions, and very nat­u­ral­ly laid the blame up­on Jo.

			“How could you mis­take me so? I mere­ly meant you to be prop­er­ly dig­ni­fied and com­posed, and you made your­self a per­fect stock and stone. Try to be so­cia­ble at the Lambs’, gos­sip as oth­er girls do, and be in­ter­est­ed in dress and flir­ta­tions and what­ev­er non­sense comes up. They move in the best so­ci­ety, are valu­able per­sons for us to know, and I wouldn’t fail to make a good im­pres­sion there for any­thing.”

			“I’ll be agree­able; I’ll gos­sip and gig­gle, and have hor­rors and rap­tures over any tri­fle you like. I rather en­joy this, and now I’ll im­i­tate what is called ‘a charm­ing girl;’ I can do it, for I have May Chester as a mod­el, and I’ll im­prove up­on her. See if the Lambs don’t say, ‘What a live­ly, nice crea­ture that Jo March is!’ ”

			Amy felt anx­ious, as well she might, for when Jo turned freak­ish there was no know­ing where she would stop. Amy’s face was a study when she saw her sis­ter skim in­to the next draw­ing-room, kiss all the young ladies with ef­fu­sion, beam gra­cious­ly up­on the young gen­tle­men, and join in the chat with a spir­it which amazed the be­hold­er. Amy was tak­en pos­ses­sion of by Mrs. Lamb, with whom she was a fa­vorite, and forced to hear a long ac­count of Lu­cre­tia’s last at­tack, while three de­light­ful young gen­tle­men hov­ered near, wait­ing for a pause when they might rush in and res­cue her. So sit­u­at­ed, she was pow­er­less to check Jo, who seemed pos­sessed by a spir­it of mis­chief, and talked away as vol­ubly as the old la­dy. A knot of heads gath­ered about her, and Amy strained her ears to hear what was go­ing on; for bro­ken sen­tences filled her with alarm, round eyes and up­lift­ed hands tor­ment­ed her with cu­rios­i­ty, and fre­quent peals of laugh­ter made her wild to share the fun. One may imag­ine her suf­fer­ing on over­hear­ing frag­ments of this sort of con­ver­sa­tion:—

			“She rides splen­did­ly—who taught her?”

			“No one; she used to prac­tise mount­ing, hold­ing the reins, and sit­ting straight on an old sad­dle in a tree. Now she rides any­thing, for she doesn’t know what fear is, and the sta­ble­man lets her have hors­es cheap, be­cause she trains them to car­ry ladies so well. She has such a pas­sion for it, I of­ten tell her if ev­ery­thing else fails she can be a horse-break­er, and get her liv­ing so.”

			At this aw­ful speech Amy con­tained her­self with dif­fi­cul­ty, for the im­pres­sion was be­ing giv­en that she was rather a fast young la­dy, which was her es­pe­cial aver­sion. But what could she do? for the old la­dy was in the mid­dle of her sto­ry, and long be­fore it was done Jo was off again, mak­ing more droll rev­e­la­tions, and com­mit­ting still more fear­ful blun­ders.

			“Yes, Amy was in de­spair that day, for all the good beasts were gone, and of three left, one was lame, one blind, and the oth­er so balky that you had to put dirt in his mouth be­fore he would start. Nice an­i­mal for a plea­sure par­ty, wasn’t it?”

			“Which did she choose?” asked one of the laugh­ing gen­tle­men, who en­joyed the sub­ject.

			“None of them; she heard of a young horse at the farm­house over the riv­er, and, though a la­dy had nev­er rid­den him, she re­solved to try, be­cause he was hand­some and spir­it­ed. Her strug­gles were re­al­ly pa­thet­ic; there was no one to bring the horse to the sad­dle, so she took the sad­dle to the horse. My dear crea­ture, she ac­tu­al­ly rowed it over the riv­er, put it on her head, and marched up to the barn to the ut­ter amaze­ment of the old man!”

			“Did she ride the horse?”

			“Of course she did, and had a cap­i­tal time. I ex­pect­ed to see her brought home in frag­ments, but she man­aged him per­fect­ly, and was the life of the par­ty.”

			“Well, I call that plucky!” and young Mr. Lamb turned an ap­prov­ing glance up­on Amy, won­der­ing what his moth­er could be say­ing to make the girl look so red and un­com­fort­able.

			She was still red­der and more un­com­fort­able a mo­ment af­ter, when a sud­den turn in the con­ver­sa­tion in­tro­duced the sub­ject of dress. One of the young ladies asked Jo where she got the pret­ty drab hat she wore to the pic­nic; and stupid Jo, in­stead of men­tion­ing the place where it was bought two years ago, must needs an­swer, with un­nec­es­sary frank­ness, “Oh, Amy paint­ed it; you can’t buy those soft shades, so we paint ours any col­or we like. It’s a great com­fort to have an artis­tic sis­ter.”

			“Isn’t that an orig­i­nal idea?” cried Miss Lamb, who found Jo great fun.

			“That’s noth­ing com­pared to some of her bril­liant per­for­mances. There’s noth­ing the child can’t do. Why, she want­ed a pair of blue boots for Sal­lie’s par­ty, so she just paint­ed her soiled white ones the loveli­est shade of sky-blue you ev­er saw, and they looked ex­act­ly like satin,” added Jo, with an air of pride in her sis­ter’s ac­com­plish­ments that ex­as­per­at­ed Amy till she felt that it would be a re­lief to throw her card-case at her.

			“We read a sto­ry of yours the oth­er day, and en­joyed it very much,” ob­served the el­der Miss Lamb, wish­ing to com­pli­ment the lit­er­ary la­dy, who did not look the char­ac­ter just then, it must be con­fessed.

			Any men­tion of her “works” al­ways had a bad ef­fect up­on Jo, who ei­ther grew rigid and looked of­fend­ed, or changed the sub­ject with a brusque re­mark, as now. “Sor­ry you could find noth­ing bet­ter to read. I write that rub­bish be­cause it sells, and or­di­nary peo­ple like it. Are you go­ing to New York this win­ter?”

			As Miss Lamb had “en­joyed” the sto­ry, this speech was not ex­act­ly grate­ful or com­pli­men­ta­ry. The minute it was made Jo saw her mis­take; but, fear­ing to make the mat­ter worse, sud­den­ly re­mem­bered that it was for her to make the first move to­ward de­par­ture, and did so with an abrupt­ness that left three peo­ple with half-fin­ished sen­tences in their mouths.

			“Amy, we must go. Good-bye, dear; do come and see us; we are pin­ing for a vis­it. I don’t dare to ask you, Mr. Lamb; but if you should come, I don’t think I shall have the heart to send you away.”

			Jo said this with such a droll im­i­ta­tion of May Chester’s gush­ing style that Amy got out of the room as rapid­ly as pos­si­ble, feel­ing a strong de­sire to laugh and cry at the same time.

			“Didn’t I do that well?” asked Jo, with a sat­is­fied air, as they walked away.

			“Noth­ing could have been worse,” was Amy’s crush­ing re­ply. “What pos­sessed you to tell those sto­ries about my sad­dle, and the hats and boots, and all the rest of it?”

			“Why, it’s fun­ny, and amus­es peo­ple. They know we are poor, so it’s no use pre­tend­ing that we have grooms, buy three or four hats a sea­son, and have things as easy and fine as they do.”

			“You needn’t go and tell them all our lit­tle shifts, and ex­pose our pover­ty in that per­fect­ly un­nec­es­sary way. You haven’t a bit of prop­er pride, and nev­er will learn when to hold your tongue and when to speak,” said Amy de­spair­ing­ly.

			Poor Jo looked abashed, and silent­ly chafed the end of her nose with the stiff hand­ker­chief, as if per­form­ing a penance for her mis­de­meanors.

			“How shall I be­have here?” she asked, as they ap­proached the third man­sion.

			“Just as you please; I wash my hands of you,” was Amy’s short an­swer.

			“Then I’ll en­joy my­self. The boys are at home, and we’ll have a com­fort­able time. Good­ness knows I need a lit­tle change, for el­e­gance has a bad ef­fect up­on my con­sti­tu­tion,” re­turned Jo gruffly, be­ing dis­turbed by her fail­ures to suit.

			An en­thu­si­as­tic wel­come from three big boys and sev­er­al pret­ty chil­dren speed­i­ly soothed her ruf­fled feel­ings; and, leav­ing Amy to en­ter­tain the host­ess and Mr. Tu­dor, who hap­pened to be call­ing like­wise, Jo de­vot­ed her­self to the young folks, and found the change re­fresh­ing. She lis­tened to col­lege sto­ries with deep in­ter­est, ca­ressed point­ers and poo­dles with­out a mur­mur, agreed hearti­ly that “Tom Brown was a brick,” re­gard­less of the im­prop­er form of praise; and when one lad pro­posed a vis­it to his tur­tle-tank, she went with an alacrity which caused mam­ma to smile up­on her, as that moth­er­ly la­dy set­tled the cap which was left in a ru­inous con­di­tion by fil­ial hugs, bear-like but af­fec­tion­ate, and dear­er to her than the most fault­less coif­fure from the hands of an in­spired French­wom­an.

			Leav­ing her sis­ter to her own de­vices, Amy pro­ceed­ed to en­joy her­self to her heart’s con­tent. Mr. Tu­dor’s un­cle had mar­ried an Eng­lish la­dy who was third cousin to a liv­ing lord, and Amy re­gard­ed the whole fam­i­ly with great re­spect; for, in spite of her Amer­i­can birth and breed­ing, she pos­sessed that rev­er­ence for ti­tles which haunts the best of us—that un­ac­knowl­edged loy­al­ty to the ear­ly faith in kings which set the most demo­crat­ic na­tion un­der the sun in a fer­ment at the com­ing of a roy­al yel­low-haired lad­die, some years ago, and which still has some­thing to do with the love the young coun­try bears the old, like that of a big son for an im­pe­ri­ous lit­tle moth­er, who held him while she could, and let him go with a farewell scold­ing when he re­belled. But even the sat­is­fac­tion of talk­ing with a dis­tant con­nec­tion of the British no­bil­i­ty did not ren­der Amy for­get­ful of time; and when the prop­er num­ber of min­utes had passed, she re­luc­tant­ly tore her­self from this aris­to­crat­ic so­ci­ety, and looked about for Jo, fer­vent­ly hop­ing that her in­cor­ri­gi­ble sis­ter would not be found in any po­si­tion which should bring dis­grace up­on the name of March.

			It might have been worse, but Amy con­sid­ered it bad; for Jo sat on the grass, with an en­camp­ment of boys about her, and a dirty-foot­ed dog repos­ing on the skirt of her state and fes­ti­val dress, as she re­lat­ed one of Lau­rie’s pranks to her ad­mir­ing au­di­ence. One small child was pok­ing tur­tles with Amy’s cher­ished para­sol, a sec­ond was eat­ing gin­ger­bread over Jo’s best bon­net, and a third play­ing ball with her gloves. But all were en­joy­ing them­selves; and when Jo col­lect­ed her dam­aged prop­er­ty to go, her es­cort ac­com­pa­nied her, beg­ging her to come again, “it was such fun to hear about Lau­rie’s larks.”

			“Cap­i­tal boys, aren’t they? I feel quite young and brisk again af­ter that,” said Jo, strolling along with her hands be­hind her, part­ly from habit, part­ly to con­ceal the be­spat­tered para­sol.

			“Why do you al­ways avoid Mr. Tu­dor?” asked Amy, wise­ly re­frain­ing from any com­ment up­on Jo’s di­lap­i­dat­ed ap­pear­ance.

			“Don’t like him; he puts on airs, snubs his sis­ters, wor­ries his fa­ther, and doesn’t speak re­spect­ful­ly of his moth­er. Lau­rie says he is fast, and I don’t con­sid­er him a de­sir­able ac­quain­tance; so I let him alone.”

			“You might treat him civil­ly, at least. You gave him a cool nod; and just now you bowed and smiled in the po­litest way to Tom­my Cham­ber­lain, whose fa­ther keeps a gro­cery store. If you had just re­versed the nod and the bow, it would have been right,” said Amy re­prov­ing­ly.

			“No, it wouldn’t,” re­turned per­verse Jo; “I nei­ther like, re­spect, nor ad­mire Tu­dor, though his grand­fa­ther’s un­cle’s nephew’s niece was third cousin to a lord. Tom­my is poor and bash­ful and good and very clever; I think well of him, and like to show that I do, for he is a gen­tle­man in spite of the brown-pa­per parcels.”

			“It’s no use try­ing to ar­gue with you,” be­gan Amy.

			“Not the least, my dear,” in­ter­rupt­ed Jo; “so let us look ami­able, and drop a card here, as the Kings are ev­i­dent­ly out, for which I’m deeply grate­ful.”

			The fam­i­ly card-case hav­ing done its du­ty, the girls walked on, and Jo ut­tered an­oth­er thanks­giv­ing on reach­ing the fifth house, and be­ing told that the young ladies were en­gaged.

			“Now let us go home, and nev­er mind Aunt March to­day. We can run down there any time, and it’s re­al­ly a pity to trail through the dust in our best bibs and tuck­ers, when we are tired and cross.”

			“Speak for your­self, if you please. Aunt likes to have us pay her the com­pli­ment of com­ing in style, and mak­ing a for­mal call; it’s a lit­tle thing to do, but it gives her plea­sure, and I don’t be­lieve it will hurt your things half so much as let­ting dirty dogs and clump­ing boys spoil them. Stoop down, and let me take the crumbs off of your bon­net.”

			“What a good girl you are, Amy!” said Jo, with a re­pen­tant glance from her own dam­aged cos­tume to that of her sis­ter, which was fresh and spot­less still. “I wish it was as easy for me to do lit­tle things to please peo­ple as it is for you. I think of them, but it takes too much time to do them; so I wait for a chance to con­fer a great fa­vor, and let the small ones slip; but they tell best in the end, I fan­cy.”

			Amy smiled, and was mol­li­fied at once, say­ing with a ma­ter­nal air—

			“Wom­en should learn to be agree­able, par­tic­u­lar­ly poor ones; for they have no oth­er way of re­pay­ing the kind­ness­es they re­ceive. If you’d re­mem­ber that, and prac­tise it, you’d be bet­ter liked than I am, be­cause there is more of you.”

			“I’m a crotch­ety old thing, and al­ways shall be, but I’m will­ing to own that you are right; on­ly it’s eas­i­er for me to risk my life for a per­son than to be pleas­ant to him when I don’t feel like it. It’s a great mis­for­tune to have such strong likes and dis­likes, isn’t it?”

			“It’s a greater not to be able to hide them. I don’t mind say­ing that I don’t ap­prove of Tu­dor any more than you do; but I’m not called up­on to tell him so; nei­ther are you, and there is no use in mak­ing your­self dis­agree­able be­cause he is.”

			“But I think girls ought to show when they dis­ap­prove of young men; and how can they do it ex­cept by their man­ners? Preach­ing does not do any good, as I know to my sor­row, since I’ve had Ted­dy to man­age; but there are many lit­tle ways in which I can in­flu­ence him with­out a word, and I say we ought to do it to oth­ers if we can.”

			“Ted­dy is a re­mark­able boy, and can’t be tak­en as a sam­ple of oth­er boys,” said Amy, in a tone of solemn con­vic­tion, which would have con­vulsed the “re­mark­able boy,” if he had heard it. “If we were belles, or wom­en of wealth and po­si­tion, we might do some­thing, per­haps; but for us to frown at one set of young gen­tle­men be­cause we don’t ap­prove of them, and smile up­on an­oth­er set be­cause we do, wouldn’t have a par­ti­cle of ef­fect, and we should on­ly be con­sid­ered odd and pu­ri­tan­i­cal.”

			“So we are to coun­te­nance things and peo­ple which we de­test, mere­ly be­cause we are not belles and mil­lion­aires, are we? That’s a nice sort of moral­i­ty.”

			“I can’t ar­gue about it, I on­ly know that it’s the way of the world; and peo­ple who set them­selves against it on­ly get laughed at for their pains. I don’t like re­form­ers, and I hope you will nev­er try to be one.”

			“I do like them, and I shall be one if I can; for in spite of the laugh­ing, the world would nev­er get on with­out them. We can’t agree about that, for you be­long to the old set, and I to the new: you will get on the best, but I shall have the liveli­est time of it. I should rather en­joy the brick­bats and hoot­ing, I think.”

			“Well, com­pose your­self now, and don’t wor­ry aunt with your new ideas.”

			“I’ll try not to, but I’m al­ways pos­sessed to burst out with some par­tic­u­lar­ly blunt speech or rev­o­lu­tion­ary sen­ti­ment be­fore her; it’s my doom, and I can’t help it.”

			They found Aunt Car­rol with the old la­dy, both ab­sorbed in some very in­ter­est­ing sub­ject; but they dropped it as the girls came in, with a con­scious look which be­trayed that they had been talk­ing about their nieces. Jo was not in a good hu­mor, and the per­verse fit re­turned; but Amy, who had vir­tu­ous­ly done her du­ty, kept her tem­per, and pleased ev­ery­body, was in a most an­gel­ic frame of mind. This ami­able spir­it was felt at once, and both the aunts “my deared” her af­fec­tion­ate­ly, look­ing what they af­ter­wards said em­phat­i­cal­ly—“That child im­proves ev­ery day.”

			“Are you go­ing to help about the fair, dear?” asked Mrs. Car­rol, as Amy sat down be­side her with the con­fid­ing air el­der­ly peo­ple like so well in the young.

			“Yes, aunt. Mrs. Chester asked me if I would, and I of­fered to tend a ta­ble, as I have noth­ing but my time to give.”

			“I’m not,” put in Jo de­cid­ed­ly. “I hate to be pa­tron­ized, and the Chesters think it’s a great fa­vor to al­low us to help with their high­ly con­nect­ed fair. I won­der you con­sent­ed, Amy: they on­ly want you to work.”

			“I am will­ing to work: it’s for the freed­men as well as the Chesters, and I think it very kind of them to let me share the la­bor and the fun. Pa­tron­age does not trou­ble me when it is well meant.”

			“Quite right and prop­er. I like your grate­ful spir­it, my dear; it’s a plea­sure to help peo­ple who ap­pre­ci­ate our ef­forts: some do not, and that is try­ing,” ob­served Aunt March, look­ing over her spec­ta­cles at Jo, who sat apart, rock­ing her­self, with a some­what mo­rose ex­pres­sion.

			If Jo had on­ly known what a great hap­pi­ness was wa­ver­ing in the bal­ance for one of them, she would have turned dove­like in a minute; but, un­for­tu­nate­ly, we don’t have win­dows in our breasts, and can­not see what goes on in the minds of our friends; bet­ter for us that we can­not as a gen­er­al thing, but now and then it would be such a com­fort, such a sav­ing of time and tem­per. By her next speech, Jo de­prived her­self of sev­er­al years of plea­sure, and re­ceived a time­ly les­son in the art of hold­ing her tongue.

			“I don’t like fa­vors; they op­press and make me feel like a slave. I’d rather do ev­ery­thing for my­self, and be per­fect­ly in­de­pen­dent.”

			“Ahem!” coughed Aunt Car­rol soft­ly, with a look at Aunt March.

			“I told you so,” said Aunt March, with a de­cid­ed nod to Aunt Car­rol.

			Mer­ci­ful­ly un­con­scious of what she had done, Jo sat with her nose in the air, and a rev­o­lu­tion­ary as­pect which was any­thing but invit­ing.

			“Do you speak French, dear?” asked Mrs. Car­rol, lay­ing her hand on Amy’s.

			“Pret­ty well, thanks to Aunt March, who lets Es­ther talk to me as of­ten as I like,” replied Amy, with a grate­ful look, which caused the old la­dy to smile af­fa­bly.

			“How are you about lan­guages?” asked Mrs. Car­rol of Jo.

			“Don’t know a word; I’m very stupid about study­ing any­thing; can’t bear French, it’s such a slip­pery, sil­ly sort of lan­guage,” was the brusque re­ply.

			An­oth­er look passed be­tween the ladies, and Aunt March said to Amy, “You are quite strong and well, now, dear, I be­lieve? Eyes don’t trou­ble you any more, do they?”

			“Not at all, thank you, ma’am. I’m very well, and mean to do great things next win­ter, so that I may be ready for Rome, when­ev­er that joy­ful time ar­rives.”

			“Good girl! You de­serve to go, and I’m sure you will some day,” said Aunt March, with an ap­prov­ing pat on the head, as Amy picked up her ball for her.

			
				
					“Cross­patch, draw the latch,
					

					Sit by the fire and spin,”
				

			

			squalled Pol­ly, bend­ing down from his perch on the back of her chair to peep in­to Jo’s face, with such a com­i­cal air of im­per­ti­nent in­quiry that it was im­pos­si­ble to help laugh­ing.

			“Most ob­serv­ing bird,” said the old la­dy.

			“Come and take a walk, my dear?” cried Pol­ly, hop­ping to­ward the chi­na-clos­et, with a look sug­ges­tive of lump-sug­ar.

			“Thank you, I will. Come, Amy;” and Jo brought the vis­it to an end, feel­ing more strong­ly than ev­er that calls did have a bad ef­fect up­on her con­sti­tu­tion. She shook hands in a gen­tle­man­ly man­ner, but Amy kissed both the aunts, and the girls de­part­ed, leav­ing be­hind them the im­pres­sion of shad­ow and sun­shine; which im­pres­sion caused Aunt March to say, as they van­ished—

			“You’d bet­ter do it, Mary; I’ll sup­ply the mon­ey,” and Aunt Car­rol to re­ply de­cid­ed­ly, “I cer­tain­ly will, if her fa­ther and moth­er con­sent.”

		
	
		
			
				XXX

				Con­se­quences

			
			Mrs. Chester’s fair was so very el­e­gant and se­lect that it was con­sid­ered a great hon­or by the young ladies of the neigh­bor­hood to be in­vit­ed to take a ta­ble, and ev­ery­one was much in­ter­est­ed in the mat­ter. Amy was asked, but Jo was not, which was for­tu­nate for all par­ties, as her el­bows were de­cid­ed­ly akim­bo at this pe­ri­od of her life, and it took a good many hard knocks to teach her how to get on eas­i­ly. The “haughty, un­in­ter­est­ing crea­ture” was let se­vere­ly alone; but Amy’s tal­ent and taste were du­ly com­pli­ment­ed by the of­fer of the art-ta­ble, and she ex­ert­ed her­self to pre­pare and se­cure ap­pro­pri­ate and valu­able con­tri­bu­tions to it.

			Ev­ery­thing went on smooth­ly till the day be­fore the fair opened; then there oc­curred one of the lit­tle skir­mish­es which it is al­most im­pos­si­ble to avoid, when some five and twen­ty wom­en, old and young, with all their pri­vate piques and prej­u­dices, try to work to­geth­er.

			May Chester was rather jeal­ous of Amy be­cause the lat­ter was a greater fa­vorite than her­self, and, just at this time, sev­er­al tri­fling cir­cum­stances oc­curred to in­crease the feel­ing. Amy’s dain­ty pen-and-ink work en­tire­ly eclipsed May’s paint­ed vas­es—that was one thorn; then the all-con­quer­ing Tu­dor had danced four times with Amy, at a late par­ty, and on­ly once with May—that was thorn num­ber two; but the chief griev­ance that ran­kled in her soul, and gave her an ex­cuse for her un­friend­ly con­duct, was a ru­mor which some oblig­ing gos­sip had whis­pered to her, that the March girls had made fun of her at the Lambs’. All the blame of this should have fall­en up­on Jo, for her naughty im­i­ta­tion had been too life­like to es­cape de­tec­tion, and the frol­ic­some Lambs had per­mit­ted the joke to es­cape. No hint of this had reached the cul­prits, how­ev­er, and Amy’s dis­may can be imag­ined, when, the very evening be­fore the fair, as she was putting the last touch­es to her pret­ty ta­ble, Mrs. Chester, who, of course, re­sent­ed the sup­posed ridicule of her daugh­ter, said, in a bland tone, but with a cold look—

			“I find, dear, that there is some feel­ing among the young ladies about my giv­ing this ta­ble to any­one but my girls. As this is the most prom­i­nent, and some say the most at­trac­tive ta­ble of all, and they are the chief get­ters-up of the fair, it is thought best for them to take this place. I’m sor­ry, but I know you are too sin­cere­ly in­ter­est­ed in the cause to mind a lit­tle per­son­al dis­ap­point­ment, and you shall have an­oth­er ta­ble if you like.”

			Mrs. Chester had fan­cied be­fore­hand that it would be easy to de­liv­er this lit­tle speech; but when the time came, she found it rather dif­fi­cult to ut­ter it nat­u­ral­ly, with Amy’s un­sus­pi­cious eyes look­ing straight at her, full of sur­prise and trou­ble.

			Amy felt that there was some­thing be­hind this, but could not guess what, and said qui­et­ly, feel­ing hurt, and show­ing that she did—

			“Per­haps you had rather I took no ta­ble at all?”

			“Now, my dear, don’t have any ill feel­ing, I beg; it’s mere­ly a mat­ter of ex­pe­di­en­cy, you see; my girls will nat­u­ral­ly take the lead, and this ta­ble is con­sid­ered their prop­er place. I think it very ap­pro­pri­ate to you, and feel very grate­ful for your ef­forts to make it so pret­ty; but we must give up our pri­vate wish­es, of course, and I will see that you have a good place else­where. Wouldn’t you like the flow­er-ta­ble? The lit­tle girls un­der­took it, but they are dis­cour­aged. You could make a charm­ing thing of it, and the flow­er-ta­ble is al­ways at­trac­tive, you know.”

			“Es­pe­cial­ly to gen­tle­men,” added May, with a look which en­light­ened Amy as to one cause of her sud­den fall from fa­vor. She col­ored an­gri­ly, but took no oth­er no­tice of that girl­ish sar­casm, and an­swered, with un­ex­pect­ed ami­a­bil­i­ty—

			“It shall be as you please, Mrs. Chester. I’ll give up my place here at once, and at­tend to the flow­ers, if you like.”

			“You can put your own things on your own ta­ble, if you pre­fer,” be­gan May, feel­ing a lit­tle con­science-strick­en, as she looked at the pret­ty racks, the paint­ed shells, and quaint il­lu­mi­na­tions Amy had so care­ful­ly made and so grace­ful­ly ar­ranged. She meant it kind­ly, but Amy mis­took her mean­ing, and said quick­ly—

			“Oh, cer­tain­ly, if they are in your way;” and sweep­ing her con­tri­bu­tions in­to her apron, pell-mell, she walked off, feel­ing that her­self and her works of art had been in­sult­ed past for­give­ness.

			“Now she’s mad. Oh, dear, I wish I hadn’t asked you to speak, mam­ma,” said May, look­ing dis­con­so­late­ly at the emp­ty spa­ces on her ta­ble.

			“Girls’ quar­rels are soon over,” re­turned her moth­er, feel­ing a tri­fle ashamed of her own part in this one, as well she might.

			The lit­tle girls hailed Amy and her trea­sures with de­light, which cor­dial re­cep­tion some­what soothed her per­turbed spir­it, and she fell to work, de­ter­mined to suc­ceed flo­ral­ly, if she could not ar­tis­ti­cal­ly. But ev­ery­thing seemed against her: it was late, and she was tired; ev­ery­one was too busy with their own af­fairs to help her; and the lit­tle girls were on­ly hin­drances, for the dears fussed and chat­tered like so many mag­pies, mak­ing a great deal of con­fu­sion in their art­less ef­forts to pre­serve the most per­fect or­der. The ev­er­green arch wouldn’t stay firm af­ter she got it up, but wig­gled and threat­ened to tum­ble down on her head when the hang­ing bas­kets were filled; her best tile got a splash of wa­ter, which left a sepia tear on the Cu­pid’s cheek; she bruised her hands with ham­mer­ing, and got cold work­ing in a draught, which last af­flic­tion filled her with ap­pre­hen­sions for the mor­row. Any girl-read­er who has suf­fered like af­flic­tions will sym­pa­thize with poor Amy, and wish her well through with her task.

			There was great in­dig­na­tion at home when she told her sto­ry that evening. Her moth­er said it was a shame, but told her she had done right; Beth de­clared she wouldn’t go to the fair at all; and Jo de­mand­ed why she didn’t take all her pret­ty things and leave those mean peo­ple to get on with­out her.

			“Be­cause they are mean is no rea­son why I should be. I hate such things, and though I think I’ve a right to be hurt, I don’t in­tend to show it. They will feel that more than an­gry speech­es or huffy ac­tions, won’t they, Marmee?”

			“That’s the right spir­it, my dear; a kiss for a blow is al­ways best, though it’s not very easy to give it some­times,” said her moth­er, with the air of one who had learned the dif­fer­ence be­tween preach­ing and prac­tis­ing.

			In spite of var­i­ous very nat­u­ral temp­ta­tions to re­sent and re­tal­i­ate, Amy ad­hered to her res­o­lu­tion all the next day, bent on con­quer­ing her en­e­my by kind­ness. She be­gan well, thanks to a silent re­minder that came to her un­ex­pect­ed­ly, but most op­por­tune­ly. As she ar­ranged her ta­ble that morn­ing, while the lit­tle girls were in an an­te­room fill­ing the bas­kets, she took up her pet pro­duc­tion—a lit­tle book, the an­tique cov­er of which her fa­ther had found among his trea­sures, and in which, on leaves of vel­lum, she had beau­ti­ful­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed dif­fer­ent texts. As she turned the pages, rich in dain­ty de­vices, with very par­don­able pride, her eye fell up­on one verse that made her stop and think. Framed in a bril­liant scroll-work of scar­let, blue, and gold, with lit­tle spir­its of good­will help­ing one an­oth­er up and down among the thorns and flow­ers, were the words, “Thou shalt love thy neigh­bor as thy­self.”

			“I ought, but I don’t,” thought Amy, as her eye went from the bright page to May’s dis­con­tent­ed face be­hind the big vas­es, that could not hide the va­can­cies her pret­ty work had once filled. Amy stood a minute, turn­ing the leaves in her hand, read­ing on each some sweet re­buke for all heart­burn­ings and un­char­i­ta­ble­ness of spir­it. Many wise and true ser­mons are preached us ev­ery day by un­con­scious min­is­ters in street, school, of­fice, or home; even a fair-ta­ble may be­come a pul­pit, if it can of­fer the good and help­ful words which are nev­er out of sea­son. Amy’s con­science preached her a lit­tle ser­mon from that text, then and there; and she did what many of us do not al­ways do—took the ser­mon to heart, and straight­way put it in prac­tice.

			A group of girls were stand­ing about May’s ta­ble, ad­mir­ing the pret­ty things, and talk­ing over the change of sales­women. They dropped their voic­es, but Amy knew they were speak­ing of her, hear­ing one side of the sto­ry, and judg­ing ac­cord­ing­ly. It was not pleas­ant, but a bet­ter spir­it had come over her, and present­ly a chance of­fered for prov­ing it. She heard May say sor­row­ful­ly—

			“It’s too bad, for there is no time to make oth­er things, and I don’t want to fill up with odds and ends. The ta­ble was just com­plete then: now it’s spoilt.”

			“I dare say she’d put them back if you asked her,” sug­gest­ed some­one.

			“How could I af­ter all the fuss?” be­gan May, but she did not fin­ish, for Amy’s voice came across the hall, say­ing pleas­ant­ly—

			“You may have them, and wel­come, with­out ask­ing, if you want them. I was just think­ing I’d of­fer to put them back, for they be­long to your ta­ble rather than mine. Here they are; please take them, and for­give me if I was hasty in car­ry­ing them away last night.”

			As she spoke, Amy re­turned her con­tri­bu­tion, with a nod and a smile, and hur­ried away again, feel­ing that it was eas­i­er to do a friend­ly thing than it was to stay and be thanked for it.

			“Now, I call that love­ly of her, don’t you?” cried one girl.

			May’s an­swer was in­audi­ble; but an­oth­er young la­dy, whose tem­per was ev­i­dent­ly a lit­tle soured by mak­ing lemon­ade, added, with a dis­agree­able laugh, “Very love­ly; for she knew she wouldn’t sell them at her own ta­ble.”

			Now, that was hard; when we make lit­tle sac­ri­fices we like to have them ap­pre­ci­at­ed, at least; and for a minute Amy was sor­ry she had done it, feel­ing that virtue was not al­ways its own re­ward. But it is—as she present­ly dis­cov­ered; for her spir­its be­gan to rise, and her ta­ble to blos­som un­der her skil­ful hands; the girls were very kind, and that one lit­tle act seemed to have cleared the at­mos­phere amaz­ing­ly.

			It was a very long day, and a hard one to Amy, as she sat be­hind her ta­ble, of­ten quite alone, for the lit­tle girls de­sert­ed very soon: few cared to buy flow­ers in sum­mer, and her bou­quets be­gan to droop long be­fore night.

			The art-ta­ble was the most at­trac­tive in the room; there was a crowd about it all day long, and the ten­ders were con­stant­ly fly­ing to and fro with im­por­tant faces and rat­tling mon­ey-box­es. Amy of­ten looked wist­ful­ly across, long­ing to be there, where she felt at home and hap­py, in­stead of in a cor­ner with noth­ing to do. It might seem no hard­ship to some of us; but to a pret­ty, blithe young girl, it was not on­ly te­dious, but very try­ing; and the thought of be­ing found there in the evening by her fam­i­ly, and Lau­rie and his friends, made it a re­al mar­tyr­dom.

			She did not go home till night, and then she looked so pale and qui­et that they knew the day had been a hard one, though she made no com­plaint, and did not even tell what she had done. Her moth­er gave her an ex­tra cor­dial cup of tea, Beth helped her dress, and made a charm­ing lit­tle wreath for her hair, while Jo as­ton­ished her fam­i­ly by get­ting her­self up with un­usu­al care, and hint­ing dark­ly that the ta­bles were about to be turned.

			“Don’t do any­thing rude, pray, Jo. I won’t have any fuss made, so let it all pass, and be­have your­self,” begged Amy, as she de­part­ed ear­ly, hop­ing to find a re­in­force­ment of flow­ers to re­fresh her poor lit­tle ta­ble.

			“I mere­ly in­tend to make my­self en­tranc­ing­ly agree­able to ev­ery­one I know, and to keep them in your cor­ner as long as pos­si­ble. Ted­dy and his boys will lend a hand, and we’ll have a good time yet,” re­turned Jo, lean­ing over the gate to watch for Lau­rie. Present­ly the fa­mil­iar tramp was heard in the dusk, and she ran out to meet him.

			“Is that my boy?”

			“As sure as this is my girl!” and Lau­rie tucked her hand un­der his arm, with the air of a man whose ev­ery wish was grat­i­fied.

			“O Ted­dy, such do­ings!” and Jo told Amy’s wrongs with sis­ter­ly zeal.

			“A flock of our fel­lows are go­ing to drive over by and by, and I’ll be hanged if I don’t make them buy ev­ery flow­er she’s got, and camp down be­fore her ta­ble af­ter­ward,” said Lau­rie, es­pous­ing her cause with warmth.

			“The flow­ers are not at all nice, Amy says, and the fresh ones may not ar­rive in time. I don’t wish to be un­just or sus­pi­cious, but I shouldn’t won­der if they nev­er came at all. When peo­ple do one mean thing they are very like­ly to do an­oth­er,” ob­served Jo, in a dis­gust­ed tone.

			“Didn’t Hayes give you the best out of our gar­dens? I told him to.”

			“I didn’t know that; he for­got, I sup­pose; and, as your grand­pa was poor­ly, I didn’t like to wor­ry him by ask­ing, though I did want some.”

			“Now, Jo, how could you think there was any need of ask­ing! They are just as much yours as mine. Don’t we al­ways go halves in ev­ery­thing?” be­gan Lau­rie, in the tone that al­ways made Jo turn thorny.

			“Gra­cious, I hope not! half of some of your things wouldn’t suit me at all. But we mustn’t stand phi­lan­der­ing here; I’ve got to help Amy, so you go and make your­self splen­did; and if you’ll be so very kind as to let Hayes take a few nice flow­ers up to the Hall, I’ll bless you for­ev­er.”

			“Couldn’t you do it now?” asked Lau­rie, so sug­ges­tive­ly that Jo shut the gate in his face with in­hos­pitable haste, and called through the bars, “Go away, Ted­dy; I’m busy.”

			Thanks to the con­spir­a­tors, the ta­bles were turned that night; for Hayes sent up a wilder­ness of flow­ers, with a love­ly bas­ket, ar­ranged in his best man­ner, for a cen­tre­piece; then the March fam­i­ly turned out en masse, and Jo ex­ert­ed her­self to some pur­pose, for peo­ple not on­ly came, but stayed, laugh­ing at her non­sense, ad­mir­ing Amy’s taste, and ap­par­ent­ly en­joy­ing them­selves very much. Lau­rie and his friends gal­lant­ly threw them­selves in­to the breach, bought up the bou­quets, en­camped be­fore the ta­ble, and made that cor­ner the liveli­est spot in the room. Amy was in her el­e­ment now, and, out of grat­i­tude, if noth­ing more, was as spright­ly and gra­cious as pos­si­ble—com­ing to the con­clu­sion, about that time, that virtue was its own re­ward, af­ter all.

			Jo be­haved her­self with ex­em­plary pro­pri­ety; and when Amy was hap­pi­ly sur­round­ed by her guard of hon­or, Jo cir­cu­lat­ed about the hall, pick­ing up var­i­ous bits of gos­sip, which en­light­ened her up­on the sub­ject of the Chester change of base. She re­proached her­self for her share of the ill-feel­ing, and re­solved to ex­on­er­ate Amy as soon as pos­si­ble; she al­so dis­cov­ered what Amy had done about the things in the morn­ing, and con­sid­ered her a mod­el of mag­na­nim­i­ty. As she passed the art-ta­ble, she glanced over it for her sis­ter’s things, but saw no signs of them. “Tucked away out of sight, I dare say,” thought Jo, who could for­give her own wrongs, but hot­ly re­sent­ed any in­sult of­fered to her fam­i­ly.

			“Good evening, Miss Jo. How does Amy get on?” asked May, with a con­cil­ia­to­ry air, for she want­ed to show that she al­so could be gen­er­ous.

			“She has sold ev­ery­thing she had that was worth sell­ing, and now she is en­joy­ing her­self. The flow­er-ta­ble is al­ways at­trac­tive, you know, ‘es­pe­cial­ly to gen­tle­men.’ ”

			Jo couldn’t re­sist giv­ing that lit­tle slap, but May took it so meek­ly she re­gret­ted it a minute af­ter, and fell to prais­ing the great vas­es, which still re­mained un­sold.

			“Is Amy’s il­lu­mi­na­tion any­where about? I took a fan­cy to buy that for fa­ther,” said Jo, very anx­ious to learn the fate of her sis­ter’s work.

			“Ev­ery­thing of Amy’s sold long ago; I took care that the right peo­ple saw them, and they made a nice lit­tle sum of mon­ey for us,” re­turned May, who had over­come sundry small temp­ta­tions, as well as Amy, that day.

			Much grat­i­fied, Jo rushed back to tell the good news; and Amy looked both touched and sur­prised by the re­port of May’s words and man­ner.

			“Now, gen­tle­men, I want you to go and do your du­ty by the oth­er ta­bles as gen­er­ous­ly as you have by mine—es­pe­cial­ly the art-ta­ble,” she said, or­der­ing out “Ted­dy’s Own,” as the girls called the col­lege friends.

			“ ‘Charge, Chester, charge!’ is the mot­to for that ta­ble; but do your du­ty like men, and you’ll get your mon­ey’s worth of art in ev­ery sense of the word,” said the ir­re­press­ible Jo, as the de­vot­ed pha­lanx pre­pared to take the field.

			“To hear is to obey, but March is fair­er far than May,” said lit­tle Park­er, mak­ing a fran­tic ef­fort to be both wit­ty and ten­der, and get­ting prompt­ly quenched by Lau­rie, who said, “Very well, my son, for a small boy!” and walked him off, with a pa­ter­nal pat on the head.

			“Buy the vas­es,” whis­pered Amy to Lau­rie, as a fi­nal heap­ing of coals of fire on her en­e­my’s head.

			To May’s great de­light, Mr. Lau­rence not on­ly bought the vas­es, but per­vad­ed the hall with one un­der each arm. The oth­er gen­tle­men spec­u­lat­ed with equal rash­ness in all sorts of frail tri­fles, and wan­dered help­less­ly about af­ter­ward, bur­dened with wax flow­ers, paint­ed fans, fil­i­gree port­fo­lios, and oth­er use­ful and ap­pro­pri­ate pur­chas­es.

			Aunt Car­rol was there, heard the sto­ry, looked pleased, and said some­thing to Mrs. March in a cor­ner, which made the lat­ter la­dy beam with sat­is­fac­tion, and watch Amy with a face full of min­gled pride and anx­i­ety, though she did not be­tray the cause of her plea­sure till sev­er­al days lat­er.

			The fair was pro­nounced a suc­cess; and when May bade Amy good night, she did not “gush” as usu­al, but gave her an af­fec­tion­ate kiss, and a look which said, “For­give and for­get.” That sat­is­fied Amy; and when she got home she found the vas­es pa­rad­ed on the par­lor chim­ney­p­iece, with a great bou­quet in each. “The re­ward of mer­it for a mag­nan­i­mous March,” as Lau­rie an­nounced with a flour­ish.

			“You’ve a deal more prin­ci­ple and gen­eros­i­ty and no­ble­ness of char­ac­ter than I ev­er gave you cred­it for, Amy. You’ve be­haved sweet­ly, and I re­spect you with all my heart,” said Jo warm­ly, as they brushed their hair to­geth­er late that night.

			“Yes, we all do, and love her for be­ing so ready to for­give. It must have been dread­ful­ly hard, af­ter work­ing so long, and set­ting your heart on sell­ing your own pret­ty things. I don’t be­lieve I could have done it as kind­ly as you did,” added Beth from her pil­low.

			“Why, girls, you needn’t praise me so; I on­ly did as I’d be done by. You laugh at me when I say I want to be a la­dy, but I mean a true gen­tle­wom­an in mind and man­ners, and I try to do it as far as I know how. I can’t ex­plain ex­act­ly, but I want to be above the lit­tle mean­ness­es and fol­lies and faults that spoil so many wom­en. I’m far from it now, but I do my best, and hope in time to be what moth­er is.”

			Amy spoke earnest­ly, and Jo said, with a cor­dial hug—

			“I un­der­stand now what you mean, and I’ll nev­er laugh at you again. You are get­ting on faster than you think, and I’ll take lessons of you in true po­lite­ness, for you’ve learned the se­cret, I be­lieve. Try away, deary; you’ll get your re­ward some day, and no one will be more de­light­ed than I shall.”

			A week lat­er Amy did get her re­ward, and poor Jo found it hard to be de­light­ed. A let­ter came from Aunt Car­rol, and Mrs. March’s face was il­lu­mi­nat­ed to such a de­gree, when she read it, that Jo and Beth, who were with her, de­mand­ed what the glad tid­ings were.

			“Aunt Car­rol is go­ing abroad next month, and wants—”

			“Me to go with her!” burst in Jo, fly­ing out of her chair in an un­con­trol­lable rap­ture.

			“No, dear, not you; it’s Amy.”

			“O moth­er! she’s too young; it’s my turn first. I’ve want­ed it so long—it would do me so much good, and be so al­to­geth­er splen­did—I must go.”

			“I’m afraid it’s im­pos­si­ble, Jo. Aunt says Amy, de­cid­ed­ly, and it is not for us to dic­tate when she of­fers such a fa­vor.”

			“It’s al­ways so. Amy has all the fun and I have all the work. It isn’t fair, oh, it isn’t fair!” cried Jo pas­sion­ate­ly.

			“I’m afraid it is part­ly your own fault, dear. When Aunt spoke to me the oth­er day, she re­gret­ted your blunt man­ners and too in­de­pen­dent spir­it; and here she writes, as if quot­ing some­thing you had said—‘I planned at first to ask Jo; but as “fa­vors bur­den her,” and she “hates French,” I think I won’t ven­ture to in­vite her. Amy is more docile, will make a good com­pan­ion for Flo, and re­ceive grate­ful­ly any help the trip may give her.’ ”

			“Oh, my tongue, my abom­inable tongue! why can’t I learn to keep it qui­et?” groaned Jo, re­mem­ber­ing words which had been her un­do­ing. When she had heard the ex­pla­na­tion of the quot­ed phras­es, Mrs. March said sor­row­ful­ly—

			“I wish you could have gone, but there is no hope of it this time; so try to bear it cheer­ful­ly, and don’t sad­den Amy’s plea­sure by re­proach­es or re­grets.”

			“I’ll try,” said Jo, wink­ing hard, as she knelt down to pick up the bas­ket she had joy­ful­ly up­set. “I’ll take a leaf out of her book, and try not on­ly to seem glad, but to be so, and not grudge her one minute of hap­pi­ness; but it won’t be easy, for it is a dread­ful dis­ap­point­ment;” and poor Jo be­dewed the lit­tle fat pin­cush­ion she held with sev­er­al very bit­ter tears.

			“Jo, dear, I’m very self­ish, but I couldn’t spare you, and I’m glad you are not go­ing quite yet,” whis­pered Beth, em­brac­ing her, bas­ket and all, with such a cling­ing touch and lov­ing face, that Jo felt com­fort­ed in spite of the sharp re­gret that made her want to box her own ears, and humbly beg Aunt Car­rol to bur­den her with this fa­vor, and see how grate­ful­ly she would bear it.

			By the time Amy came in, Jo was able to take her part in the fam­i­ly ju­bi­la­tion; not quite as hearti­ly as usu­al, per­haps, but with­out re­pin­ings at Amy’s good for­tune. The young la­dy her­self re­ceived the news as tid­ings of great joy, went about in a solemn sort of rap­ture, and be­gan to sort her col­ors and pack her pen­cils that evening, leav­ing such tri­fles as clothes, mon­ey, and pass­ports to those less ab­sorbed in vi­sions of art than her­self.

			“It isn’t a mere plea­sure trip to me, girls,” she said im­pres­sive­ly, as she scraped her best pal­ette. “It will de­cide my ca­reer; for if I have any ge­nius, I shall find it out in Rome, and will do some­thing to prove it.”

			“Sup­pose you haven’t?” said Jo, sewing away, with red eyes, at the new col­lars which were to be hand­ed over to Amy.

			“Then I shall come home and teach draw­ing for my liv­ing,” replied the as­pi­rant for fame, with philo­soph­ic com­po­sure; but she made a wry face at the prospect, and scratched away at her pal­ette as if bent on vig­or­ous mea­sures be­fore she gave up her hopes.

			“No, you won’t; you hate hard work, and you’ll mar­ry some rich man, and come home to sit in the lap of lux­u­ry all your days,” said Jo.

			“Your pre­dic­tions some­times come to pass, but I don’t be­lieve that one will. I’m sure I wish it would, for if I can’t be an artist my­self, I should like to be able to help those who are,” said Amy, smil­ing, as if the part of La­dy Boun­ti­ful would suit her bet­ter than that of a poor draw­ing-teach­er.

			“Hum!” said Jo, with a sigh; “if you wish it you’ll have it, for your wish­es are al­ways grant­ed—mine nev­er.”

			“Would you like to go?” asked Amy, thought­ful­ly pat­ting her nose with her knife.

			“Rather!”

			“Well, in a year or two I’ll send for you, and we’ll dig in the Fo­rum for relics, and car­ry out all the plans we’ve made so many times.”

			“Thank you; I’ll re­mind you of your prom­ise when that joy­ful day comes, if it ev­er does,” re­turned Jo, ac­cept­ing the vague but mag­nif­i­cent of­fer as grate­ful­ly as she could.

			There was not much time for prepa­ra­tion, and the house was in a fer­ment till Amy was off. Jo bore up very well till the last flut­ter of blue rib­bon van­ished, when she re­tired to her refuge, the gar­ret, and cried till she couldn’t cry any more. Amy like­wise bore up stout­ly till the steam­er sailed; then, just as the gang­way was about to be with­drawn, it sud­den­ly came over her that a whole ocean was soon to roll be­tween her and those who loved her best, and she clung to Lau­rie, the last lin­ger­er, say­ing with a sob—

			“Oh, take care of them for me; and if any­thing should hap­pen—”

			“I will, dear, I will; and if any­thing hap­pens, I’ll come and com­fort you,” whis­pered Lau­rie, lit­tle dream­ing that he would be called up­on to keep his word.

			So Amy sailed away to find the old world, which is al­ways new and beau­ti­ful to young eyes, while her fa­ther and friend watched her from the shore, fer­vent­ly hop­ing that none but gen­tle for­tunes would be­fall the hap­py-heart­ed girl, who waved her hand to them till they could see noth­ing but the sum­mer sun­shine daz­zling on the sea.

		
	
		
			
				XXXI

				Our For­eign Cor­re­spon­dent

			
			
				“Lon­don.

				“Dear­est Peo­ple—

				“Here I re­al­ly sit at a front win­dow of the Bath Ho­tel, Pic­cadil­ly. It’s not a fash­ion­able place, but un­cle stopped here years ago, and won’t go any­where else; how­ev­er, we don’t mean to stay long, so it’s no great mat­ter. Oh, I can’t be­gin to tell you how I en­joy it all! I nev­er can, so I’ll on­ly give you bits out of my note­book, for I’ve done noth­ing but sketch and scrib­ble since I start­ed.

				“I sent a line from Hal­i­fax, when I felt pret­ty mis­er­able, but af­ter that I got on de­light­ful­ly, sel­dom ill, on deck all day, with plen­ty of pleas­ant peo­ple to amuse me. Ev­ery­one was very kind to me, es­pe­cial­ly the of­fi­cers. Don’t laugh, Jo; gen­tle­men re­al­ly are very nec­es­sary aboard ship, to hold on to, or to wait up­on one; and as they have noth­ing to do, it’s a mer­cy to make them use­ful, oth­er­wise they would smoke them­selves to death, I’m afraid.

				“Aunt and Flo were poor­ly all the way, and liked to be let alone, so when I had done what I could for them, I went and en­joyed my­self. Such walks on deck, such sun­sets, such splen­did air and waves! It was al­most as ex­cit­ing as rid­ing a fast horse, when we went rush­ing on so grand­ly. I wish Beth could have come, it would have done her so much good; as for Jo, she would have gone up and sat on the main-top jib, or what­ev­er the high thing is called, made friends with the en­gi­neers, and toot­ed on the cap­tain’s speak­ing-trum­pet, she’d have been in such a state of rap­ture.

				“It was all heav­en­ly, but I was glad to see the Irish coast, and found it very love­ly, so green and sun­ny, with brown cab­ins here and there, ru­ins on some of the hills, and gen­tle­men’s coun­try-seats in the val­leys, with deer feed­ing in the parks. It was ear­ly in the morn­ing, but I didn’t re­gret get­ting up to see it, for the bay was full of lit­tle boats, the shore so pic­turesque, and a rosy sky over­head. I nev­er shall for­get it.

				“At Queen­stown one of my new ac­quain­tances left us—Mr. Lennox—and when I said some­thing about the Lakes of Kil­lar­ney, he sighed and sung, with a look at me—

				
					
						‘Oh, have you e’er heard of Kate Kear­ney?
						

						She lives on the banks of Kil­lar­ney;
						

						From the glance of her eye,
						

						Shun dan­ger and fly,
						

						For fa­tal’s the glance of Kate Kear­ney.’
					

				

				“Wasn’t that non­sen­si­cal?

				“We on­ly stopped at Liv­er­pool a few hours. It’s a dirty, noisy place, and I was glad to leave it. Un­cle rushed out and bought a pair of dog-skin gloves, some ug­ly, thick shoes, and an um­brel­la, and got shaved à la mut­ton-chop, the first thing. Then he flat­tered him­self that he looked like a true Briton; but the first time he had the mud cleaned off his shoes, the lit­tle boot­black knew that an Amer­i­can stood in them, and said, with a grin, ‘There yer har, sir. I’ve give ’em the lat­est Yan­kee shine.’ It amused un­cle im­mense­ly. Oh, I must tell you what that ab­surd Lennox did! He got his friend Ward, who came on with us, to or­der a bou­quet for me, and the first thing I saw in my room was a love­ly one, with ‘Robert Lennox’s com­pli­ments,’ on the card. Wasn’t that fun, girls? I like trav­el­ling.

				“I nev­er shall get to Lon­don if I don’t hur­ry. The trip was like rid­ing through a long pic­ture-gallery, full of love­ly land­scapes. The farm­hous­es were my de­light; with thatched roofs, ivy up to the eaves, lat­ticed win­dows, and stout wom­en with rosy chil­dren at the doors. The very cat­tle looked more tran­quil than ours, as they stood knee-deep in clover, and the hens had a con­tent­ed cluck, as if they nev­er got ner­vous, like Yan­kee bid­dies. Such per­fect col­or I nev­er saw—the grass so green, sky so blue, grain so yel­low, woods so dark—I was in a rap­ture all the way. So was Flo; and we kept bounc­ing from one side to the oth­er, try­ing to see ev­ery­thing while we were whisk­ing along at the rate of six­ty miles an hour. Aunt was tired and went to sleep, but un­cle read his guide­book, and wouldn’t be as­ton­ished at any­thing. This is the way we went on: Amy, fly­ing up—‘Oh, that must be Ke­nil­worth, that gray place among the trees!’ Flo, dart­ing to my win­dow—‘How sweet! We must go there some time, won’t we, pa­pa?’ Un­cle, calm­ly ad­mir­ing his boots—‘No, my dear, not un­less you want beer; that’s a brew­ery.’

				“A pause—then Flo cried out, ‘Bless me, there’s a gal­lows and a man go­ing up.’ ‘Where, where?’ shrieks Amy, star­ing out at two tall posts with a cross­beam and some dan­gling chains. ‘A col­liery,’ re­marks un­cle, with a twin­kle of the eye. ‘Here’s a love­ly flock of lambs all ly­ing down,’ says Amy. ‘See, pa­pa, aren’t they pret­ty!’ added Flo sen­ti­men­tal­ly. ‘Geese, young ladies,’ re­turns un­cle, in a tone that keeps us qui­et till Flo set­tles down to en­joy The Flir­ta­tions of Capt. Cavendish, and I have the scenery all to my­self.

				“Of course it rained when we got to Lon­don, and there was noth­ing to be seen but fog and um­brel­las. We rest­ed, un­packed, and shopped a lit­tle be­tween the show­ers. Aunt Mary got me some new things, for I came off in such a hur­ry I wasn’t half ready. A white hat and blue feath­er, a muslin dress to match, and the loveli­est man­tle you ev­er saw. Shop­ping in Re­gent Street is per­fect­ly splen­did; things seem so cheap—nice rib­bons on­ly six­pence a yard. I laid in a stock, but shall get my gloves in Paris. Doesn’t that sound sort of el­e­gant and rich?

				“Flo and I, for the fun of it, or­dered a han­som cab, while aunt and un­cle were out, and went for a drive, though we learned af­ter­ward that it wasn’t the thing for young ladies to ride in them alone. It was so droll! for when we were shut in by the wood­en apron, the man drove so fast that Flo was fright­ened, and told me to stop him. But he was up out­side be­hind some­where, and I couldn’t get at him. He didn’t hear me call, nor see me flap my para­sol in front, and there we were, quite help­less, rat­tling away, and whirling around cor­ners at a break­neck pace. At last, in my de­spair, I saw a lit­tle door in the roof, and on pok­ing it open, a red eye ap­peared, and a beery voice said—

				“ ‘Now then, mum?’

				“I gave my or­der as sober­ly as I could, and slam­ming down the door, with an ‘Aye, aye, mum,’ the man made his horse walk, as if go­ing to a fu­ner­al. I poked again, and said, ‘A lit­tle faster;’ then off he went, hel­ter-skel­ter, as be­fore, and we re­signed our­selves to our fate.

				“To­day was fair and we went to Hyde Park, close by, for we are more aris­to­crat­ic than we look. The Duke of De­von­shire lives near. I of­ten see his foot­men loung­ing at the back gate; and the Duke of Welling­ton’s house is not far off. Such sights as I saw, my dear! It was as good as Punch, for there were fat dowa­gers rolling about in their red and yel­low coach­es, with gor­geous Jeame­ses in silk stock­ings and vel­vet coats, up be­hind, and pow­dered coach­men in front. Smart maids, with the rosiest chil­dren I ev­er saw; hand­some girls, look­ing half asleep; dandies, in queer Eng­lish hats and laven­der kids, loung­ing about, and tall sol­diers, in short red jack­ets and muf­fin caps stuck on one side, look­ing so fun­ny I longed to sketch them.

				“Rot­ten Row means ‘Route de Roi,’ or the king’s way; but now it’s more like a rid­ing-school than any­thing else. The hors­es are splen­did, and the men, es­pe­cial­ly the grooms, ride well; but the wom­en are stiff, and bounce, which isn’t ac­cord­ing to our rules. I longed to show them a tear­ing Amer­i­can gal­lop, for they trot­ted solemn­ly up and down, in their scant habits and high hats, look­ing like the wom­en in a toy Noah’s Ark. Ev­ery­one rides—old men, stout ladies, lit­tle chil­dren—and the young folks do a deal of flirt­ing here; I saw a pair ex­change rose­buds, for it’s the thing to wear one in the but­ton­hole, and I thought it rather a nice lit­tle idea.

				“In the p.m. to West­min­ster Abbey; but don’t ex­pect me to de­scribe it, that’s im­pos­si­ble—so I’ll on­ly say it was sub­lime! This evening we are go­ing to see Fechter, which will be an ap­pro­pri­ate end to the hap­pi­est day of my life.

				

				“Mid­night.

				“It’s very late, but I can’t let my let­ter go in the morn­ing with­out telling you what hap­pened last evening. Who do you think came in, as we were at tea? Lau­rie’s Eng­lish friends, Fred and Frank Vaughn! I was so sur­prised, for I shouldn’t have known them but for the cards. Both are tall fel­lows, with whiskers; Fred hand­some in the Eng­lish style, and Frank much bet­ter, for he on­ly limps slight­ly, and us­es no crutch­es. They had heard from Lau­rie where we were to be, and came to ask us to their house; but un­cle won’t go, so we shall re­turn the call, and see them as we can. They went to the the­atre with us, and we did have such a good time, for Frank de­vot­ed him­self to Flo, and Fred and I talked over past, present, and fu­ture fun as if we had known each oth­er all our days. Tell Beth Frank asked for her, and was sor­ry to hear of her ill health. Fred laughed when I spoke of Jo, and sent his ‘re­spect­ful com­pli­ments to the big hat.’ Nei­ther of them had for­got­ten Camp Lau­rence, or the fun we had there. What ages ago it seems, doesn’t it?

				“Aunt is tap­ping on the wall for the third time, so I must stop. I re­al­ly feel like a dis­si­pat­ed Lon­don fine la­dy, writ­ing here so late, with my room full of pret­ty things, and my head a jum­ble of parks, the­atres, new gowns, and gal­lant crea­tures who say ‘Ah!’ and twirl their blond mus­tach­es with the true Eng­lish lord­li­ness. I long to see you all, and in spite of my non­sense am, as ev­er, your lov­ing

				Amy.”

			

			
				“Paris.

				“Dear Girls—

				“In my last I told you about our Lon­don vis­it—how kind the Vaugh­ns were, and what pleas­ant par­ties they made for us. I en­joyed the trips to Hamp­ton Court and the Kens­ing­ton Mu­se­um more than any­thing else—for at Hamp­ton I saw Raphael’s car­toons, and, at the Mu­se­um, rooms full of pic­tures by Turn­er, Lawrence, Reynolds, Hog­a­rth, and the oth­er great crea­tures. The day in Rich­mond Park was charm­ing, for we had a reg­u­lar Eng­lish pic­nic, and I had more splen­did oaks and groups of deer than I could copy; al­so heard a nightin­gale, and saw larks go up. We ‘did’ Lon­don to our hearts’ con­tent, thanks to Fred and Frank, and were sor­ry to go away; for, though Eng­lish peo­ple are slow to take you in, when they once make up their minds to do it they can­not be out­done in hos­pi­tal­i­ty, I think. The Vaugh­ns hope to meet us in Rome next win­ter, and I shall be dread­ful­ly dis­ap­point­ed if they don’t, for Grace and I are great friends, and the boys very nice fel­lows—es­pe­cial­ly Fred.

				“Well, we were hard­ly set­tled here, when he turned up again, say­ing he had come for a hol­i­day, and was go­ing to Switzer­land. Aunt looked sober at first, but he was so cool about it she couldn’t say a word; and now we get on nice­ly, and are very glad he came, for he speaks French like a na­tive, and I don’t know what we should do with­out him. Un­cle doesn’t know ten words, and in­sists on talk­ing Eng­lish very loud, as if that would make peo­ple un­der­stand him. Aunt’s pro­nun­ci­a­tion is old-fash­ioned, and Flo and I, though we flat­tered our­selves that we knew a good deal, find we don’t, and are very grate­ful to have Fred do the ‘par­ley voo­ing,’ as un­cle calls it.

				“Such de­light­ful times as we are hav­ing! sight­see­ing from morn­ing till night, stop­ping for nice lunch­es in the gay café, and meet­ing with all sorts of droll ad­ven­tures. Rainy days I spend in the Lou­vre, rev­el­ling in pic­tures. Jo would turn up her naughty nose at some of the finest, be­cause she has no soul for art; but I have, and I’m cul­ti­vat­ing eye and taste as fast as I can. She would like the relics of great peo­ple bet­ter, for I’ve seen her Napoleon’s cocked hat and gray coat, his ba­by’s cra­dle and his old tooth­brush; al­so Marie An­toinette’s lit­tle shoe, the ring of Saint De­nis, Charle­magne’s sword, and many oth­er in­ter­est­ing things. I’ll talk for hours about them when I come, but haven’t time to write.

				“The Palais Royale is a heav­en­ly place—so full of bi­jouterie and love­ly things that I’m near­ly dis­tract­ed be­cause I can’t buy them. Fred want­ed to get me some, but of course I didn’t al­low it. Then the Bois and the Champs Élysée are très mag­nifique. I’ve seen the im­pe­ri­al fam­i­ly sev­er­al times—the em­per­or an ug­ly, hard-look­ing man, the em­press pale and pret­ty, but dressed in bad taste, I thought—pur­ple dress, green hat, and yel­low gloves. Lit­tle Nap. is a hand­some boy, who sits chat­ting to his tu­tor, and kiss­es his hand to the peo­ple as he pass­es in his four-horse barouche, with pos­til­ions in red satin jack­ets, and a mount­ed guard be­fore and be­hind.

			

			
				“We of­ten walk in the Tu­i­leries Gar­dens, for they are love­ly, though the an­tique Lux­em­bourg Gar­dens suit me bet­ter. Père la Chaise is very cu­ri­ous, for many of the tombs are like small rooms, and, look­ing in, one sees a ta­ble, with im­ages or pic­tures of the dead, and chairs for the mourn­ers to sit in when they come to lament. That is so Frenchy.

				“Our rooms are on the Rue de Rivoli, and, sit­ting in the bal­cony, we look up and down the long, bril­liant street. It is so pleas­ant that we spend our evenings talk­ing there, when too tired with our day’s work to go out. Fred is very en­ter­tain­ing, and is al­to­geth­er the most agree­able young man I ev­er knew—ex­cept Lau­rie, whose man­ners are more charm­ing. I wish Fred was dark, for I don’t fan­cy light men; how­ev­er, the Vaugh­ns are very rich, and come of an ex­cel­lent fam­i­ly, so I won’t find fault with their yel­low hair, as my own is yel­low­er.

				“Next week we are off to Ger­many and Switzer­land; and, as we shall trav­el fast, I shall on­ly be able to give you hasty let­ters. I keep my di­ary, and try to ‘re­mem­ber cor­rect­ly and de­scribe clear­ly all that I see and ad­mire,’ as fa­ther ad­vised. It is good prac­tice for me, and, with my sketch­book, will give you a bet­ter idea of my tour than these scrib­bles.

				“Adieu; I em­brace you ten­der­ly. Votre Amie.”

			

			
				“Hei­del­berg.

				“My dear Mam­ma—

				“Hav­ing a qui­et hour be­fore we leave for Berne, I’ll try to tell you what has hap­pened, for some of it is very im­por­tant, as you will see.

				“The sail up the Rhine was per­fect, and I just sat and en­joyed it with all my might. Get fa­ther’s old guide­books, and read about it; I haven’t words beau­ti­ful enough to de­scribe it. At Coblentz we had a love­ly time, for some stu­dents from Bonn, with whom Fred got ac­quaint­ed on the boat, gave us a ser­e­nade. It was a moon­light night, and, about one o’clock, Flo and I were waked by the most de­li­cious mu­sic un­der our win­dows. We flew up, and hid be­hind the cur­tains; but sly peeps showed us Fred and the stu­dents singing away down be­low. It was the most ro­man­tic thing I ev­er saw—the riv­er, the bridge of boats, the great fortress op­po­site, moon­light ev­ery­where, and mu­sic fit to melt a heart of stone.

				“When they were done we threw down some flow­ers, and saw them scram­ble for them, kiss their hands to the in­vis­i­ble ladies, and go laugh­ing away—to smoke and drink beer, I sup­pose. Next morn­ing Fred showed me one of the crum­pled flow­ers in his vest-pock­et, and looked very sen­ti­men­tal. I laughed at him, and said I didn’t throw it, but Flo, which seemed to dis­gust him, for he tossed it out of the win­dow, and turned sen­si­ble again. I’m afraid I’m go­ing to have trou­ble with that boy, it be­gins to look like it.

				“The baths at Nas­sau were very gay, so was Baden-Baden, where Fred lost some mon­ey, and I scold­ed him. He needs some­one to look af­ter him when Frank is not with him. Kate said once she hoped he’d mar­ry soon, and I quite agree with her that it would be well for him. Frank­fort was de­light­ful; I saw Goethe’s house, Schiller’s stat­ue, and Dan­neck­er’s fa­mous ‘Ari­adne.’ It was very love­ly, but I should have en­joyed it more if I had known the sto­ry bet­ter. I didn’t like to ask, as ev­ery­one knew it, or pre­tend­ed they did. I wish Jo would tell me all about it; I ought to have read more, for I find I don’t know any­thing, and it mor­ti­fies me.

				“Now comes the se­ri­ous part—for it hap­pened here, and Fred is just gone. He has been so kind and jol­ly that we all got quite fond of him; I nev­er thought of any­thing but a trav­el­ling friend­ship, till the ser­e­nade night. Since then I’ve be­gun to feel that the moon­light walks, bal­cony talks, and dai­ly ad­ven­tures were some­thing more to him than fun. I haven’t flirt­ed, moth­er, tru­ly, but re­mem­bered what you said to me, and have done my very best. I can’t help it if peo­ple like me; I don’t try to make them, and it wor­ries me if I don’t care for them, though Jo says I haven’t got any heart. Now I know moth­er will shake her head, and the girls say, ‘Oh, the mer­ce­nary lit­tle wretch!’ but I’ve made up my mind, and, if Fred asks me, I shall ac­cept him, though I’m not mad­ly in love. I like him, and we get on com­fort­ably to­geth­er. He is hand­some, young, clever enough, and very rich—ev­er so much rich­er than the Lau­rences. I don’t think his fam­i­ly would ob­ject, and I should be very hap­py, for they are all kind, well-bred, gen­er­ous peo­ple, and they like me. Fred, as the el­dest twin, will have the es­tate, I sup­pose, and such a splen­did one as it is! A city house in a fash­ion­able street, not so showy as our big hous­es, but twice as com­fort­able, and full of sol­id lux­u­ry, such as Eng­lish peo­ple be­lieve in. I like it, for it’s gen­uine. I’ve seen the plate, the fam­i­ly jew­els, the old ser­vants, and pic­tures of the coun­try place, with its park, great house, love­ly grounds, and fine hors­es. Oh, it would be all I should ask! and I’d rather have it than any ti­tle such as girls snap up so read­i­ly, and find noth­ing be­hind. I may be mer­ce­nary, but I hate pover­ty, and don’t mean to bear it a minute longer than I can help. One of us must mar­ry well; Meg didn’t, Jo won’t, Beth can’t yet, so I shall, and make ev­ery­thing cozy all round. I wouldn’t mar­ry a man I hat­ed or de­spised. You may be sure of that; and, though Fred is not my mod­el hero, he does very well, and, in time, I should get fond enough of him if he was very fond of me, and let me do just as I liked. So I’ve been turn­ing the mat­ter over in my mind the last week, for it was im­pos­si­ble to help see­ing that Fred liked me. He said noth­ing, but lit­tle things showed it; he nev­er goes with Flo, al­ways gets on my side of the car­riage, ta­ble, or prom­e­nade, looks sen­ti­men­tal when we are alone, and frowns at any­one else who ven­tures to speak to me. Yes­ter­day, at din­ner, when an Aus­tri­an of­fi­cer stared at us, and then said some­thing to his friend—a rak­ish-look­ing baron—about ‘ein won­der­schönes Blönd­chen,’ Fred looked as fierce as a li­on, and cut his meat so sav­age­ly, it near­ly flew off his plate. He isn’t one of the cool, stiff En­glish­men, but is rather pep­pery, for he has Scotch blood in him, as one might guess from his bon­nie blue eyes.

				“Well, last evening we went up to the cas­tle about sun­set—at least all of us but Fred, who was to meet us there, af­ter go­ing to the Post Restante for let­ters. We had a charm­ing time pok­ing about the ru­ins, the vaults where the mon­ster tun is, and the beau­ti­ful gar­dens made by the elec­tor, long ago, for his Eng­lish wife. I liked the great ter­race best, for the view was di­vine; so, while the rest went to see the rooms in­side, I sat there try­ing to sketch the gray stone li­on’s head on the wall, with scar­let wood­bine sprays hang­ing round it. I felt as if I’d got in­to a ro­mance, sit­ting there, watch­ing the Neckar rolling through the val­ley, lis­ten­ing to the mu­sic of the Aus­tri­an band be­low, and wait­ing for my lover, like a re­al sto­ry­book girl. I had a feel­ing that some­thing was go­ing to hap­pen, and I was ready for it. I didn’t feel blushy or quakey, but quite cool, and on­ly a lit­tle ex­cit­ed.

			

			
				“By and by I heard Fred’s voice, and then he came hur­ry­ing through the great arch to find me. He looked so trou­bled that I for­got all about my­self, and asked what the mat­ter was. He said he’d just got a let­ter beg­ging him to come home, for Frank was very ill; so he was go­ing at once, in the night train, and on­ly had time to say good­bye. I was very sor­ry for him, and dis­ap­point­ed for my­self, but on­ly for a minute, be­cause he said, as he shook hands—and said it in a way that I could not mis­take—‘I shall soon come back; you won’t for­get me, Amy?’

				“I didn’t prom­ise, but I looked at him, and he seemed sat­is­fied, and there was no time for any­thing but mes­sages and good­byes, for he was off in an hour, and we all miss him very much. I know he want­ed to speak, but I think, from some­thing he once hint­ed, that he had promised his fa­ther not to do any­thing of the sort yet awhile, for he is a rash boy, and the old gen­tle­man dreads a for­eign daugh­ter-in-law. We shall soon meet in Rome; and then, if I don’t change my mind, I’ll say ‘Yes, thank you,’ when he says ‘Will you, please?’

				“Of course this is all very pri­vate, but I wished you to know what was go­ing on. Don’t be anx­ious about me; re­mem­ber I am your ‘pru­dent Amy,’ and be sure I will do noth­ing rash­ly. Send me as much ad­vice as you like; I’ll use it if I can. I wish I could see you for a good talk, Marmee. Love and trust me.

				“Ev­er your Amy.”

			

		
	
		
			
				XXXII

				Ten­der Trou­bles

			
			“Jo, I’m anx­ious about Beth.”

			“Why, moth­er, she has seemed un­usu­al­ly well since the ba­bies came.”

			“It’s not her health that trou­bles me now; it’s her spir­its. I’m sure there is some­thing on her mind, and I want you to dis­cov­er what it is.”

			“What makes you think so, moth­er?”

			“She sits alone a good deal, and doesn’t talk to her fa­ther as much as she used. I found her cry­ing over the ba­bies the oth­er day. When she sings, the songs are al­ways sad ones, and now and then I see a look in her face that I don’t un­der­stand. This isn’t like Beth, and it wor­ries me.”

			“Have you asked her about it?”

			“I have tried once or twice; but she ei­ther evad­ed my ques­tions, or looked so dis­tressed that I stopped. I nev­er force my chil­dren’s con­fi­dence, and I sel­dom have to wait for it long.”

			Mrs. March glanced at Jo as she spoke, but the face op­po­site seemed quite un­con­scious of any se­cret dis­qui­etude but Beth’s; and, af­ter sewing thought­ful­ly for a minute, Jo said—

			“I think she is grow­ing up, and so be­gins to dream dreams, and have hopes and fears and fid­gets, with­out know­ing why, or be­ing able to ex­plain them. Why, moth­er, Beth’s eigh­teen, but we don’t re­al­ize it, and treat her like a child, for­get­ting she’s a wom­an.”

			“So she is. Dear heart, how fast you do grow up,” re­turned her moth­er, with a sigh and a smile.

			“Can’t be helped, Marmee, so you must re­sign your­self to all sorts of wor­ries, and let your birds hop out of the nest, one by one. I prom­ise nev­er to hop very far, if that is any com­fort to you.”

			“It is a great com­fort, Jo; I al­ways feel strong when you are at home, now Meg is gone. Beth is too fee­ble and Amy too young to de­pend up­on; but when the tug comes, you are al­ways ready.”

			“Why, you know I don’t mind hard jobs much, and there must al­ways be one scrub in a fam­i­ly. Amy is splen­did in fine works, and I’m not; but I feel in my el­e­ment when all the car­pets are to be tak­en up, or half the fam­i­ly fall sick at once. Amy is dis­tin­guish­ing her­self abroad; but if any­thing is amiss at home, I’m your man.”

			“I leave Beth to your hands, then, for she will open her ten­der lit­tle heart to her Jo soon­er than to any­one else. Be very kind, and don’t let her think any­one watch­es or talks about her. If she on­ly would get quite strong and cheer­ful again, I shouldn’t have a wish in the world.”

			“Hap­py wom­an! I’ve got heaps.”

			“My dear, what are they?”

			“I’ll set­tle Bethy’s trou­bles, and then I’ll tell you mine. They are not very wear­ing, so they’ll keep;” and Jo stitched away, with a wise nod which set her moth­er’s heart at rest about her, for the present at least.

			While ap­par­ent­ly ab­sorbed in her own af­fairs, Jo watched Beth; and, af­ter many con­flict­ing con­jec­tures, fi­nal­ly set­tled up­on one which seemed to ex­plain the change in her. A slight in­ci­dent gave Jo the clue to the mys­tery, she thought, and live­ly fan­cy, lov­ing heart did the rest. She was af­fect­ing to write busi­ly one Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon, when she and Beth were alone to­geth­er; yet as she scrib­bled, she kept her eye on her sis­ter, who seemed un­usu­al­ly qui­et. Sit­ting at the win­dow, Beth’s work of­ten dropped in­to her lap, and she leaned her head up­on her hand, in a de­ject­ed at­ti­tude, while her eyes rest­ed on the dull, au­tum­nal land­scape. Sud­den­ly some­one passed be­low, whistling like an op­er­at­ic black­bird, and a voice called out—

			“All serene! Com­ing in tonight.”

			Beth start­ed, leaned for­ward, smiled and nod­ded, watched the passer­by till his quick tramp died away, then said soft­ly, as if to her­self—

			“How strong and well and hap­py that dear boy looks.”

			“Hum!” said Jo, still in­tent up­on her sis­ter’s face; for the bright col­or fad­ed as quick­ly as it came, the smile van­ished, and present­ly a tear lay shin­ing on the win­dow-ledge. Beth whisked it off, and glanced ap­pre­hen­sive­ly at Jo; but she was scratch­ing away at a tremen­dous rate, ap­par­ent­ly en­grossed in Olympia’s Oath. The in­stant Beth turned, Jo be­gan her watch again, saw Beth’s hand go qui­et­ly to her eyes more than once, and, in her half-avert­ed face, read a ten­der sor­row that made her own eyes fill. Fear­ing to be­tray her­self, she slipped away, mur­mur­ing some­thing about need­ing more pa­per.

			“Mer­cy on me, Beth loves Lau­rie!” she said, sit­ting down in her own room, pale with the shock of the dis­cov­ery which she be­lieved she had just made. “I nev­er dreamt of such a thing. What will moth­er say? I won­der if he—” there Jo stopped, and turned scar­let with a sud­den thought. “If he shouldn’t love back again, how dread­ful it would be. He must; I’ll make him!” and she shook her head threat­en­ing­ly at the pic­ture of the mis­chievous-look­ing boy laugh­ing at her from the wall. “Oh dear, we are grow­ing up with a vengeance. Here’s Meg mar­ried and a mam­ma, Amy flour­ish­ing away at Paris, and Beth in love. I’m the on­ly one that has sense enough to keep out of mis­chief.” Jo thought in­tent­ly for a minute, with her eyes fixed on the pic­ture; then she smoothed out her wrin­kled fore­head, and said, with a de­cid­ed nod at the face op­po­site, “No, thank you, sir; you’re very charm­ing, but you’ve no more sta­bil­i­ty than a weath­er­cock; so you needn’t write touch­ing notes, and smile in that in­sin­u­at­ing way, for it won’t do a bit of good, and I won’t have it.”

			Then she sighed, and fell in­to a rever­ie, from which she did not wake till the ear­ly twi­light sent her down to take new ob­ser­va­tions, which on­ly con­firmed her sus­pi­cion. Though Lau­rie flirt­ed with Amy and joked with Jo, his man­ner to Beth had al­ways been pe­cu­liar­ly kind and gen­tle, but so was ev­ery­body’s; there­fore, no one thought of imag­in­ing that he cared more for her than for the oth­ers. In­deed, a gen­er­al im­pres­sion had pre­vailed in the fam­i­ly, of late, that “our boy” was get­ting fonder than ev­er of Jo, who, how­ev­er, wouldn’t hear a word up­on the sub­ject, and scold­ed vi­o­lent­ly if any­one dared to sug­gest it. If they had known the var­i­ous ten­der pas­sages of the past year, or rather at­tempts at ten­der pas­sages which had been nipped in the bud, they would have had the im­mense sat­is­fac­tion of say­ing, “I told you so.” But Jo hat­ed “phi­lan­der­ing,” and wouldn’t al­low it, al­ways hav­ing a joke or a smile ready at the least sign of im­pend­ing dan­ger.

			When Lau­rie first went to col­lege, he fell in love about once a month; but these small flames were as brief as ar­dent, did no dam­age, and much amused Jo, who took great in­ter­est in the al­ter­na­tions of hope, de­spair, and res­ig­na­tion, which were con­fid­ed to her in their week­ly con­fer­ences. But there came a time when Lau­rie ceased to wor­ship at many shrines, hint­ed dark­ly at one all-ab­sorb­ing pas­sion, and in­dulged oc­ca­sion­al­ly in By­ron­ic fits of gloom. Then he avoid­ed the ten­der sub­ject al­to­geth­er, wrote philo­soph­i­cal notes to Jo, turned stu­dious, and gave out that he was go­ing to “dig,” in­tend­ing to grad­u­ate in a blaze of glo­ry. This suit­ed the young la­dy bet­ter than twi­light con­fi­dences, ten­der pres­sures of the hand, and elo­quent glances of the eye; for with Jo, brain de­vel­oped ear­li­er than heart, and she pre­ferred imag­i­nary he­roes to re­al ones, be­cause, when tired of them, the for­mer could be shut up in the tin-kitchen till called for, and the lat­ter were less man­age­able.

			Things were in this state when the grand dis­cov­ery was made, and Jo watched Lau­rie that night as she had nev­er done be­fore. If she had not got the new idea in­to her head, she would have seen noth­ing un­usu­al in the fact that Beth was very qui­et, and Lau­rie very kind to her. But hav­ing giv­en the rein to her live­ly fan­cy, it gal­loped away with her at a great pace; and com­mon sense, be­ing rather weak­ened by a long course of ro­mance writ­ing, did not come to the res­cue. As usu­al, Beth lay on the so­fa, and Lau­rie sat in a low chair close by, amus­ing her with all sorts of gos­sip; for she de­pend­ed on her week­ly “spin,” and he nev­er dis­ap­point­ed her. But that evening, Jo fan­cied that Beth’s eyes rest­ed on the live­ly, dark face be­side her with pe­cu­liar plea­sure, and that she lis­tened with in­tense in­ter­est to an ac­count of some ex­cit­ing crick­et-match, though the phras­es, “caught off a tice,” “stumped off his ground,” and “the leg hit for three,” were as in­tel­li­gi­ble to her as San­skrit. She al­so fan­cied, hav­ing set her heart up­on see­ing it, that she saw a cer­tain in­crease of gen­tle­ness in Lau­rie’s man­ner, that he dropped his voice now and then, laughed less than usu­al, was a lit­tle ab­sent­mind­ed, and set­tled the afghan over Beth’s feet with an as­siduity that was re­al­ly al­most ten­der.

			“Who knows? stranger things have hap­pened,” thought Jo, as she fussed about the room. “She will make quite an an­gel of him, and he will make life de­light­ful­ly easy and pleas­ant for the dear, if they on­ly love each oth­er. I don’t see how he can help it; and I do be­lieve he would if the rest of us were out of the way.”

			As ev­ery­one was out of the way but her­self, Jo be­gan to feel that she ought to dis­pose of her­self with all speed. But where should she go? and burn­ing to lay her­self up­on the shrine of sis­ter­ly de­vo­tion, she sat down to set­tle that point.

			Now, the old so­fa was a reg­u­lar pa­tri­arch of a so­fa—long, broad, well-cush­ioned, and low; a tri­fle shab­by, as well it might be, for the girls had slept and sprawled on it as ba­bies, fished over the back, rode on the arms, and had menageries un­der it as chil­dren, and rest­ed tired heads, dreamed dreams, and lis­tened to ten­der talk on it as young wom­en. They all loved it, for it was a fam­i­ly refuge, and one cor­ner had al­ways been Jo’s fa­vorite loung­ing-place. Among the many pil­lows that adorned the ven­er­a­ble couch was one, hard, round, cov­ered with prick­ly horse­hair, and fur­nished with a knob­by but­ton at each end; this re­pul­sive pil­low was her es­pe­cial prop­er­ty, be­ing used as a weapon of de­fence, a bar­ri­cade, or a stern pre­ven­tive of too much slum­ber.

			Lau­rie knew this pil­low well, and had cause to re­gard it with deep aver­sion, hav­ing been un­mer­ci­ful­ly pum­melled with it in for­mer days, when romp­ing was al­lowed, and now fre­quent­ly de­barred by it from tak­ing the seat he most cov­et­ed, next to Jo in the so­fa cor­ner. If “the sausage” as they called it, stood on end, it was a sign that he might ap­proach and re­pose; but if it lay flat across the so­fa, woe to the man, wom­an, or child who dared dis­turb it! That evening Jo for­got to bar­ri­cade her cor­ner, and had not been in her seat five min­utes, be­fore a mas­sive form ap­peared be­side her, and, with both arms spread over the so­fa-back, both long legs stretched out be­fore him, Lau­rie ex­claimed, with a sigh of sat­is­fac­tion—

			“Now, this is fill­ing at the price.”

			“No slang,” snapped Jo, slam­ming down the pil­low. But it was too late, there was no room for it; and, coast­ing on to the floor, it dis­ap­peared in a most mys­te­ri­ous man­ner.

			“Come, Jo, don’t be thorny. Af­ter study­ing him­self to a skele­ton all the week, a fel­low de­serves pet­ting, and ought to get it.”

			“Beth will pet you; I’m busy.”

			“No, she’s not to be both­ered with me; but you like that sort of thing, un­less you’ve sud­den­ly lost your taste for it. Have you? Do you hate your boy, and want to fire pil­lows at him?”

			Any­thing more wheedle­some than that touch­ing ap­peal was sel­dom heard, but Jo quenched “her boy” by turn­ing on him with the stern query—

			“How many bou­quets have you sent Miss Ran­dal this week?”

			“Not one, up­on my word. She’s en­gaged. Now then.”

			“I’m glad of it; that’s one of your fool­ish ex­trav­a­gances—send­ing flow­ers and things to girls for whom you don’t care two pins,” con­tin­ued Jo re­prov­ing­ly.

			“Sen­si­ble girls, for whom I do care whole pa­pers of pins, won’t let me send them ‘flow­ers and things,’ so what can I do? My feel­ings must have a went.”

			“Moth­er doesn’t ap­prove of flirt­ing, even in fun; and you do flirt des­per­ate­ly, Ted­dy.”

			“I’d give any­thing if I could an­swer, ‘So do you.’ As I can’t, I’ll mere­ly say that I don’t see any harm in that pleas­ant lit­tle game, if all par­ties un­der­stand that it’s on­ly play.”

			“Well, it does look pleas­ant, but I can’t learn how it’s done. I’ve tried, be­cause one feels awk­ward in com­pa­ny, not to do as ev­ery­body else is do­ing; but I don’t seem to get on,” said Jo, for­get­ting to play Men­tor.

			“Take lessons of Amy; she has a reg­u­lar tal­ent for it.”

			“Yes, she does it very pret­ti­ly, and nev­er seems to go too far. I sup­pose it’s nat­u­ral to some peo­ple to please with­out try­ing, and oth­ers to al­ways say and do the wrong thing in the wrong place.”

			“I’m glad you can’t flirt; it’s re­al­ly re­fresh­ing to see a sen­si­ble, straight­for­ward girl, who can be jol­ly and kind with­out mak­ing a fool of her­self. Be­tween our­selves, Jo, some of the girls I know re­al­ly do go on at such a rate I’m ashamed of them. They don’t mean any harm, I’m sure; but if they knew how we fel­lows talked about them af­ter­ward, they’d mend their ways, I fan­cy.”

			“They do the same; and, as their tongues are the sharpest, you fel­lows get the worst of it, for you are as sil­ly as they, ev­ery bit. If you be­haved prop­er­ly, they would; but, know­ing you like their non­sense, they keep it up, and then you blame them.”

			“Much you know about it, ma’am,” said Lau­rie, in a su­pe­ri­or tone. “We don’t like romps and flirts, though we may act as if we did some­times. The pret­ty, mod­est girls are nev­er talked about, ex­cept re­spect­ful­ly, among gen­tle­men. Bless your in­no­cent soul! If you could be in my place for a month you’d see things that would as­ton­ish you a tri­fle. Up­on my word, when I see one of those harum-scarum girls, I al­ways want to say with our friend Cock Robin—

			
				
					“ ‘Out up­on you, fie up­on you,
					

					Bold-faced jig!’ ”
				

			

			It was im­pos­si­ble to help laugh­ing at the fun­ny con­flict be­tween Lau­rie’s chival­rous re­luc­tance to speak ill of wom­ankind, and his very nat­u­ral dis­like of the un­fem­i­nine fol­ly of which fash­ion­able so­ci­ety showed him many sam­ples. Jo knew that “young Lau­rence” was re­gard­ed as a most el­i­gi­ble par­ti by world­ly mam­mas, was much smiled up­on by their daugh­ters, and flat­tered enough by ladies of all ages to make a cox­comb of him; so she watched him rather jeal­ous­ly, fear­ing he would be spoilt, and re­joiced more than she con­fessed to find that he still be­lieved in mod­est girls. Re­turn­ing sud­den­ly to her ad­mon­i­to­ry tone, she said, drop­ping her voice, “If you must have a ‘went,’ Ted­dy, go and de­vote your­self to one of the ‘pret­ty, mod­est girls’ whom you do re­spect, and not waste your time with the sil­ly ones.”

			“You re­al­ly ad­vise it?” and Lau­rie looked at her with an odd mix­ture of anx­i­ety and mer­ri­ment in his face.

			“Yes, I do; but you’d bet­ter wait till you are through col­lege, on the whole, and be fit­ting your­self for the place mean­time. You’re not half good enough for—well, who­ev­er the mod­est girl may be,” and Jo looked a lit­tle queer like­wise, for a name had al­most es­caped her.

			“That I’m not!” ac­qui­esced Lau­rie, with an ex­pres­sion of hu­mil­i­ty quite new to him, as he dropped his eyes, and ab­sent­ly wound Jo’s apron-tas­sel round his fin­ger.

			“Mer­cy on us, this will nev­er do,” thought Jo; adding aloud, “Go and sing to me. I’m dy­ing for some mu­sic, and al­ways like yours.”

			“I’d rather stay here, thank you.”

			“Well, you can’t; there isn’t room. Go and make your­self use­ful, since you are too big to be or­na­men­tal. I thought you hat­ed to be tied to a wom­an’s apron-string?” re­tort­ed Jo, quot­ing cer­tain re­bel­lious words of his own.

			“Ah, that de­pends on who wears the apron!” and Lau­rie gave an au­da­cious tweak at the tas­sel.

			“Are you go­ing?” de­mand­ed Jo, div­ing for the pil­low.

			He fled at once, and the minute it was well “Up with the bon­nets of bon­nie Dundee,” she slipped away, to re­turn no more till the young gen­tle­man had de­part­ed in high dud­geon.

			Jo lay long awake that night, and was just drop­ping off when the sound of a sti­fled sob made her fly to Beth’s bed­side, with the anx­ious in­quiry, “What is it, dear?”

			“I thought you were asleep,” sobbed Beth.

			“Is it the old pain, my pre­cious?”

			“No; it’s a new one; but I can bear it,” and Beth tried to check her tears.

			“Tell me all about it, and let me cure it as I of­ten did the oth­er.”

			“You can’t; there is no cure.” There Beth’s voice gave way, and, cling­ing to her sis­ter, she cried so de­spair­ing­ly that Jo was fright­ened.

			“Where is it? Shall I call moth­er?”

			Beth did not an­swer the first ques­tion; but in the dark one hand went in­vol­un­tar­i­ly to her heart, as if the pain were there; with the oth­er she held Jo fast, whis­per­ing ea­ger­ly, “No, no, don’t call her, don’t tell her. I shall be bet­ter soon. Lie down here and ‘poor’ my head. I’ll be qui­et, and go to sleep; in­deed I will.”

			Jo obeyed; but as her hand went soft­ly to and fro across Beth’s hot fore­head and wet eye­lids, her heart was very full, and she longed to speak. But young as she was, Jo had learned that hearts, like flow­ers, can­not be rude­ly han­dled, but must open nat­u­ral­ly; so, though she be­lieved she knew the cause of Beth’s new pain, she on­ly said, in her ten­der­est tone, “Does any­thing trou­ble you, deary?”

			“Yes, Jo,” af­ter a long pause.

			“Wouldn’t it com­fort you to tell me what it is?”

			“Not now, not yet.”

			“Then I won’t ask; but re­mem­ber, Bethy, that moth­er and Jo are al­ways glad to hear and help you, if they can.”

			“I know it. I’ll tell you by and by.”

			“Is the pain bet­ter now?”

			“Oh, yes, much bet­ter; you are so com­fort­able, Jo!”

			“Go to sleep, dear; I’ll stay with you.”

			So cheek to cheek they fell asleep, and on the mor­row Beth seemed quite her­self again; for at eigh­teen, nei­ther heads nor hearts ache long, and a lov­ing word can medicine most ills.

			But Jo had made up her mind, and, af­ter pon­der­ing over a project for some days, she con­fid­ed it to her moth­er.

			“You asked me the oth­er day what my wish­es were. I’ll tell you one of them, Marmee,” she be­gan, as they sat alone to­geth­er. “I want to go away some­where this win­ter for a change.”

			“Why, Jo?” and her moth­er looked up quick­ly, as if the words sug­gest­ed a dou­ble mean­ing.

			With her eyes on her work, Jo an­swered sober­ly, “I want some­thing new; I feel rest­less, and anx­ious to be see­ing, do­ing, and learn­ing more than I am. I brood too much over my own small af­fairs, and need stir­ring up, so, as I can be spared this win­ter, I’d like to hop a lit­tle way, and try my wings.”

			“Where will you hop?”

			“To New York. I had a bright idea yes­ter­day, and this is it. You know Mrs. Kirke wrote to you for some re­spectable young per­son to teach her chil­dren and sew. It’s rather hard to find just the thing, but I think I should suit if I tried.”

			“My dear, go out to ser­vice in that great board­ing­house!” and Mrs. March looked sur­prised, but not dis­pleased.

			“It’s not ex­act­ly go­ing out to ser­vice; for Mrs. Kirke is your friend—the kind­est soul that ev­er lived—and would make things pleas­ant for me, I know. Her fam­i­ly is sep­a­rate from the rest, and no one knows me there. Don’t care if they do; it’s hon­est work, and I’m not ashamed of it.”

			“Nor I; but your writ­ing?”

			“All the bet­ter for the change. I shall see and hear new things, get new ideas, and, even if I haven’t much time there, I shall bring home quan­ti­ties of ma­te­ri­al for my rub­bish.”

			“I have no doubt of it; but are these your on­ly rea­sons for this sud­den fan­cy?”

			“No, moth­er.”

			“May I know the oth­ers?”

			Jo looked up and Jo looked down, then said slow­ly, with sud­den col­or in her cheeks, “It may be vain and wrong to say it, but—I’m afraid—Lau­rie is get­ting too fond of me.”

			“Then you don’t care for him in the way it is ev­i­dent he be­gins to care for you?” and Mrs. March looked anx­ious as she put the ques­tion.

			“Mer­cy, no! I love the dear boy, as I al­ways have, and am im­mense­ly proud of him; but as for any­thing more, it’s out of the ques­tion.”

			“I’m glad of that, Jo.”

			“Why, please?”

			“Be­cause, dear, I don’t think you suit­ed to one an­oth­er. As friends you are very hap­py, and your fre­quent quar­rels soon blow over; but I fear you would both rebel if you were mat­ed for life. You are too much alike and too fond of free­dom, not to men­tion hot tem­pers and strong wills, to get on hap­pi­ly to­geth­er, in a re­la­tion which needs in­fi­nite pa­tience and for­bear­ance, as well as love.”

			“That’s just the feel­ing I had, though I couldn’t ex­press it. I’m glad you think he is on­ly be­gin­ning to care for me. It would trou­ble me sad­ly to make him un­hap­py; for I couldn’t fall in love with the dear old fel­low mere­ly out of grat­i­tude, could I?”

			“You are sure of his feel­ing for you?”

			The col­or deep­ened in Jo’s cheeks, as she an­swered, with the look of min­gled plea­sure, pride, and pain which young girls wear when speak­ing of first lovers—

			“I’m afraid it is so, moth­er; he hasn’t said any­thing, but he looks a great deal. I think I had bet­ter go away be­fore it comes to any­thing.”

			“I agree with you, and if it can be man­aged you shall go.”

			Jo looked re­lieved, and, af­ter a pause, said, smil­ing, “How Mrs. Mof­fat would won­der at your want of man­age­ment, if she knew; and how she will re­joice that An­nie still may hope.”

			“Ah, Jo, moth­ers may dif­fer in their man­age­ment, but the hope is the same in all—the de­sire to see their chil­dren hap­py. Meg is so, and I am con­tent with her suc­cess. You I leave to en­joy your lib­er­ty till you tire of it; for on­ly then will you find that there is some­thing sweet­er. Amy is my chief care now, but her good sense will help her. For Beth, I in­dulge no hopes ex­cept that she may be well. By the way, she seems brighter this last day or two. Have you spo­ken to her?”

			“Yes; she owned she had a trou­ble, and promised to tell me by and by. I said no more, for I think I know it;” and Jo told her lit­tle sto­ry.

			Mrs. March shook her head, and did not take so ro­man­tic a view of the case, but looked grave, and re­peat­ed her opin­ion that, for Lau­rie’s sake, Jo should go away for a time.

			“Let us say noth­ing about it to him till the plan is set­tled; then I’ll run away be­fore he can col­lect his wits and be trag­i­cal. Beth must think I’m go­ing to please my­self, as I am, for I can’t talk about Lau­rie to her; but she can pet and com­fort him af­ter I’m gone, and so cure him of this ro­man­tic no­tion. He’s been through so many lit­tle tri­als of the sort, he’s used to it, and will soon get over his love-lor­ni­ty.”

			Jo spoke hope­ful­ly, but could not rid her­self of the fore­bod­ing fear that this “lit­tle tri­al” would be hard­er than the oth­ers, and that Lau­rie would not get over his “love-lor­ni­ty” as eas­i­ly as hereto­fore.

			The plan was talked over in a fam­i­ly coun­cil, and agreed up­on; for Mrs. Kirke glad­ly ac­cept­ed Jo, and promised to make a pleas­ant home for her. The teach­ing would ren­der her in­de­pen­dent; and such leisure as she got might be made prof­itable by writ­ing, while the new scenes and so­ci­ety would be both use­ful and agree­able. Jo liked the prospect and was ea­ger to be gone, for the home-nest was grow­ing too nar­row for her rest­less na­ture and ad­ven­tur­ous spir­it. When all was set­tled, with fear and trem­bling she told Lau­rie; but to her sur­prise he took it very qui­et­ly. He had been graver than usu­al of late, but very pleas­ant; and, when jok­ing­ly ac­cused of turn­ing over a new leaf, he an­swered sober­ly, “So I am; and I mean this one shall stay turned.”

			Jo was very much re­lieved that one of his vir­tu­ous fits should come on just then, and made her prepa­ra­tions with a light­ened heart—for Beth seemed more cheer­ful—and hoped she was do­ing the best for all.

			“One thing I leave to your es­pe­cial care,” she said, the night be­fore she left.

			“You mean your pa­pers?” asked Beth.

			“No, my boy. Be very good to him, won’t you?”

			“Of course I will; but I can’t fill your place, and he’ll miss you sad­ly.”

			“It won’t hurt him; so re­mem­ber, I leave him in your charge, to plague, pet, and keep in or­der.”

			“I’ll do my best, for your sake,” promised Beth, won­der­ing why Jo looked at her so queer­ly.

			When Lau­rie said “Good­bye,” he whis­pered sig­nif­i­cant­ly, “It won’t do a bit of good, Jo. My eye is on you; so mind what you do, or I’ll come and bring you home.”

		
	
		
			
				XXXIII

				Jo’s Jour­nal

			
			
				“New York, No­vem­ber.

				“Dear Marmee and Beth—

				“I’m go­ing to write you a reg­u­lar vol­ume, for I’ve got heaps to tell, though I’m not a fine young la­dy trav­el­ling on the con­ti­nent. When I lost sight of fa­ther’s dear old face, I felt a tri­fle blue, and might have shed a briny drop or two, if an Irish la­dy with four small chil­dren, all cry­ing more or less, hadn’t di­vert­ed my mind; for I amused my­self by drop­ping gin­ger­bread nuts over the seat ev­ery time they opened their mouths to roar.

				“Soon the sun came out, and tak­ing it as a good omen, I cleared up like­wise, and en­joyed my jour­ney with all my heart.

				“Mrs. Kirke wel­comed me so kind­ly I felt at home at once, even in that big house full of strangers. She gave me a fun­ny lit­tle sky-par­lor—all she had; but there is a stove in it, and a nice ta­ble in a sun­ny win­dow, so I can sit here and write when­ev­er I like. A fine view and a church-tow­er op­po­site atone for the many stairs, and I took a fan­cy to my den on the spot. The nurs­ery, where I am to teach and sew, is a pleas­ant room next Mrs. Kirke’s pri­vate par­lor, and the two lit­tle girls are pret­ty chil­dren—rather spoilt, I fan­cy, but they took to me af­ter telling them ‘The Sev­en Bad Pigs;’ and I’ve no doubt I shall make a mod­el gov­erness.

				“I am to have my meals with the chil­dren, if I pre­fer it to the great ta­ble, and for the present I do, for I am bash­ful, though no one will be­lieve it.

				“ ‘Now, my dear, make your­self at home,’ said Mrs. K. in her moth­er­ly way; ‘I’m on the drive from morn­ing to night, as you may sup­pose with such a fam­i­ly; but a great anx­i­ety will be off my mind if I know the chil­dren are safe with you. My rooms are al­ways open to you, and your own shall be as com­fort­able as I can make it. There are some pleas­ant peo­ple in the house if you feel so­cia­ble, and your evenings are al­ways free. Come to me if any­thing goes wrong, and be as hap­py as you can. There’s the tea-bell; I must run and change my cap;’ and off she bus­tled, leav­ing me to set­tle my­self in my new nest.

				“As I went down­stairs, soon af­ter, I saw some­thing I liked. The flights are very long in this tall house, and as I stood wait­ing at the head of the third one for a lit­tle ser­vant girl to lum­ber up, I saw a gen­tle­man come along be­hind her, take the heavy hod of coal out of her hand, car­ry it all the way up, put it down at a door near by, and walk away, say­ing, with a kind nod and a for­eign ac­cent—

				“ ‘It goes bet­ter so. The lit­tle back is too young to haf such heav­i­ness.’

				“Wasn’t it good of him? I like such things, for, as fa­ther says, tri­fles show char­ac­ter. When I men­tioned it to Mrs. K., that evening, she laughed, and said—

				“ ‘That must have been Pro­fes­sor Bhaer; he’s al­ways do­ing things of that sort.’

				“Mrs. K. told me he was from Berlin; very learned and good, but poor as a church-mouse, and gives lessons to sup­port him­self and two lit­tle or­phan neph­ews whom he is ed­u­cat­ing here, ac­cord­ing to the wish­es of his sis­ter, who mar­ried an Amer­i­can. Not a very ro­man­tic sto­ry, but it in­ter­est­ed me; and I was glad to hear that Mrs. K. lends him her par­lor for some of his schol­ars. There is a glass door be­tween it and the nurs­ery, and I mean to peep at him, and then I’ll tell you how he looks. He’s al­most forty, so it’s no harm, Marmee.

				“Af­ter tea and a go-to-bed romp with the lit­tle girls, I at­tacked the big work­bas­ket, and had a qui­et evening chat­ting with my new friend. I shall keep a jour­nal-let­ter, and send it once a week; so good night, and more to­mor­row.”

			

			
				“Tues­day Eve.

				“Had a live­ly time in my sem­i­nary, this morn­ing, for the chil­dren act­ed like San­cho; and at one time I re­al­ly thought I should shake them all round. Some good an­gel in­spired me to try gym­nas­tics, and I kept it up till they were glad to sit down and keep still. Af­ter lun­cheon, the girl took them out for a walk, and I went to my needle­work, like lit­tle Ma­bel, ‘with a will­ing mind.’ I was thank­ing my stars that I’d learned to make nice but­ton­holes, when the par­lor-door opened and shut, and some­one be­gan to hum—

				
					‘Kennst du das land,’

				

				like a big bum­ble­bee. It was dread­ful­ly im­prop­er, I know, but I couldn’t re­sist the temp­ta­tion; and lift­ing one end of the cur­tain be­fore the glass door, I peeped in. Pro­fes­sor Bhaer was there; and while he ar­ranged his books, I took a good look at him. A reg­u­lar Ger­man—rather stout, with brown hair tum­bled all over his head, a bushy beard, good nose, the kind­est eyes I ev­er saw, and a splen­did big voice that does one’s ears good, af­ter our sharp or slip­shod Amer­i­can gab­ble. His clothes were rusty, his hands were large, and he hadn’t a re­al­ly hand­some fea­ture in his face, ex­cept his beau­ti­ful teeth; yet I liked him, for he had a fine head; his linen was very nice, and he looked like a gen­tle­man, though two but­tons were off his coat, and there was a patch on one shoe. He looked sober in spite of his hum­ming, till he went to the win­dow to turn the hy­acinth bulbs to­ward the sun, and stroke the cat, who re­ceived him like an old friend. Then he smiled; and when a tap came at the door, called out in a loud, brisk tone—

				“ ‘Here­in!’

				“I was just go­ing to run, when I caught sight of a morsel of a child car­ry­ing a big book, and stopped to see what was go­ing on.

				“ ‘Me wants my Bhaer,’ said the mite, slam­ming down her book, and run­ning to meet him.

				“ ‘Thou shalt haf thy Bhaer; come, then, and take a goot hug from him, my Tina,’ said the Pro­fes­sor, catch­ing her up, with a laugh, and hold­ing her so high over his head that she had to stoop her lit­tle face to kiss him.

				“ ‘Now me mus tud­dy my lessin,’ went on the fun­ny lit­tle thing; so he put her up at the ta­ble, opened the great dic­tio­nary she had brought, and gave her a pa­per and pen­cil, and she scrib­bled away, turn­ing a leaf now and then, and pass­ing her lit­tle fat fin­ger down the page, as if find­ing a word, so sober­ly that I near­ly be­trayed my­self by a laugh, while Mr. Bhaer stood stroking her pret­ty hair, with a fa­ther­ly look, that made me think she must be his own, though she looked more French than Ger­man.

				“An­oth­er knock and the ap­pear­ance of two young ladies sent me back to my work, and there I vir­tu­ous­ly re­mained through all the noise and gab­bling that went on next door. One of the girls kept laugh­ing af­fect­ed­ly, and say­ing ‘Now Pro­fes­sor,’ in a co­quet­tish tone, and the oth­er pro­nounced her Ger­man with an ac­cent that must have made it hard for him to keep sober.

				“Both seemed to try his pa­tience sore­ly; for more than once I heard him say em­phat­i­cal­ly, ‘No, no, it is not so; you haf not at­tend to what I say;’ and once there was a loud rap, as if he struck the ta­ble with his book, fol­lowed by the de­spair­ing ex­cla­ma­tion, ‘Prut! it all goes bad this day.’

				“Poor man, I pitied him; and when the girls were gone, took just one more peep, to see if he sur­vived it. He seemed to have thrown him­self back in his chair, tired out, and sat there with his eyes shut till the clock struck two, when he jumped up, put his books in his pock­et, as if ready for an­oth­er les­son, and, tak­ing lit­tle Tina, who had fall­en asleep on the so­fa, in his arms, he car­ried her qui­et­ly away. I fan­cy he has a hard life of it.

				“Mrs. Kirke asked me if I wouldn’t go down to the five o’clock din­ner; and, feel­ing a lit­tle bit home­sick, I thought I would, just to see what sort of peo­ple are un­der the same roof with me. So I made my­self re­spectable, and tried to slip in be­hind Mrs. Kirke; but as she is short, and I’m tall, my ef­forts at con­ceal­ment were rather a fail­ure. She gave me a seat by her, and af­ter my face cooled off, I plucked up courage, and looked about me. The long ta­ble was full, and ev­ery­one in­tent on get­ting their din­ner—the gen­tle­men es­pe­cial­ly, who seemed to be eat­ing on time, for they bolt­ed in ev­ery sense of the word, van­ish­ing as soon as they were done. There was the usu­al as­sort­ment of young men ab­sorbed in them­selves; young cou­ples ab­sorbed in each oth­er; mar­ried ladies in their ba­bies, and old gen­tle­men in pol­i­tics. I don’t think I shall care to have much to do with any of them, ex­cept one sweet-faced maid­en la­dy, who looks as if she had some­thing in her.

				“Cast away at the very bot­tom of the ta­ble was the Pro­fes­sor, shout­ing an­swers to the ques­tions of a very in­quis­i­tive, deaf old gen­tle­man on one side, and talk­ing phi­los­o­phy with a French­man on the oth­er. If Amy had been here, she’d have turned her back on him for­ev­er, be­cause, sad to re­late, he had a great ap­petite, and shov­elled in his din­ner in a man­ner which would have hor­ri­fied ‘her la­dy­ship.’ I didn’t mind, for I like ‘to see folks eat with a rel­ish,’ as Han­nah says, and the poor man must have need­ed a deal of food af­ter teach­ing id­iots all day.

				“As I went up­stairs af­ter din­ner, two of the young men were set­tling their hats be­fore the hall-mir­ror, and I heard one say low to the oth­er, ‘Who’s the new par­ty?’

				“ ‘Gov­erness, or some­thing of that sort.’

				“ ‘What the deuce is she at our ta­ble for?’

				“ ‘Friend of the old la­dy’s.’

				“ ‘Hand­some head, but no style.’

				“ ‘Not a bit of it. Give us a light and come on.’

				“I felt an­gry at first, and then I didn’t care, for a gov­erness is as good as a clerk, and I’ve got sense, if I haven’t style, which is more than some peo­ple have, judg­ing from the re­marks of the el­e­gant be­ings who clat­tered away, smok­ing like bad chim­neys. I hate or­di­nary peo­ple!”

			

			
				“Thurs­day.

				“Yes­ter­day was a qui­et day, spent in teach­ing, sewing, and writ­ing in my lit­tle room, which is very cozy, with a light and fire. I picked up a few bits of news, and was in­tro­duced to the Pro­fes­sor. It seems that Tina is the child of the French­wom­an who does the fine iron­ing in the laun­dry here. The lit­tle thing has lost her heart to Mr. Bhaer, and fol­lows him about the house like a dog when­ev­er he is at home, which de­lights him, as he is very fond of chil­dren, though a ‘bachel­dore.’ Kit­ty and Min­nie Kirke like­wise re­gard him with af­fec­tion, and tell all sorts of sto­ries about the plays he in­vents, the presents he brings, and the splen­did tales he tells. The young men quiz him, it seems, call him Old Fritz, Lager Beer, Ur­sa Ma­jor, and make all man­ner of jokes on his name. But he en­joys it like a boy, Mrs. K. says, and takes it so good-na­tured­ly that they all like him, in spite of his for­eign ways.

				“The maid­en la­dy is a Miss Nor­ton—rich, cul­ti­vat­ed, and kind. She spoke to me at din­ner to­day (for I went to ta­ble again, it’s such fun to watch peo­ple), and asked me to come and see her at her room. She has fine books and pic­tures, knows in­ter­est­ing per­sons, and seems friend­ly; so I shall make my­self agree­able, for I do want to get in­to good so­ci­ety, on­ly it isn’t the same sort that Amy likes.

				“I was in our par­lor last evening, when Mr. Bhaer came in with some news­pa­pers for Mrs. Kirke. She wasn’t there, but Min­nie, who is a lit­tle old wom­an, in­tro­duced me very pret­ti­ly: ‘This is mam­ma’s friend, Miss March.’

				“ ‘Yes; and she’s jol­ly and we like her lots,’ added Kit­ty, who is an en­fant ter­ri­ble.

				“We both bowed, and then we laughed, for the prim in­tro­duc­tion and the blunt ad­di­tion were rather a com­i­cal con­trast.

				“ ‘Ah, yes, I hear these naughty ones go to vex you, Mees Marsch. If so again, call at me and I come,’ he said, with a threat­en­ing frown that de­light­ed the lit­tle wretch­es.

				“I promised I would, and he de­part­ed; but it seems as if I was doomed to see a good deal of him, for to­day, as I passed his door on my way out, by ac­ci­dent I knocked against it with my um­brel­la. It flew open, and there he stood in his dress­ing gown, with a big blue sock on one hand, and a darn­ing-nee­dle in the oth­er; he didn’t seem at all ashamed of it, for when I ex­plained and hur­ried on, he waved his hand, sock and all, say­ing in his loud, cheer­ful way—

				“ ‘You haf a fine day to make your walk. Bon voy­age, made­moi­selle.’

				“I laughed all the way down­stairs; but it was a lit­tle pa­thet­ic, al­so, to think of the poor man hav­ing to mend his own clothes. The Ger­man gen­tle­men em­broi­der, I know; but darn­ing hose is an­oth­er thing, and not so pret­ty.”

			

			
				“Sat­ur­day.

				“Noth­ing has hap­pened to write about, ex­cept a call on Miss Nor­ton, who has a room full of love­ly things, and who was very charm­ing, for she showed me all her trea­sures, and asked me if I would some­times go with her to lec­tures and con­certs, as her es­cort—if I en­joyed them. She put it as a fa­vor, but I’m sure Mrs. Kirke has told her about us, and she does it out of kind­ness to me. I’m as proud as Lu­cifer, but such fa­vors from such peo­ple don’t bur­den me, and I ac­cept­ed grate­ful­ly.

				“When I got back to the nurs­ery there was such an up­roar in the par­lor that I looked in; and there was Mr. Bhaer down on his hands and knees, with Tina on his back, Kit­ty lead­ing him with a jump-rope, and Min­nie feed­ing two small boys with seed-cakes, as they roared and ramped in cages built of chairs.

				“ ‘We are play­ing Narg­erie,’ ex­plained Kit­ty.

				“ ‘Dis is mine ef­falunt!’ added Tina, hold­ing on by the Pro­fes­sor’s hair.

				“ ‘Mam­ma al­ways al­lows us to do what we like Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon, when Franz and Emil come, doesn’t she, Mr. Bhaer?’ said Min­nie.

				“The ‘ef­falunt’ sat up, look­ing as much in earnest as any of them, and said sober­ly to me—

				“ ‘I gif you my wort it is so. If we make too large a noise you shall say “Hush!” to us, and we go more soft­ly.’

				“I promised to do so, but left the door open, and en­joyed the fun as much as they did—for a more glo­ri­ous frol­ic I nev­er wit­nessed. They played tag and sol­diers, danced and sung, and when it be­gan to grow dark they all piled on to the so­fa about the Pro­fes­sor, while he told charm­ing fairy sto­ries of the storks on the chim­ney-tops, and the lit­tle ‘kobolds,’ who ride the snowflakes as they fall. I wish Amer­i­cans were as sim­ple and nat­u­ral as Ger­mans, don’t you?

				“I’m so fond of writ­ing, I should go spin­ning on for­ev­er if mo­tives of econ­o­my didn’t stop me, for though I’ve used thin pa­per and writ­ten fine, I trem­ble to think of the stamps this long let­ter will need. Pray for­ward Amy’s as soon as you can spare them. My small news will sound very flat af­ter her splen­dors, but you will like them, I know. Is Ted­dy study­ing so hard that he can’t find time to write to his friends? Take good care of him for me, Beth, and tell me all about the ba­bies, and give heaps of love to ev­ery­one.

				“From your faith­ful Jo.

				“P.S. On read­ing over my let­ter it strikes me as rather Bhaery; but I am al­ways in­ter­est­ed in odd peo­ple, and I re­al­ly had noth­ing else to write about. Bless you!”

			

			
				“De­cem­ber.

				“My Pre­cious Bet­sey—

				“As this is to be a scrib­ble-scrab­ble let­ter, I di­rect it to you, for it may amuse you, and give you some idea of my go­ings on; for, though qui­et, they are rather amus­ing, for which, oh, be joy­ful! Af­ter what Amy would call Her­cu­la­neum ef­forts, in the way of men­tal and moral agri­cul­ture, my young ideas be­gin to shoot and my lit­tle twigs to bend as I could wish. They are not so in­ter­est­ing to me as Tina and the boys, but I do my du­ty by them, and they are fond of me. Franz and Emil are jol­ly lit­tle lads, quite af­ter my own heart; for the mix­ture of Ger­man and Amer­i­can spir­it in them pro­duces a con­stant state of ef­fer­ves­cence. Sat­ur­day af­ter­noons are ri­otous times, whether spent in the house or out; for on pleas­ant days they all go to walk, like a sem­i­nary, with the Pro­fes­sor and my­self to keep or­der; and then such fun!

				“We are very good friends now, and I’ve be­gun to take lessons. I re­al­ly couldn’t help it, and it all came about in such a droll way that I must tell you. To be­gin at the be­gin­ning, Mrs. Kirke called to me, one day, as I passed Mr. Bhaer’s room, where she was rum­mag­ing.

				“ ‘Did you ev­er see such a den, my dear? Just come and help me put these books to rights, for I’ve turned ev­ery­thing up­side down, try­ing to dis­cov­er what he has done with the six new hand­ker­chiefs I gave him not long ago.’

				“I went in, and while we worked I looked about me, for it was ‘a den,’ to be sure. Books and pa­pers ev­ery­where; a bro­ken meer­schaum, and an old flute over the man­tel­piece as if done with; a ragged bird, with­out any tail, chirped on one win­dow-seat, and a box of white mice adorned the oth­er; half-fin­ished boats and bits of string lay among the manuscripts; dirty lit­tle boots stood dry­ing be­fore the fire; and traces of the dear­ly beloved boys, for whom he makes a slave of him­self, were to be seen all over the room. Af­ter a grand rum­mage three of the miss­ing ar­ti­cles were found—one over the bird­cage, one cov­ered with ink, and a third burnt brown, hav­ing been used as a hold­er.

				“ ‘Such a man!’ laughed good-na­tured Mrs. K., as she put the relics in the rag­bag. ‘I sup­pose the oth­ers are torn up to rig ships, ban­dage cut fin­gers, or make kite-tails. It’s dread­ful, but I can’t scold him: he’s so ab­sent­mind­ed and good-na­tured, he lets those boys ride over him roughshod. I agreed to do his wash­ing and mend­ing, but he for­gets to give out his things and I for­get to look them over, so he comes to a sad pass some­times.’

				“ ‘Let me mend them,’ said I. ‘I don’t mind it, and he needn’t know. I’d like to—he’s so kind to me about bring­ing my let­ters and lend­ing books.’

				“So I have got his things in or­der, and knit heels in­to two pairs of the socks—for they were bog­gled out of shape with his queer darns. Noth­ing was said, and I hoped he wouldn’t find it out, but one day last week he caught me at it. Hear­ing the lessons he gives to oth­ers has in­ter­est­ed and amused me so much that I took a fan­cy to learn; for Tina runs in and out, leav­ing the door open, and I can hear. I had been sit­ting near this door, fin­ish­ing off the last sock, and try­ing to un­der­stand what he said to a new schol­ar, who is as stupid as I am. The girl had gone, and I thought he had al­so, it was so still, and I was busi­ly gab­bling over a verb, and rock­ing to and fro in a most ab­surd way, when a lit­tle crow made me look up, and there was Mr. Bhaer look­ing and laugh­ing qui­et­ly, while he made signs to Tina not to be­tray him.

				“ ‘So!’ he said, as I stopped and stared like a goose, ‘you peep at me, I peep at you, and that is not bad; but see, I am not pleas­ant­ing when I say, haf you a wish for Ger­man?’

				“ ‘Yes; but you are too busy. I am too stupid to learn,’ I blun­dered out, as red as a pe­ony.

				“ ‘Prut! we will make the time, and we fail not to find the sense. At efen­ing I shall gif a lit­tle les­son with much glad­ness; for, look you, Mees Marsch, I haf this debt to pay,’ and he point­ed to my work. ‘ “Yes,” they say to one an­oth­er, these so kind ladies, “he is a stupid old fel­low; he will see not what we do; he will nev­er opserve that his sock-heels go not in holes any more, he will think his but­tons grow out new when they fall, and be­lieve that strings make their­selves.” Ah! but I haf an eye, and I see much. I haf a heart, and I feel the thanks for this. Come, a lit­tle les­son then and now, or no more good fairy works for me and mine.’

				“Of course I couldn’t say any­thing af­ter that, and as it re­al­ly is a splen­did op­por­tu­ni­ty, I made the bar­gain, and we be­gan. I took four lessons, and then I stuck fast in a gram­mat­i­cal bog. The Pro­fes­sor was very pa­tient with me, but it must have been tor­ment to him, and now and then he’d look at me with such an ex­pres­sion of mild de­spair that it was a toss-up with me whether to laugh or cry. I tried both ways; and when it came to a sniff of ut­ter mor­ti­fi­ca­tion and woe, he just threw the gram­mar on to the floor, and marched out of the room. I felt my­self dis­graced and de­sert­ed for­ev­er, but didn’t blame him a par­ti­cle, and was scram­bling my pa­pers to­geth­er, mean­ing to rush up­stairs and shake my­self hard, when in he came, as brisk and beam­ing as if I’d cov­ered my­self with glo­ry.

				“ ‘Now we shall try a new way. You and I will read these pleas­ant lit­tle Märchen to­geth­er, and dig no more in that dry book, that goes in the cor­ner for mak­ing us trou­ble.’

				“He spoke so kind­ly, and opened Hans An­der­sen’s fairy tales so invit­ing­ly be­fore me, that I was more ashamed than ev­er, and went at my les­son in a neck-or-noth­ing style that seemed to amuse him im­mense­ly. I for­got my bash­ful­ness, and pegged away (no oth­er word will ex­press it) with all my might, tum­bling over long words, pro­nounc­ing ac­cord­ing to the in­spi­ra­tion of the minute, and do­ing my very best. When I fin­ished read­ing my first page, and stopped for breath, he clapped his hands and cried out, in his hearty way, ‘Das ist gute! Now we go well! My turn. I do him in Ger­man; gif me your ear.’ And away he went, rum­bling out the words with his strong voice, and a rel­ish which was good to see as well as hear. For­tu­nate­ly the sto­ry was the ‘Con­stant Tin Sol­dier,’ which is droll, you know, so I could laugh—and I did—though I didn’t un­der­stand half he read, for I couldn’t help it, he was so earnest, I so ex­cit­ed, and the whole thing so com­i­cal.

				“Af­ter that we got on bet­ter, and now I read my lessons pret­ty well; for this way of study­ing suits me, and I can see that the gram­mar gets tucked in­to the tales and po­et­ry as one gives pills in jel­ly. I like it very much, and he doesn’t seem tired of it yet—which is very good of him, isn’t it? I mean to give him some­thing on Christ­mas, for I dare not of­fer mon­ey. Tell me some­thing nice, Marmee.

				“I’m glad Lau­rie seems so hap­py and busy, that he has giv­en up smok­ing, and lets his hair grow. You see Beth man­ages him bet­ter than I did. I’m not jeal­ous, dear; do your best, on­ly don’t make a saint of him. I’m afraid I couldn’t like him with­out a spice of hu­man naugh­ti­ness. Read him bits of my let­ters. I haven’t time to write much, and that will do just as well. Thank Heav­en Beth con­tin­ues so com­fort­able.”

			

			
				“Jan­u­ary.

				“A Hap­py New Year to you all, my dear­est fam­i­ly, which of course in­cludes Mr. L. and a young man by the name of Ted­dy. I can’t tell you how much I en­joyed your Christ­mas bun­dle, for I didn’t get it till night, and had giv­en up hop­ing. Your let­ter came in the morn­ing, but you said noth­ing about a par­cel, mean­ing it for a sur­prise; so I was dis­ap­point­ed, for I’d had a ‘kind of a feel­ing’ that you wouldn’t for­get me. I felt a lit­tle low in my mind, as I sat up in my room, af­ter tea; and when the big, mud­dy, bat­tered-look­ing bun­dle was brought to me, I just hugged it, and pranced. It was so homey and re­fresh­ing, that I sat down on the floor and read and looked and ate and laughed and cried, in my usu­al ab­surd way. The things were just what I want­ed, and all the bet­ter for be­ing made in­stead of bought. Beth’s new ‘ink-bib’ was cap­i­tal; and Han­nah’s box of hard gin­ger­bread will be a trea­sure. I’ll be sure and wear the nice flan­nels you sent, Marmee, and read care­ful­ly the books fa­ther has marked. Thank you all, heaps and heaps!

				“Speak­ing of books re­minds me that I’m get­ting rich in that line for, on New Year’s Day, Mr. Bhaer gave me a fine Shake­speare. It is one he val­ues much, and I’ve of­ten ad­mired it, set up in the place of hon­or, with his Ger­man Bible, Pla­to, Homer, and Mil­ton; so you may imag­ine how I felt when he brought it down, with­out its cov­er, and showed me my name in it, ‘from my friend Friedrich Bhaer.’

				“ ‘You say of­ten you wish a li­brary: here I gif you one; for be­tween these lids (he meant cov­ers) is many books in one. Read him well, and he will help you much; for the study of char­ac­ter in this book will help you to read it in the world and paint it with your pen.’

				“I thanked him as well as I could, and talk now about ‘my li­brary,’ as if I had a hun­dred books. I nev­er knew how much there was in Shake­speare be­fore; but then I nev­er had a Bhaer to ex­plain it to me. Now don’t laugh at his hor­rid name; it isn’t pro­nounced ei­ther Bear or Beer, as peo­ple will say it, but some­thing be­tween the two, as on­ly Ger­mans can give it. I’m glad you both like what I tell you about him, and hope you will know him some day. Moth­er would ad­mire his warm heart, fa­ther his wise head. I ad­mire both, and feel rich in my new ‘friend Friedrich Bhaer.’

				“Not hav­ing much mon­ey, or know­ing what he’d like, I got sev­er­al lit­tle things, and put them about the room, where he would find them un­ex­pect­ed­ly. They were use­ful, pret­ty, or fun­ny—a new stan­dish on his ta­ble, a lit­tle vase for his flow­er—he al­ways has one, or a bit of green in a glass, to keep him fresh, he says—and a hold­er for his blow­er, so that he needn’t burn up what Amy calls ‘mou­choirs.’ I made it like those Beth in­vent­ed—a big but­ter­fly with a fat body, and black and yel­low wings, worsted feel­ers, and bead eyes. It took his fan­cy im­mense­ly, and he put it on his man­tel­piece as an ar­ti­cle of ver­tu; so it was rather a fail­ure af­ter all. Poor as he is, he didn’t for­get a ser­vant or a child in the house; and not a soul here, from the French laun­dry­wom­an to Miss Nor­ton, for­got him. I was so glad of that.

				“They got up a mas­quer­ade, and had a gay time New Year’s Eve. I didn’t mean to go down, hav­ing no dress; but at the last minute, Mrs. Kirke re­mem­bered some old bro­cades, and Miss Nor­ton lent me lace and feath­ers; so I dressed up as Mrs. Malaprop, and sailed in with a mask on. No one knew me, for I dis­guised my voice, and no one dreamed of the silent, haughty Miss March (for they think I am very stiff and cool, most of them; and so I am to whip­per­snap­pers) could dance and dress, and burst out in­to a ‘nice de­range­ment of epi­taphs, like an al­le­go­ry on the banks of the Nile.’ I en­joyed it very much; and when we un­masked, it was fun to see them stare at me. I heard one of the young men tell an­oth­er that he knew I’d been an ac­tress; in fact, he thought he re­mem­bered see­ing me at one of the mi­nor the­atres. Meg will rel­ish that joke. Mr. Bhaer was Nick Bot­tom, and Tina was Ti­ta­nia—a per­fect lit­tle fairy in his arms. To see them dance was ‘quite a land­scape,’ to use a Ted­dy-ism.

				“I had a very hap­py New Year, af­ter all; and when I thought it over in my room, I felt as if I was get­ting on a lit­tle in spite of my many fail­ures; for I’m cheer­ful all the time now, work with a will, and take more in­ter­est in oth­er peo­ple than I used to, which is sat­is­fac­to­ry. Bless you all! Ev­er your lov­ing Jo.

			

		
	
		
			
				XXXIV

				A Friend

			
			Though very hap­py in the so­cial at­mos­phere about her, and very busy with the dai­ly work that earned her bread, and made it sweet­er for the ef­fort, Jo still found time for lit­er­ary labors. The pur­pose which now took pos­ses­sion of her was a nat­u­ral one to a poor and am­bi­tious girl; but the means she took to gain her end were not the best. She saw that mon­ey con­ferred pow­er: mon­ey and pow­er, there­fore, she re­solved to have; not to be used for her­self alone, but for those whom she loved more than self.

			The dream of fill­ing home with com­forts, giv­ing Beth ev­ery­thing she want­ed, from straw­ber­ries in win­ter to an or­gan in her bed­room; go­ing abroad her­self, and al­ways hav­ing more than enough, so that she might in­dulge in the lux­u­ry of char­i­ty, had been for years Jo’s most cher­ished cas­tle in the air.

			The prize-sto­ry ex­pe­ri­ence had seemed to open a way which might, af­ter long trav­el­ling and much up­hill work lead to this de­light­ful château en Es­pagne. But the nov­el dis­as­ter quenched her courage for a time, for pub­lic opin­ion is a gi­ant which has fright­ened stouter-heart­ed Jacks on big­ger beanstalks than hers. Like that im­mor­tal hero, she re­posed awhile af­ter the first at­tempt, which re­sult­ed in a tum­ble, and the least love­ly of the gi­ant’s trea­sures, if I re­mem­ber right­ly. But the “up again and take an­oth­er” spir­it was as strong in Jo as in Jack; so she scram­bled up, on the shady side this time, and got more booty, but near­ly left be­hind her what was far more pre­cious than the mon­ey­bags.

			She took to writ­ing sen­sa­tion sto­ries; for in those dark ages, even all-per­fect Amer­i­ca read rub­bish. She told no one, but con­coct­ed a “thrilling tale,” and bold­ly car­ried it her­self to Mr. Dash­wood, ed­i­tor of the Week­ly Vol­cano. She had nev­er read Sar­tor Re­sar­tus, but she had a wom­an­ly in­stinct that clothes pos­sess an in­flu­ence more pow­er­ful over many than the worth of char­ac­ter or the mag­ic of man­ners. So she dressed her­self in her best, and, try­ing to per­suade her­self that she was nei­ther ex­cit­ed nor ner­vous, brave­ly climbed two pairs of dark and dirty stairs to find her­self in a dis­or­der­ly room, a cloud of cigar-smoke, and the pres­ence of three gen­tle­men, sit­ting with their heels rather high­er than their hats, which ar­ti­cles of dress none of them took the trou­ble to re­move on her ap­pear­ance. Some­what daunt­ed by this re­cep­tion, Jo hes­i­tat­ed on the thresh­old, mur­mur­ing in much em­bar­rass­ment—

			“Ex­cuse me, I was look­ing for the Week­ly Vol­cano of­fice; I wished to see Mr. Dash­wood.”

			Down went the high­est pair of heels, up rose the smok­i­est gen­tle­man, and, care­ful­ly cher­ish­ing his cigar be­tween his fin­gers, he ad­vanced, with a nod, and a coun­te­nance ex­pres­sive of noth­ing but sleep. Feel­ing that she must get through the mat­ter some­how, Jo pro­duced her man­u­script, and, blush­ing red­der and red­der with each sen­tence, blun­dered out frag­ments of the lit­tle speech care­ful­ly pre­pared for the oc­ca­sion.

			“A friend of mine de­sired me to of­fer—a sto­ry—just as an ex­per­i­ment—would like your opin­ion—be glad to write more if this suits.”

			While she blushed and blun­dered, Mr. Dash­wood had tak­en the man­u­script, and was turn­ing over the leaves with a pair of rather dirty fin­gers, and cast­ing crit­i­cal glances up and down the neat pages.

			“Not a first at­tempt, I take it?” ob­serv­ing that the pages were num­bered, cov­ered on­ly on one side, and not tied up with a rib­bon—sure sign of a novice.

			“No, sir; she has had some ex­pe­ri­ence, and got a prize for a tale in the Blar­ney­stone Ban­ner.”

			“Oh, did she?” and Mr. Dash­wood gave Jo a quick look, which seemed to take note of ev­ery­thing she had on, from the bow in her bon­net to the but­tons on her boots. “Well, you can leave it, if you like. We’ve more of this sort of thing on hand than we know what to do with at present; but I’ll run my eye over it, and give you an an­swer next week.”

			Now, Jo did not like to leave it, for Mr. Dash­wood didn’t suit her at all; but, un­der the cir­cum­stances, there was noth­ing for her to do but bow and walk away, look­ing par­tic­u­lar­ly tall and dig­ni­fied, as she was apt to do when net­tled or abashed. Just then she was both; for it was per­fect­ly ev­i­dent, from the know­ing glances ex­changed among the gen­tle­men, that her lit­tle fic­tion of “my friend” was con­sid­ered a good joke; and a laugh, pro­duced by some in­audi­ble re­mark of the ed­i­tor, as he closed the door, com­plet­ed her dis­com­fi­ture. Half re­solv­ing nev­er to re­turn, she went home, and worked off her ir­ri­ta­tion by stitch­ing pinafores vig­or­ous­ly; and in an hour or two was cool enough to laugh over the scene, and long for next week.

			When she went again, Mr. Dash­wood was alone, where­at she re­joiced; Mr. Dash­wood was much wider awake than be­fore, which was agree­able; and Mr. Dash­wood was not too deeply ab­sorbed in a cigar to re­mem­ber his man­ners: so the sec­ond in­ter­view was much more com­fort­able than the first.

			“We’ll take this” (ed­i­tors nev­er say I), “if you don’t ob­ject to a few al­ter­ations. It’s too long, but omit­ting the pas­sages I’ve marked will make it just the right length,” he said, in a busi­nesslike tone.

			Jo hard­ly knew her own MS. again, so crum­pled and un­der­scored were its pages and para­graphs; but, feel­ing as a ten­der par­ent might on be­ing asked to cut off her ba­by’s legs in or­der that it might fit in­to a new cra­dle, she looked at the marked pas­sages, and was sur­prised to find that all the moral re­flec­tions—which she had care­ful­ly put in as bal­last for much ro­mance—had been strick­en out.

			“But, sir, I thought ev­ery sto­ry should have some sort of a moral, so I took care to have a few of my sin­ners re­pent.”

			Mr. Dash­wood’s ed­i­to­ri­al grav­i­ty re­laxed in­to a smile, for Jo had for­got­ten her “friend,” and spo­ken as on­ly an au­thor could.

			“Peo­ple want to be amused, not preached at, you know. Morals don’t sell nowa­days;” which was not quite a cor­rect state­ment, by the way.

			“You think it would do with these al­ter­ations, then?”

			“Yes; it’s a new plot, and pret­ty well worked up—lan­guage good, and so on,” was Mr. Dash­wood’s af­fa­ble re­ply.

			“What do you—that is, what com­pen­sa­tion—” be­gan Jo, not ex­act­ly know­ing how to ex­press her­self.

			“Oh, yes, well, we give from twen­ty-five to thir­ty for things of this sort. Pay when it comes out,” re­turned Mr. Dash­wood, as if that point had es­caped him; such tri­fles of­ten do es­cape the ed­i­to­ri­al mind, it is said.

			“Very well; you can have it,” said Jo, hand­ing back the sto­ry, with a sat­is­fied air; for, af­ter the dol­lar-a-col­umn work, even twen­ty-five seemed good pay.

			“Shall I tell my friend you will take an­oth­er if she has one bet­ter than this?” asked Jo, un­con­scious of her lit­tle slip of the tongue, and em­bold­ened by her suc­cess.

			“Well, we’ll look at it; can’t prom­ise to take it. Tell her to make it short and spicy, and nev­er mind the moral. What name would your friend like to put to it?” in a care­less tone.

			“None at all, if you please; she doesn’t wish her name to ap­pear, and has no nom de plume,” said Jo, blush­ing in spite of her­self.

			“Just as she likes, of course. The tale will be out next week; will you call for the mon­ey, or shall I send it?” asked Mr. Dash­wood, who felt a nat­u­ral de­sire to know who his new con­trib­u­tor might be.

			“I’ll call. Good morn­ing, sir.”

			As she de­part­ed, Mr. Dash­wood put up his feet, with the grace­ful re­mark, “Poor and proud, as usu­al, but she’ll do.”

			Fol­low­ing Mr. Dash­wood’s di­rec­tions, and mak­ing Mrs. North­bury her mod­el, Jo rash­ly took a plunge in­to the frothy sea of sen­sa­tion­al lit­er­a­ture; but, thanks to the life-pre­serv­er thrown her by a friend, she came up again, not much the worse for her duck­ing.

			Like most young scrib­blers, she went abroad for her char­ac­ters and scenery; and ban­dit­ti, counts, gyp­sies, nuns, and duchess­es ap­peared up­on her stage, and played their parts with as much ac­cu­ra­cy and spir­it as could be ex­pect­ed. Her read­ers were not par­tic­u­lar about such tri­fles as gram­mar, punc­tu­a­tion, and prob­a­bil­i­ty, and Mr. Dash­wood gra­cious­ly per­mit­ted her to fill his col­umns at the low­est prices, not think­ing it nec­es­sary to tell her that the re­al cause of his hos­pi­tal­i­ty was the fact that one of his hacks, on be­ing of­fered high­er wages, had base­ly left him in the lurch.

			She soon be­came in­ter­est­ed in her work, for her ema­ci­at­ed purse grew stout, and the lit­tle hoard she was mak­ing to take Beth to the moun­tains next sum­mer grew slow­ly but sure­ly as the weeks passed. One thing dis­turbed her sat­is­fac­tion, and that was that she did not tell them at home. She had a feel­ing that fa­ther and moth­er would not ap­prove, and pre­ferred to have her own way first, and beg par­don af­ter­ward. It was easy to keep her se­cret, for no name ap­peared with her sto­ries; Mr. Dash­wood had, of course, found it out very soon, but promised to be dumb; and, for a won­der, kept his word.

			She thought it would do her no harm, for she sin­cere­ly meant to write noth­ing of which she should be ashamed, and qui­et­ed all pricks of con­science by an­tic­i­pa­tions of the hap­py minute when she should show her earn­ings and laugh over her well-kept se­cret.

			But Mr. Dash­wood re­ject­ed any but thrilling tales; and, as thrills could not be pro­duced ex­cept by har­row­ing up the souls of the read­ers, his­to­ry and ro­mance, land and sea, sci­ence and art, po­lice records and lu­natic asy­lums, had to be ran­sacked for the pur­pose. Jo soon found that her in­no­cent ex­pe­ri­ence had giv­en her but few glimpses of the trag­ic world which un­der­lies so­ci­ety; so, re­gard­ing it in a busi­ness light, she set about sup­ply­ing her de­fi­cien­cies with char­ac­ter­is­tic en­er­gy. Ea­ger to find ma­te­ri­al for sto­ries, and bent on mak­ing them orig­i­nal in plot, if not mas­ter­ly in ex­e­cu­tion, she searched news­pa­pers for ac­ci­dents, in­ci­dents, and crimes; she ex­cit­ed the sus­pi­cions of pub­lic li­brar­i­ans by ask­ing for works on poi­sons; she stud­ied faces in the street, and char­ac­ters, good, bad, and in­dif­fer­ent, all about her; she delved in the dust of an­cient times for facts or fic­tions so old that they were as good as new, and in­tro­duced her­self to fol­ly, sin, and mis­ery, as well as her lim­it­ed op­por­tu­ni­ties al­lowed. She thought she was pros­per­ing fine­ly; but, un­con­scious­ly, she was be­gin­ning to des­e­crate some of the wom­an­li­est at­tributes of a wom­an’s char­ac­ter. She was liv­ing in bad so­ci­ety; and, imag­i­nary though it was, its in­flu­ence af­fect­ed her, for she was feed­ing heart and fan­cy on dan­ger­ous and un­sub­stan­tial food, and was fast brush­ing the in­no­cent bloom from her na­ture by a pre­ma­ture ac­quain­tance with the dark­er side of life, which comes soon enough to all of us.

			She was be­gin­ning to feel rather than see this, for much de­scrib­ing of oth­er peo­ple’s pas­sions and feel­ings set her to study­ing and spec­u­lat­ing about her own—a mor­bid amuse­ment, in which healthy young minds do not vol­un­tar­i­ly in­dulge. Wrong­do­ing al­ways brings its own pun­ish­ment; and, when Jo most need­ed hers, she got it.

			I don’t know whether the study of Shake­speare helped her to read char­ac­ter, or the nat­u­ral in­stinct of a wom­an for what was hon­est, brave, and strong; but while en­dow­ing her imag­i­nary he­roes with ev­ery per­fec­tion un­der the sun, Jo was dis­cov­er­ing a live hero, who in­ter­est­ed her in spite of many hu­man im­per­fec­tions. Mr. Bhaer, in one of their con­ver­sa­tions, had ad­vised her to study sim­ple, true, and love­ly char­ac­ters, wher­ev­er she found them, as good train­ing for a writ­er. Jo took him at his word, for she cool­ly turned round and stud­ied him—a pro­ceed­ing which would have much sur­prised him, had he known it, for the wor­thy Pro­fes­sor was very hum­ble in his own con­ceit.

			Why ev­ery­body liked him was what puz­zled Jo, at first. He was nei­ther rich nor great, young nor hand­some; in no re­spect what is called fas­ci­nat­ing, im­pos­ing, or bril­liant; and yet he was as at­trac­tive as a ge­nial fire, and peo­ple seemed to gath­er about him as nat­u­ral­ly as about a warm hearth. He was poor, yet al­ways ap­peared to be giv­ing some­thing away; a stranger, yet ev­ery­one was his friend; no longer young, but as hap­py-heart­ed as a boy; plain and pe­cu­liar, yet his face looked beau­ti­ful to many, and his odd­i­ties were freely for­giv­en for his sake. Jo of­ten watched him, try­ing to dis­cov­er the charm, and, at last, de­cid­ed that it was benev­o­lence which worked the mir­a­cle. If he had any sor­row, “it sat with its head un­der its wing,” and he turned on­ly his sun­ny side to the world. There were lines up­on his fore­head, but Time seemed to have touched him gen­tly, re­mem­ber­ing how kind he was to oth­ers. The pleas­ant curves about his mouth were the memo­ri­als of many friend­ly words and cheery laughs; his eyes were nev­er cold or hard, and his big hand had a warm, strong grasp that was more ex­pres­sive than words.

			His very clothes seemed to par­take of the hos­pitable na­ture of the wear­er. They looked as if they were at ease, and liked to make him com­fort­able; his ca­pa­cious waist­coat was sug­ges­tive of a large heart un­der­neath; his rusty coat had a so­cial air, and the bag­gy pock­ets plain­ly proved that lit­tle hands of­ten went in emp­ty and came out full; his very boots were benev­o­lent, and his col­lars nev­er stiff and raspy like oth­er peo­ple’s.

			“That’s it!” said Jo to her­self, when she at length dis­cov­ered that gen­uine good­will to­wards one’s fel­low-men could beau­ti­fy and dig­ni­fy even a stout Ger­man teach­er, who shov­elled in his din­ner, darned his own socks, and was bur­dened with the name of Bhaer.

			Jo val­ued good­ness high­ly, but she al­so pos­sessed a most fem­i­nine re­spect for in­tel­lect, and a lit­tle dis­cov­ery which she made about the Pro­fes­sor added much to her re­gard for him. He nev­er spoke of him­self, and no one ev­er knew that in his na­tive city he had been a man much hon­ored and es­teemed for learn­ing and in­tegri­ty, till a coun­try­man came to see him, and, in a con­ver­sa­tion with Miss Nor­ton, di­vulged the pleas­ing fact. From her Jo learned it, and liked it all the bet­ter be­cause Mr. Bhaer had nev­er told it. She felt proud to know that he was an hon­ored Pro­fes­sor in Berlin, though on­ly a poor lan­guage-mas­ter in Amer­i­ca; and his home­ly, hard­work­ing life was much beau­ti­fied by the spice of ro­mance which this dis­cov­ery gave it.

			An­oth­er and a bet­ter gift than in­tel­lect was shown her in a most un­ex­pect­ed man­ner. Miss Nor­ton had the en­trée in­to lit­er­ary so­ci­ety, which Jo would have had no chance of see­ing but for her. The soli­tary wom­an felt an in­ter­est in the am­bi­tious girl, and kind­ly con­ferred many fa­vors of this sort both on Jo and the Pro­fes­sor. She took them with her, one night, to a se­lect sym­po­sium, held in hon­or of sev­er­al celebri­ties.

			Jo went pre­pared to bow down and adore the mighty ones whom she had wor­shipped with youth­ful en­thu­si­asm afar off. But her rev­er­ence for ge­nius re­ceived a se­vere shock that night, and it took her some time to re­cov­er from the dis­cov­ery that the great crea­tures were on­ly men and wom­en af­ter all. Imag­ine her dis­may, on steal­ing a glance of timid ad­mi­ra­tion at the po­et whose lines sug­gest­ed an ethe­re­al be­ing fed on “spir­it, fire, and dew,” to be­hold him de­vour­ing his sup­per with an ar­dor which flushed his in­tel­lec­tu­al coun­te­nance. Turn­ing as from a fall­en idol, she made oth­er dis­cov­er­ies which rapid­ly dis­pelled her ro­man­tic il­lu­sions. The great nov­el­ist vi­brat­ed be­tween two de­canters with the reg­u­lar­i­ty of a pen­du­lum; the fa­mous di­vine flirt­ed open­ly with one of the Madame de Staëls of the age, who looked dag­gers at an­oth­er Corinne, who was ami­ably sat­i­riz­ing her, af­ter out­ma­neu­ver­ing her in ef­forts to ab­sorb the pro­found philoso­pher, who im­bibed tea John­so­ni­an­ly and ap­peared to slum­ber, the lo­quac­ity of the la­dy ren­der­ing speech im­pos­si­ble. The sci­en­tif­ic celebri­ties, for­get­ting their mol­lusks and glacial pe­ri­ods, gos­siped about art, while de­vot­ing them­selves to oys­ters and ices with char­ac­ter­is­tic en­er­gy; the young mu­si­cian, who was charm­ing the city like a sec­ond Or­pheus, talked hors­es; and the spec­i­men of the British no­bil­i­ty present hap­pened to be the most or­di­nary man of the par­ty.

			Be­fore the evening was half over, Jo felt so com­plete­ly désil­lu­sionée, that she sat down in a cor­ner to re­cov­er her­self. Mr. Bhaer soon joined her, look­ing rather out of his el­e­ment, and present­ly sev­er­al of the philoso­phers, each mount­ed on his hob­by, came am­bling up to hold an in­tel­lec­tu­al tour­na­ment in the re­cess. The con­ver­sa­tion was miles be­yond Jo’s com­pre­hen­sion, but she en­joyed it, though Kant and Hegel were un­known gods, the Sub­jec­tive and Ob­jec­tive un­in­tel­li­gi­ble terms; and the on­ly thing “evolved from her in­ner con­scious­ness,” was a bad headache af­ter it was all over. It dawned up­on her grad­u­al­ly that the world was be­ing picked to pieces, and put to­geth­er on new, and, ac­cord­ing to the talk­ers, on in­fin­ite­ly bet­ter prin­ci­ples than be­fore; that re­li­gion was in a fair way to be rea­soned in­to noth­ing­ness, and in­tel­lect was to be the on­ly God. Jo knew noth­ing about phi­los­o­phy or meta­physics of any sort, but a cu­ri­ous ex­cite­ment, half plea­sur­able, half painful, came over her, as she lis­tened with a sense of be­ing turned adrift in­to time and space, like a young bal­loon out on a hol­i­day.

			She looked round to see how the Pro­fes­sor liked it, and found him look­ing at her with the grimmest ex­pres­sion she had ev­er seen him wear. He shook his head, and beck­oned her to come away; but she was fas­ci­nat­ed, just then, by the free­dom of Spec­u­la­tive Phi­los­o­phy, and kept her seat, try­ing to find out what the wise gen­tle­men in­tend­ed to re­ly up­on af­ter they had an­ni­hi­lat­ed all the old be­liefs.

			Now, Mr. Bhaer was a dif­fi­dent man, and slow to of­fer his own opin­ions, not be­cause they were un­set­tled, but too sin­cere and earnest to be light­ly spo­ken. As he glanced from Jo to sev­er­al oth­er young peo­ple, at­tract­ed by the bril­lian­cy of the philo­soph­ic py­rotech­nics, he knit his brows, and longed to speak, fear­ing that some in­flammable young soul would be led astray by the rock­ets, to find, when the dis­play was over, that they had on­ly an emp­ty stick or a scorched hand.

			He bore it as long as he could; but when he was ap­pealed to for an opin­ion, he blazed up with hon­est in­dig­na­tion, and de­fend­ed re­li­gion with all the elo­quence of truth—an elo­quence which made his bro­ken Eng­lish mu­si­cal, and his plain face beau­ti­ful. He had a hard fight, for the wise men ar­gued well; but he didn’t know when he was beat­en, and stood to his col­ors like a man. Some­how, as he talked, the world got right again to Jo; the old be­liefs, that had last­ed so long, seemed bet­ter than the new; God was not a blind force, and im­mor­tal­i­ty was not a pret­ty fa­ble, but a blessed fact. She felt as if she had sol­id ground un­der her feet again; and when Mr. Bhaer paused, out-talked, but not one whit con­vinced, Jo want­ed to clap her hands and thank him.

			She did nei­ther; but she re­mem­bered this scene, and gave the Pro­fes­sor her hearti­est re­spect, for she knew it cost him an ef­fort to speak out then and there, be­cause his con­science would not let him be silent. She be­gan to see that char­ac­ter is a bet­ter pos­ses­sion than mon­ey, rank, in­tel­lect, or beau­ty; and to feel that if great­ness is what a wise man has de­fined it to be, “truth, rev­er­ence, and good­will,” then her friend Friedrich Bhaer was not on­ly good, but great.

			This be­lief strength­ened dai­ly. She val­ued his es­teem, she cov­et­ed his re­spect, she want­ed to be wor­thy of his friend­ship; and, just when the wish was sin­cer­est, she came near los­ing ev­ery­thing. It all grew out of a cocked hat; for one evening the Pro­fes­sor came in to give Jo her les­son, with a pa­per sol­dier-cap on his head, which Tina had put there, and he had for­got­ten to take off.

			“It’s ev­i­dent he doesn’t look in his glass be­fore com­ing down,” thought Jo, with a smile, as he said “Goot efen­ing,” and sat sober­ly down, quite un­con­scious of the lu­di­crous con­trast be­tween his sub­ject and his head­gear, for he was go­ing to read her the Death of Wal­len­stein.

			She said noth­ing at first, for she liked to hear him laugh out his big, hearty laugh, when any­thing fun­ny hap­pened, so she left him to dis­cov­er it for him­self, and present­ly for­got all about it; for to hear a Ger­man read Schiller is rather an ab­sorb­ing oc­cu­pa­tion. Af­ter the read­ing came the les­son, which was a live­ly one, for Jo was in a gay mood that night, and the cocked-hat kept her eyes danc­ing with mer­ri­ment. The Pro­fes­sor didn’t know what to make of her, and stopped at last, to ask, with an air of mild sur­prise that was ir­re­sistible—

			“Mees Marsch, for what do you laugh in your mas­ter’s face? Haf you no re­spect for me, that you go on so bad?”

			“How can I be re­spect­ful, sir, when you for­get to take your hat off?” said Jo.

			Lift­ing his hand to his head, the ab­sent­mind­ed Pro­fes­sor grave­ly felt and re­moved the lit­tle cocked-hat, looked at it a minute, and then threw back his head, and laughed like a mer­ry bass-vi­ol.

			“Ah! I see him now; it is that imp Tina who makes me a fool with my cap. Well, it is noth­ing; but see you, if this les­son goes not well, you too shall wear him.”

			But the les­son did not go at all for a few min­utes, be­cause Mr. Bhaer caught sight of a pic­ture on the hat, and, un­fold­ing it, said, with an air of great dis­gust—

			“I wish these pa­pers did not come in the house; they are not for chil­dren to see, nor young peo­ple to read. It is not well, and I haf no pa­tience with those who make this harm.”

			Jo glanced at the sheet, and saw a pleas­ing il­lus­tra­tion com­posed of a lu­natic, a corpse, a vil­lain, and a viper. She did not like it; but the im­pulse that made her turn it over was not one of dis­plea­sure, but fear, be­cause, for a minute, she fan­cied the pa­per was the Vol­cano. It was not, how­ev­er, and her pan­ic sub­sid­ed as she re­mem­bered that, even if it had been, and one of her own tales in it, there would have been no name to be­tray her. She had be­trayed her­self, how­ev­er, by a look and a blush; for, though an ab­sent man, the Pro­fes­sor saw a good deal more than peo­ple fan­cied. He knew that Jo wrote, and had met her down among the news­pa­per of­fices more than once; but as she nev­er spoke of it, he asked no ques­tions, in spite of a strong de­sire to see her work. Now it oc­curred to him that she was do­ing what she was ashamed to own, and it trou­bled him. He did not say to him­self, “It is none of my busi­ness; I’ve no right to say any­thing,” as many peo­ple would have done; he on­ly re­mem­bered that she was young and poor, a girl far away from moth­er’s love and fa­ther’s care; and he was moved to help her with an im­pulse as quick and nat­u­ral as that which would prompt him to put out his hand to save a ba­by from a pud­dle. All this flashed through his mind in a minute, but not a trace of it ap­peared in his face; and by the time the pa­per was turned, and Jo’s nee­dle thread­ed, he was ready to say quite nat­u­ral­ly, but very grave­ly—

			“Yes, you are right to put it from you. I do not like to think that good young girls should see such things. They are made pleas­ant to some, but I would more rather give my boys gun­pow­der to play with than this bad trash.”

			“All may not be bad, on­ly sil­ly, you know; and if there is a de­mand for it, I don’t see any harm in sup­ply­ing it. Many very re­spectable peo­ple make an hon­est liv­ing out of what are called sen­sa­tion sto­ries,” said Jo, scratch­ing gath­ers so en­er­get­i­cal­ly that a row of lit­tle slits fol­lowed her pin.

			“There is a de­mand for whiskey, but I think you and I do not care to sell it. If the re­spectable peo­ple knew what harm they did, they would not feel that the liv­ing was hon­est. They haf no right to put poi­son in the sug­arplum, and let the small ones eat it. No; they should think a lit­tle, and sweep mud in the street be­fore they do this thing.”

			Mr. Bhaer spoke warm­ly, and walked to the fire, crum­pling the pa­per in his hands. Jo sat still, look­ing as if the fire had come to her; for her cheeks burned long af­ter the cocked hat had turned to smoke, and gone harm­less­ly up the chim­ney.

			“I should like much to send all the rest af­ter him,” mut­tered the Pro­fes­sor, com­ing back with a re­lieved air.

			Jo thought what a blaze her pile of pa­pers up­stairs would make, and her hard-earned mon­ey lay rather heav­i­ly on her con­science at that minute. Then she thought con­sol­ing­ly to her­self, “Mine are not like that; they are on­ly sil­ly, nev­er bad, so I won’t be wor­ried;” and tak­ing up her book, she said, with a stu­dious face—

			“Shall we go on, sir? I’ll be very good and prop­er now.”

			“I shall hope so,” was all he said, but he meant more than she imag­ined; and the grave, kind look he gave her made her feel as if the words “Week­ly Vol­cano” were print­ed in large type on her fore­head.

			As soon as she went to her room, she got out her pa­pers, and care­ful­ly reread ev­ery one of her sto­ries. Be­ing a lit­tle short­sight­ed, Mr. Bhaer some­times used eye­glass­es, and Jo had tried them once, smil­ing to see how they mag­ni­fied the fine print of her book; now she seemed to have got on the Pro­fes­sor’s men­tal or moral spec­ta­cles al­so; for the faults of these poor sto­ries glared at her dread­ful­ly, and filled her with dis­may.

			“They are trash, and will soon be worse than trash if I go on; for each is more sen­sa­tion­al than the last. I’ve gone blind­ly on, hurt­ing my­self and oth­er peo­ple, for the sake of mon­ey; I know it’s so, for I can’t read this stuff in sober earnest with­out be­ing hor­ri­bly ashamed of it; and what should I do if they were seen at home, or Mr. Bhaer got hold of them?”

			Jo turned hot at the bare idea, and stuffed the whole bun­dle in­to her stove, near­ly set­ting the chim­ney afire with the blaze.

			“Yes, that’s the best place for such in­flammable non­sense; I’d bet­ter burn the house down, I sup­pose, than let oth­er peo­ple blow them­selves up with my gun­pow­der,” she thought, as she watched the “De­mon of the Ju­ra” whisk away, a lit­tle black cin­der with fiery eyes.

			But when noth­ing re­mained of all her three months’ work ex­cept a heap of ash­es, and the mon­ey in her lap, Jo looked sober, as she sat on the floor, won­der­ing what she ought to do about her wages.

			“I think I haven’t done much harm yet, and may keep this to pay for my time,” she said, af­ter a long med­i­ta­tion, adding im­pa­tient­ly, “I al­most wish I hadn’t any con­science, it’s so in­con­ve­nient. If I didn’t care about do­ing right, and didn’t feel un­com­fort­able when do­ing wrong, I should get on cap­i­tal­ly. I can’t help wish­ing some­times, that fa­ther and moth­er hadn’t been so par­tic­u­lar about such things.”

			Ah, Jo, in­stead of wish­ing that, thank God that “fa­ther and moth­er were par­tic­u­lar,” and pity from your heart those who have no such guardians to hedge them round with prin­ci­ples which may seem like prison-walls to im­pa­tient youth, but which will prove sure foun­da­tions to build char­ac­ter up­on in wom­an­hood.

			Jo wrote no more sen­sa­tion­al sto­ries, de­cid­ing that the mon­ey did not pay for her share of the sen­sa­tion; but, go­ing to the oth­er ex­treme, as is the way with peo­ple of her stamp, she took a course of Mrs. Sher­wood, Miss Edge­worth, and Han­nah More; and then pro­duced a tale which might have been more prop­er­ly called an es­say or a ser­mon, so in­tense­ly moral was it. She had her doubts about it from the be­gin­ning; for her live­ly fan­cy and girl­ish ro­mance felt as ill at ease in the new style as she would have done mas­querad­ing in the stiff and cum­brous cos­tume of the last cen­tu­ry. She sent this di­dac­tic gem to sev­er­al mar­kets, but it found no pur­chas­er; and she was in­clined to agree with Mr. Dash­wood, that morals didn’t sell.

			Then she tried a child’s sto­ry, which she could eas­i­ly have dis­posed of if she had not been mer­ce­nary enough to de­mand filthy lu­cre for it. The on­ly per­son who of­fered enough to make it worth her while to try ju­ve­nile lit­er­a­ture was a wor­thy gen­tle­man who felt it his mis­sion to con­vert all the world to his par­tic­u­lar be­lief. But much as she liked to write for chil­dren, Jo could not con­sent to de­pict all her naughty boys as be­ing eat­en by bears or tossed by mad bulls, be­cause they did not go to a par­tic­u­lar Sab­bath-school, nor all the good in­fants, who did go, as re­ward­ed by ev­ery kind of bliss, from gild­ed gin­ger­bread to es­corts of an­gels, when they de­part­ed this life with psalms or ser­mons on their lisp­ing tongues. So noth­ing came of these tri­als; and Jo corked up her ink­stand, and said, in a fit of very whole­some hu­mil­i­ty—

			“I don’t know any­thing; I’ll wait till I do be­fore I try again, and, mean­time, ‘sweep mud in the street,’ if I can’t do bet­ter; that’s hon­est, at least;” which de­ci­sion proved that her sec­ond tum­ble down the beanstalk had done her some good.

			While these in­ter­nal rev­o­lu­tions were go­ing on, her ex­ter­nal life had been as busy and un­event­ful as usu­al; and if she some­times looked se­ri­ous or a lit­tle sad no one ob­served it but Pro­fes­sor Bhaer. He did it so qui­et­ly that Jo nev­er knew he was watch­ing to see if she would ac­cept and prof­it by his re­proof; but she stood the test, and he was sat­is­fied; for, though no words passed be­tween them, he knew that she had giv­en up writ­ing. Not on­ly did he guess it by the fact that the sec­ond fin­ger of her right hand was no longer inky, but she spent her evenings down­stairs now, was met no more among news­pa­per of­fices, and stud­ied with a dogged pa­tience, which as­sured him that she was bent on oc­cu­py­ing her mind with some­thing use­ful, if not pleas­ant.

			He helped her in many ways, prov­ing him­self a true friend, and Jo was hap­py; for, while her pen lay idle, she was learn­ing oth­er lessons be­side Ger­man, and lay­ing a foun­da­tion for the sen­sa­tion sto­ry of her own life.

			It was a pleas­ant win­ter and a long one, for she did not leave Mrs. Kirke till June. Ev­ery­one seemed sor­ry when the time came; the chil­dren were in­con­solable, and Mr. Bhaer’s hair stuck straight up all over his head, for he al­ways rum­pled it wild­ly when dis­turbed in mind.

			“Go­ing home? Ah, you are hap­py that you haf a home to go in,” he said, when she told him, and sat silent­ly pulling his beard, in the cor­ner, while she held a lit­tle lev­ee on that last evening.

			She was go­ing ear­ly, so she bade them all good­bye over night; and when his turn came, she said warm­ly—

			“Now, sir, you won’t for­get to come and see us, if you ev­er trav­el our way, will you? I’ll nev­er for­give you if you do, for I want them all to know my friend.”

			“Do you? Shall I come?” he asked, look­ing down at her with an ea­ger ex­pres­sion which she did not see.

			“Yes, come next month; Lau­rie grad­u­ates then, and you’d en­joy Com­mence­ment as some­thing new.”

			“That is your best friend, of whom you speak?” he said, in an al­tered tone.

			“Yes, my boy Ted­dy; I’m very proud of him, and should like you to see him.”

			Jo looked up then, quite un­con­scious of any­thing but her own plea­sure in the prospect of show­ing them to one an­oth­er. Some­thing in Mr. Bhaer’s face sud­den­ly re­called the fact that she might find Lau­rie more than a “best friend,” and, sim­ply be­cause she par­tic­u­lar­ly wished not to look as if any­thing was the mat­ter, she in­vol­un­tar­i­ly be­gan to blush; and the more she tried not to, the red­der she grew. If it had not been for Tina on her knee, she didn’t know what would have be­come of her. For­tu­nate­ly, the child was moved to hug her; so she man­aged to hide her face an in­stant, hop­ing the Pro­fes­sor did not see it. But he did, and his own changed again from that mo­men­tary anx­i­ety to its usu­al ex­pres­sion, as he said cor­dial­ly—

			“I fear I shall not make the time for that, but I wish the friend much suc­cess, and you all hap­pi­ness. Gott bless you!” and with that, he shook hands warm­ly, shoul­dered Tina, and went away.

			But af­ter the boys were abed, he sat long be­fore his fire, with the tired look on his face, and the heimweh, or home­sick­ness, ly­ing heavy at his heart. Once, when he re­mem­bered Jo, as she sat with the lit­tle child in her lap and that new soft­ness in her face, he leaned his head on his hands a minute, and then roamed about the room, as if in search of some­thing that he could not find.

			“It is not for me; I must not hope it now,” he said to him­self, with a sigh that was al­most a groan; then, as if re­proach­ing him­self for the long­ing that he could not re­press, he went and kissed the two tou­sled heads up­on the pil­low, took down his sel­dom-used meer­schaum, and opened his Pla­to.

			He did his best, and did it man­ful­ly; but I don’t think he found that a pair of ram­pant boys, a pipe, or even the di­vine Pla­to, were very sat­is­fac­to­ry sub­sti­tutes for wife and child and home.

			Ear­ly as it was, he was at the sta­tion, next morn­ing, to see Jo off; and, thanks to him, she be­gan her soli­tary jour­ney with the pleas­ant mem­o­ry of a fa­mil­iar face smil­ing its farewell, a bunch of vi­o­lets to keep her com­pa­ny, and, best of all, the hap­py thought—

			“Well, the win­ter’s gone, and I’ve writ­ten no books, earned no for­tune; but I’ve made a friend worth hav­ing, and I’ll try to keep him all my life.”

		
	
		
			
				XXXV

				Heartache

			
			What­ev­er his mo­tive might have been, Lau­rie stud­ied to some pur­pose that year, for he grad­u­at­ed with hon­or, and gave the Latin ora­tion with the grace of a Phillips and the elo­quence of a De­mos­thenes, so his friends said. They were all there, his grand­fa­ther—oh, so proud!—Mr. and Mrs. March, John and Meg, Jo and Beth, and all ex­ult­ed over him with the sin­cere ad­mi­ra­tion which boys make light of at the time, but fail to win from the world by any af­ter-tri­umphs.

			“I’ve got to stay for this con­found­ed sup­per, but I shall be home ear­ly to­mor­row; you’ll come and meet me as usu­al, girls?” Lau­rie said, as he put the sis­ters in­to the car­riage af­ter the joys of the day were over. He said “girls,” but he meant Jo, for she was the on­ly one who kept up the old cus­tom; she had not the heart to refuse her splen­did, suc­cess­ful boy any­thing, and an­swered warm­ly—

			“I’ll come, Ted­dy, rain or shine, and march be­fore you, play­ing ‘Hail the con­quer­ing hero comes,’ on a jews-harp.”

			Lau­rie thanked her with a look that made her think, in a sud­den pan­ic, “Oh, deary me! I know he’ll say some­thing, and then what shall I do?”

			Evening med­i­ta­tion and morn­ing work some­what al­layed her fears, and hav­ing de­cid­ed that she wouldn’t be vain enough to think peo­ple were go­ing to pro­pose when she had giv­en them ev­ery rea­son to know what her an­swer would be, she set forth at the ap­point­ed time, hop­ing Ted­dy wouldn’t do any­thing to make her hurt his poor lit­tle feel­ings. A call at Meg’s, and a re­fresh­ing sniff and sip at the Daisy and Demi­john, still fur­ther for­ti­fied her for the tête-à-tête, but when she saw a stal­wart fig­ure loom­ing in the dis­tance, she had a strong de­sire to turn about and run away.

			“Where’s the jews-harp, Jo?” cried Lau­rie, as soon as he was with­in speak­ing dis­tance.

			“I for­got it;” and Jo took heart again, for that salu­ta­tion could not be called lover-like.

			She al­ways used to take his arm on these oc­ca­sions; now she did not, and he made no com­plaint, which was a bad sign, but talked on rapid­ly about all sorts of far­away sub­jects, till they turned from the road in­to the lit­tle path that led home­ward through the grove. Then he walked more slow­ly, sud­den­ly lost his fine flow of lan­guage, and, now and then, a dread­ful pause oc­curred. To res­cue the con­ver­sa­tion from one of the wells of si­lence in­to which it kept fall­ing, Jo said hasti­ly—

			“Now you must have a good long hol­i­day!”

			“I in­tend to.”

			Some­thing in his res­o­lute tone made Jo look up quick­ly to find him look­ing down at her with an ex­pres­sion that as­sured her the dread­ed mo­ment had come, and made her put out her hand with an im­plor­ing—

			“No, Ted­dy, please don’t!”

			“I will, and you must hear me. It’s no use, Jo; we’ve got to have it out, and the soon­er the bet­ter for both of us,” he an­swered, get­ting flushed and ex­cit­ed all at once.

			“Say what you like, then; I’ll lis­ten,” said Jo, with a des­per­ate sort of pa­tience.

			Lau­rie was a young lover, but he was in earnest, and meant to “have it out,” if he died in the at­tempt; so he plunged in­to the sub­ject with char­ac­ter­is­tic im­petu­os­i­ty, say­ing in a voice that would get choky now and then, in spite of man­ful ef­forts to keep it steady—

			“I’ve loved you ev­er since I’ve known you, Jo; couldn’t help it, you’ve been so good to me. I’ve tried to show it, but you wouldn’t let me; now I’m go­ing to make you hear, and give me an an­swer, for I can’t go on so any longer.”

			“I want­ed to save you this; I thought you’d un­der­stand—” be­gan Jo, find­ing it a great deal hard­er than she ex­pect­ed.

			“I know you did; but girls are so queer you nev­er know what they mean. They say ‘No’ when they mean ‘Yes,’ and drive a man out of his wits just for the fun of it,” re­turned Lau­rie, en­trench­ing him­self be­hind an un­de­ni­able fact.

			“I don’t. I nev­er want­ed to make you care for me so, and I went away to keep you from it if I could.”

			“I thought so; it was like you, but it was no use. I on­ly loved you all the more, and I worked hard to please you, and I gave up bil­liards and ev­ery­thing you didn’t like, and wait­ed and nev­er com­plained, for I hoped you’d love me, though I’m not half good enough—” here there was a choke that couldn’t be con­trolled, so he de­cap­i­tat­ed but­ter­cups while he cleared his “con­found­ed throat.”

			“Yes, you are; you’re a great deal too good for me, and I’m so grate­ful to you, and so proud and fond of you, I don’t see why I can’t love you as you want me to. I’ve tried, but I can’t change the feel­ing, and it would be a lie to say I do when I don’t.”

			“Re­al­ly, tru­ly, Jo?”

			He stopped short, and caught both her hands as he put his ques­tion with a look that she did not soon for­get.

			“Re­al­ly, tru­ly, dear.”

			They were in the grove now, close by the stile; and when the last words fell re­luc­tant­ly from Jo’s lips, Lau­rie dropped her hands and turned as if to go on, but for once in his life that fence was too much for him; so he just laid his head down on the mossy post, and stood so still that Jo was fright­ened.

			“O Ted­dy, I’m so sor­ry, so des­per­ate­ly sor­ry, I could kill my­self if it would do any good! I wish you wouldn’t take it so hard. I can’t help it; you know it’s im­pos­si­ble for peo­ple to make them­selves love oth­er peo­ple if they don’t,” cried Jo in­el­e­gant­ly but re­morse­ful­ly, as she soft­ly pat­ted his shoul­der, re­mem­ber­ing the time when he had com­fort­ed her so long ago.

			“They do some­times,” said a muf­fled voice from the post.

			“I don’t be­lieve it’s the right sort of love, and I’d rather not try it,” was the de­cid­ed an­swer.

			There was a long pause, while a black­bird sung blithe­ly on the wil­low by the riv­er, and the tall grass rus­tled in the wind. Present­ly Jo said very sober­ly, as she sat down on the step of the stile—

			“Lau­rie, I want to tell you some­thing.”

			He start­ed as if he had been shot, threw up his head, and cried out, in a fierce tone—

			“Don’t tell me that, Jo; I can’t bear it now!”

			“Tell what?” she asked, won­der­ing at his vi­o­lence.

			“That you love that old man.”

			“What old man?” de­mand­ed Jo, think­ing he must mean his grand­fa­ther.

			“That dev­il­ish Pro­fes­sor you were al­ways writ­ing about. If you say you love him, I know I shall do some­thing des­per­ate;” and he looked as if he would keep his word, as he clenched his hands, with a wrath­ful spark in his eyes.

			Jo want­ed to laugh, but re­strained her­self, and said warm­ly, for she, too, was get­ting ex­cit­ed with all this—

			“Don’t swear, Ted­dy! He isn’t old, nor any­thing bad, but good and kind, and the best friend I’ve got, next to you. Pray, don’t fly in­to a pas­sion; I want to be kind, but I know I shall get an­gry if you abuse my Pro­fes­sor. I haven’t the least idea of lov­ing him or any­body else.”

			“But you will af­ter a while, and then what will be­come of me?”

			“You’ll love some­one else too, like a sen­si­ble boy, and for­get all this trou­ble.”

			“I can’t love any­one else; and I’ll nev­er for­get you, Jo, nev­er! nev­er!” with a stamp to em­pha­size his pas­sion­ate words.

			“What shall I do with him?” sighed Jo, find­ing that emo­tions were more un­man­age­able than she ex­pect­ed. “You haven’t heard what I want­ed to tell you. Sit down and lis­ten; for in­deed I want to do right and make you hap­py,” she said, hop­ing to soothe him with a lit­tle rea­son, which proved that she knew noth­ing about love.

			See­ing a ray of hope in that last speech, Lau­rie threw him­self down on the grass at her feet, leaned his arm on the low­er step of the stile, and looked up at her with an ex­pec­tant face. Now that ar­range­ment was not con­ducive to calm speech or clear thought on Jo’s part; for how could she say hard things to her boy while he watched her with eyes full of love and long­ing, and lash­es still wet with the bit­ter drop or two her hard­ness of heart had wrung from him? She gen­tly turned his head away, say­ing, as she stroked the wavy hair which had been al­lowed to grow for her sake—how touch­ing that was, to be sure!—

			“I agree with moth­er that you and I are not suit­ed to each oth­er, be­cause our quick tem­pers and strong wills would prob­a­bly make us very mis­er­able, if we were so fool­ish as to—” Jo paused a lit­tle over the last word, but Lau­rie ut­tered it with a rap­tur­ous ex­pres­sion—

			“Mar­ry—no, we shouldn’t! If you loved me, Jo, I should be a per­fect saint, for you could make me any­thing you like.”

			“No, I can’t. I’ve tried it and failed, and I won’t risk our hap­pi­ness by such a se­ri­ous ex­per­i­ment. We don’t agree and we nev­er shall; so we’ll be good friends all our lives, but we won’t go and do any­thing rash.”

			“Yes, we will if we get the chance,” mut­tered Lau­rie re­bel­lious­ly.

			“Now do be rea­son­able, and take a sen­si­ble view of the case,” im­plored Jo, al­most at her wit’s end.

			“I won’t be rea­son­able; I don’t want to take what you call ‘a sen­si­ble view;’ it won’t help me, and it on­ly makes you hard­er. I don’t be­lieve you’ve got any heart.”

			“I wish I hadn’t!”

			There was a lit­tle quiver in Jo’s voice, and, think­ing it a good omen, Lau­rie turned round, bring­ing all his per­sua­sive pow­ers to bear as he said, in the wheedle­some tone that had nev­er been so dan­ger­ous­ly wheedle­some be­fore—

			“Don’t dis­ap­point us, dear! Ev­ery­one ex­pects it. Grand­pa has set his heart up­on it, your peo­ple like it, and I can’t get on with­out you. Say you will, and let’s be hap­py. Do, do!”

			Not un­til months af­ter­ward did Jo un­der­stand how she had the strength of mind to hold fast to the res­o­lu­tion she had made when she de­cid­ed that she did not love her boy, and nev­er could. It was very hard to do, but she did it, know­ing that de­lay was both use­less and cru­el.

			“I can’t say ‘Yes’ tru­ly, so I won’t say it at all. You’ll see that I’m right, by and by, and thank me for it”—she be­gan solemn­ly.

			“I’ll be hanged if I do!” and Lau­rie bounced up off the grass, burn­ing with in­dig­na­tion at the bare idea.

			“Yes, you will!” per­sist­ed Jo; “you’ll get over this af­ter a while, and find some love­ly, ac­com­plished girl, who will adore you, and make a fine mis­tress for your fine house. I shouldn’t. I’m home­ly and awk­ward and odd and old, and you’d be ashamed of me, and we should quar­rel—we can’t help it even now, you see—and I shouldn’t like el­e­gant so­ci­ety and you would, and you’d hate my scrib­bling, and I couldn’t get on with­out it, and we should be un­hap­py, and wish we hadn’t done it, and ev­ery­thing would be hor­rid!”

			“Any­thing more?” asked Lau­rie, find­ing it hard to lis­ten pa­tient­ly to this prophet­ic burst.

			“Noth­ing more, ex­cept that I don’t be­lieve I shall ev­er mar­ry. I’m hap­py as I am, and love my lib­er­ty too well to be in any hur­ry to give it up for any mor­tal man.”

			“I know bet­ter!” broke in Lau­rie. “You think so now; but there’ll come a time when you will care for some­body, and you’ll love him tremen­dous­ly, and live and die for him. I know you will, it’s your way, and I shall have to stand by and see it;” and the de­spair­ing lover cast his hat up­on the ground with a ges­ture that would have seemed com­i­cal, if his face had not been so trag­i­cal.

			“Yes, I will live and die for him, if he ev­er comes and makes me love him in spite of my­self, and you must do the best you can!” cried Jo, los­ing pa­tience with poor Ted­dy. “I’ve done my best, but you won’t be rea­son­able, and it’s self­ish of you to keep teas­ing for what I can’t give. I shall al­ways be fond of you, very fond in­deed, as a friend, but I’ll nev­er mar­ry you; and the soon­er you be­lieve it, the bet­ter for both of us—so now!”

			That speech was like fire to gun­pow­der. Lau­rie looked at her a minute as if he did not quite know what to do with him­self, then turned sharply away, say­ing, in a des­per­ate sort of tone—

			“You’ll be sor­ry some day, Jo.”

			“Oh, where are you go­ing?” she cried, for his face fright­ened her.

			“To the dev­il!” was the con­sol­ing an­swer.

			For a minute Jo’s heart stood still, as he swung him­self down the bank, to­ward the riv­er; but it takes much fol­ly, sin, or mis­ery to send a young man to a vi­o­lent death, and Lau­rie was not one of the weak sort who are con­quered by a sin­gle fail­ure. He had no thought of a melo­dra­mat­ic plunge, but some blind in­stinct led him to fling hat and coat in­to his boat, and row away with all his might, mak­ing bet­ter time up the riv­er than he had done in many a race. Jo drew a long breath and un­clasped her hands as she watched the poor fel­low try­ing to out­strip the trou­ble which he car­ried in his heart.

			“That will do him good, and he’ll come home in such a ten­der, pen­i­tent state of mind, that I shan’t dare to see him,” she said; adding, as she went slow­ly home, feel­ing as if she had mur­dered some in­no­cent thing, and buried it un­der the leaves—

			“Now I must go and pre­pare Mr. Lau­rence to be very kind to my poor boy. I wish he’d love Beth; per­haps he may, in time, but I be­gin to think I was mis­tak­en about her. Oh dear! how can girls like to have lovers and refuse them. I think it’s dread­ful.”

			Be­ing sure that no one could do it so well as her­self, she went straight to Mr. Lau­rence, told the hard sto­ry brave­ly through, and then broke down, cry­ing so dis­mal­ly over her own in­sen­si­bil­i­ty that the kind old gen­tle­man, though sore­ly dis­ap­point­ed, did not ut­ter a re­proach. He found it dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand how any girl could help lov­ing Lau­rie, and hoped she would change her mind, but he knew even bet­ter than Jo that love can­not be forced, so he shook his head sad­ly, and re­solved to car­ry his boy out of harm’s way; for Young Im­petu­os­i­ty’s part­ing words to Jo dis­turbed him more than he would con­fess.

			When Lau­rie came home, dead tired, but quite com­posed, his grand­fa­ther met him as if he knew noth­ing, and kept up the delu­sion very suc­cess­ful­ly for an hour or two. But when they sat to­geth­er in the twi­light, the time they used to en­joy so much, it was hard work for the old man to ram­ble on as usu­al, and hard­er still for the young one to lis­ten to prais­es of the last year’s suc­cess, which to him now seemed love’s la­bor lost. He bore it as long as he could, then went to his pi­ano, and be­gan to play. The win­dows were open; and Jo, walk­ing in the gar­den with Beth, for once un­der­stood mu­sic bet­ter than her sis­ter, for he played the “Sonata Pathé­tique,” and played it as he nev­er did be­fore.

			“That’s very fine, I dare say, but it’s sad enough to make one cry; give us some­thing gay­er, lad,” said Mr. Lau­rence, whose kind old heart was full of sym­pa­thy, which he longed to show, but knew not how.

			Lau­rie dashed in­to a live­li­er strain, played stormi­ly for sev­er­al min­utes, and would have got through brave­ly, if, in a mo­men­tary lull, Mrs. March’s voice had not been heard call­ing—“Jo, dear, come in; I want you.”

			Just what Lau­rie longed to say, with a dif­fer­ent mean­ing! As he lis­tened, he lost his place; the mu­sic end­ed with a bro­ken chord, and the mu­si­cian sat silent in the dark.

			“I can’t stand this,” mut­tered the old gen­tle­man. Up he got, groped his way to the pi­ano, laid a kind hand on ei­ther of the broad shoul­ders, and said, as gen­tly as a wom­an—

			“I know, my boy, I know.”

			No an­swer for an in­stant; then Lau­rie asked sharply—

			“Who told you?”

			“Jo her­self.”

			“Then there’s an end of it!” and he shook off his grand­fa­ther’s hands with an im­pa­tient mo­tion; for, though grate­ful for the sym­pa­thy, his man’s pride could not bear a man’s pity.

			“Not quite; I want to say one thing, and then there shall be an end of it,” re­turned Mr. Lau­rence, with un­usu­al mild­ness. “You won’t care to stay at home just now, per­haps?”

			“I don’t in­tend to run away from a girl. Jo can’t pre­vent my see­ing her, and I shall stay and do it as long as I like,” in­ter­rupt­ed Lau­rie, in a de­fi­ant tone.

			“Not if you are the gen­tle­man I think you. I’m dis­ap­point­ed, but the girl can’t help it; and the on­ly thing left for you to do is to go away for a time. Where will you go?”

			“Any­where. I don’t care what be­comes of me;” and Lau­rie got up, with a reck­less laugh, that grat­ed on his grand­fa­ther’s ear.

			“Take it like a man, and don’t do any­thing rash, for God’s sake. Why not go abroad, as you planned, and for­get it?”

			“I can’t.”

			“But you’ve been wild to go, and I promised you should when you got through col­lege.”

			“Ah, but I didn’t mean to go alone!” and Lau­rie walked fast through the room, with an ex­pres­sion which it was well his grand­fa­ther did not see.

			“I don’t ask you to go alone; there’s some­one ready and glad to go with you, any­where in the world.”

			“Who, sir?” stop­ping to lis­ten.

			“My­self.”

			Lau­rie came back as quick­ly as he went, and put out his hand, say­ing huski­ly—

			“I’m a self­ish brute; but—you know—grand­fa­ther—”

			“Lord help me, yes, I do know, for I’ve been through it all be­fore, once in my own young days, and then with your fa­ther. Now, my dear boy, just sit qui­et­ly down, and hear my plan. It’s all set­tled, and can be car­ried out at once,” said Mr. Lau­rence, keep­ing hold of the young man, as if fear­ful that he would break away, as his fa­ther had done be­fore him.

			“Well, sir, what is it?” and Lau­rie sat down, with­out a sign of in­ter­est in face or voice.

			“There is busi­ness in Lon­don that needs look­ing af­ter; I meant you should at­tend to it; but I can do it bet­ter my­self, and things here will get on very well with Brooke to man­age them. My part­ners do al­most ev­ery­thing; I’m mere­ly hold­ing on till you take my place, and can be off at any time.”

			“But you hate trav­el­ling, sir; I can’t ask it of you at your age,” be­gan Lau­rie, who was grate­ful for the sac­ri­fice, but much pre­ferred to go alone, if he went at all.

			The old gen­tle­man knew that per­fect­ly well, and par­tic­u­lar­ly de­sired to pre­vent it; for the mood in which he found his grand­son as­sured him that it would not be wise to leave him to his own de­vices. So, sti­fling a nat­u­ral re­gret at the thought of the home com­forts he would leave be­hind him, he said stout­ly—

			“Bless your soul, I’m not su­per­an­nu­at­ed yet. I quite en­joy the idea; it will do me good, and my old bones won’t suf­fer, for trav­el­ling nowa­days is al­most as easy as sit­ting in a chair.”

			A rest­less move­ment from Lau­rie sug­gest­ed that his chair was not easy, or that he did not like the plan, and made the old man add hasti­ly—

			“I don’t mean to be a marplot or a bur­den; I go be­cause I think you’d feel hap­pi­er than if I was left be­hind. I don’t in­tend to gad about with you, but leave you free to go where you like, while I amuse my­self in my own way. I’ve friends in Lon­don and Paris, and should like to vis­it them; mean­time you can go to Italy, Ger­many, Switzer­land, where you will, and en­joy pic­tures, mu­sic, scenery, and ad­ven­tures to your heart’s con­tent.”

			Now, Lau­rie felt just then that his heart was en­tire­ly bro­ken, and the world a howl­ing wilder­ness; but at the sound of cer­tain words which the old gen­tle­man art­ful­ly in­tro­duced in­to his clos­ing sen­tence, the bro­ken heart gave an un­ex­pect­ed leap, and a green oa­sis or two sud­den­ly ap­peared in the howl­ing wilder­ness. He sighed, and then said, in a spir­it­less tone—

			“Just as you like, sir; it doesn’t mat­ter where I go or what I do.”

			“It does to me, re­mem­ber that, my lad; I give you en­tire lib­er­ty, but I trust you to make an hon­est use of it. Prom­ise me that, Lau­rie.”

			“Any­thing you like, sir.”

			“Good,” thought the old gen­tle­man. “You don’t care now, but there’ll come a time when that prom­ise will keep you out of mis­chief, or I’m much mis­tak­en.”

			Be­ing an en­er­get­ic in­di­vid­u­al, Mr. Lau­rence struck while the iron was hot; and be­fore the blight­ed be­ing re­cov­ered spir­it enough to rebel, they were off. Dur­ing the time nec­es­sary for prepa­ra­tion, Lau­rie bore him­self as young gen­tle­men usu­al­ly do in such cas­es. He was moody, ir­ri­ta­ble, and pen­sive by turns; lost his ap­petite, ne­glect­ed his dress, and de­vot­ed much time to play­ing tem­pes­tu­ous­ly on his pi­ano; avoid­ed Jo, but con­soled him­self by star­ing at her from his win­dow, with a trag­i­cal face that haunt­ed her dreams by night, and op­pressed her with a heavy sense of guilt by day. Un­like some suf­fer­ers, he nev­er spoke of his un­re­quit­ed pas­sion, and would al­low no one, not even Mrs. March, to at­tempt con­so­la­tion or of­fer sym­pa­thy. On some ac­counts, this was a re­lief to his friends; but the weeks be­fore his de­par­ture were very un­com­fort­able, and ev­ery­one re­joiced that the “poor, dear fel­low was go­ing away to for­get his trou­ble, and come home hap­py.” Of course, he smiled dark­ly at their delu­sion, but passed it by, with the sad su­pe­ri­or­i­ty of one who knew that his fi­deli­ty, like his love, was un­al­ter­able.

			When the part­ing came he af­fect­ed high spir­its, to con­ceal cer­tain in­con­ve­nient emo­tions which seemed in­clined to as­sert them­selves. This gayety did not im­pose up­on any­body, but they tried to look as if it did, for his sake, and he got on very well till Mrs. March kissed him, with a whis­per full of moth­er­ly so­lic­i­tude; then, feel­ing that he was go­ing very fast, he hasti­ly em­braced them all round, not for­get­ting the af­flict­ed Han­nah, and ran down­stairs as if for his life. Jo fol­lowed a minute af­ter to wave her hand to him if he looked round. He did look round, came back, put his arms about her, as she stood on the step above him, and looked up at her with a face that made his short ap­peal both elo­quent and pa­thet­ic.

			“O Jo, can’t you?”

			“Ted­dy, dear, I wish I could!”

			That was all, ex­cept a lit­tle pause; then Lau­rie straight­ened him­self up, said, “It’s all right, nev­er mind,” and went away with­out an­oth­er word. Ah, but it wasn’t all right, and Jo did mind; for while the curly head lay on her arm a minute af­ter her hard an­swer, she felt as if she had stabbed her dear­est friend; and when he left her with­out a look be­hind him, she knew that the boy Lau­rie nev­er would come again.

		
	
		
			
				XXXVI

				Beth’s Se­cret

			
			When Jo came home that spring, she had been struck with the change in Beth. No one spoke of it or seemed aware of it, for it had come too grad­u­al­ly to star­tle those who saw her dai­ly; but to eyes sharp­ened by ab­sence, it was very plain; and a heavy weight fell on Jo’s heart as she saw her sis­ter’s face. It was no paler and but lit­tle thin­ner than in the au­tumn; yet there was a strange, trans­par­ent look about it, as if the mor­tal was be­ing slow­ly re­fined away, and the im­mor­tal shin­ing through the frail flesh with an in­de­scrib­ably pa­thet­ic beau­ty. Jo saw and felt it, but said noth­ing at the time, and soon the first im­pres­sion lost much of its pow­er; for Beth seemed hap­py, no one ap­peared to doubt that she was bet­ter; and, present­ly, in oth­er cares, Jo for a time for­got her fear.

			But when Lau­rie was gone, and peace pre­vailed again, the vague anx­i­ety re­turned and haunt­ed her. She had con­fessed her sins and been for­giv­en; but when she showed her sav­ings and pro­posed the moun­tain trip, Beth had thanked her hearti­ly, but begged not to go so far away from home. An­oth­er lit­tle vis­it to the seashore would suit her bet­ter, and, as grand­ma could not be pre­vailed up­on to leave the ba­bies, Jo took Beth down to the qui­et place, where she could live much in the open air, and let the fresh sea-breezes blow a lit­tle col­or in­to her pale cheeks.

			It was not a fash­ion­able place, but, even among the pleas­ant peo­ple there, the girls made few friends, pre­fer­ring to live for one an­oth­er. Beth was too shy to en­joy so­ci­ety, and Jo too wrapped up in her to care for any­one else; so they were all in all to each oth­er, and came and went, quite un­con­scious of the in­ter­est they ex­cit­ed in those about them, who watched with sym­pa­thet­ic eyes the strong sis­ter and the fee­ble one, al­ways to­geth­er, as if they felt in­stinc­tive­ly that a long sep­a­ra­tion was not far away.

			They did feel it, yet nei­ther spoke of it; for of­ten be­tween our­selves and those near­est and dear­est to us there ex­ists a re­serve which it is very hard to over­come. Jo felt as if a veil had fall­en be­tween her heart and Beth’s; but when she put out her hand to lift it up, there seemed some­thing sa­cred in the si­lence, and she wait­ed for Beth to speak. She won­dered, and was thank­ful al­so, that her par­ents did not seem to see what she saw; and, dur­ing the qui­et weeks, when the shad­ow grew so plain to her, she said noth­ing of it to those at home, be­liev­ing that it would tell it­self when Beth came back no bet­ter. She won­dered still more if her sis­ter re­al­ly guessed the hard truth, and what thoughts were pass­ing through her mind dur­ing the long hours when she lay on the warm rocks, with her head in Jo’s lap, while the winds blew health­ful­ly over her, and the sea made mu­sic at her feet.

			One day Beth told her. Jo thought she was asleep, she lay so still; and, putting down her book, sat look­ing at her with wist­ful eyes, try­ing to see signs of hope in the faint col­or on Beth’s cheeks. But she could not find enough to sat­is­fy her, for the cheeks were very thin, and the hands seemed too fee­ble to hold even the rosy lit­tle shells they had been gath­er­ing. It came to her then more bit­ter­ly than ev­er that Beth was slow­ly drift­ing away from her, and her arms in­stinc­tive­ly tight­ened their hold up­on the dear­est trea­sure she pos­sessed. For a minute her eyes were too dim for see­ing, and, when they cleared, Beth was look­ing up at her so ten­der­ly that there was hard­ly any need for her to say—

			“Jo, dear, I’m glad you know it. I’ve tried to tell you, but I couldn’t.”

			There was no an­swer ex­cept her sis­ter’s cheek against her own, not even tears; for when most deeply moved, Jo did not cry. She was the weak­er, then, and Beth tried to com­fort and sus­tain her, with her arms about her, and the sooth­ing words she whis­pered in her ear.

			“I’ve known it for a good while, dear, and, now I’m used to it, it isn’t hard to think of or to bear. Try to see it so, and don’t be trou­bled about me, be­cause it’s best; in­deed it is.”

			“Is this what made you so un­hap­py in the au­tumn, Beth? You did not feel it then, and keep it to your­self so long, did you?” asked Jo, re­fus­ing to see or say that it was best, but glad to know that Lau­rie had no part in Beth’s trou­ble.

			“Yes, I gave up hop­ing then, but I didn’t like to own it. I tried to think it was a sick fan­cy, and would not let it trou­ble any­one. But when I saw you all so well and strong, and full of hap­py plans, it was hard to feel that I could nev­er be like you, and then I was mis­er­able, Jo.”

			“O Beth, and you didn’t tell me, didn’t let me com­fort and help you! How could you shut me out, and bear it all alone?”

			Jo’s voice was full of ten­der re­proach, and her heart ached to think of the soli­tary strug­gle that must have gone on while Beth learned to say good­bye to health, love, and life, and take up her cross so cheer­ful­ly.

			“Per­haps it was wrong, but I tried to do right; I wasn’t sure, no one said any­thing, and I hoped I was mis­tak­en. It would have been self­ish to fright­en you all when Marmee was so anx­ious about Meg, and Amy away, and you so hap­py with Lau­rie—at least, I thought so then.”

			“And I thought that you loved him, Beth, and I went away be­cause I couldn’t,” cried Jo, glad to say all the truth.

			Beth looked so amazed at the idea that Jo smiled in spite of her pain, and added soft­ly—

			“Then you didn’t, deary? I was afraid it was so, and imag­ined your poor lit­tle heart full of love-lor­ni­ty all that while.”

			“Why, Jo, how could I, when he was so fond of you?” asked Beth, as in­no­cent­ly as a child. “I do love him dear­ly; he is so good to me, how can I help it? But he nev­er could be any­thing to me but my broth­er. I hope he tru­ly will be, some­time.”

			“Not through me,” said Jo de­cid­ed­ly. “Amy is left for him, and they would suit ex­cel­lent­ly; but I have no heart for such things, now. I don’t care what be­comes of any­body but you, Beth. You must get well.”

			“I want to, oh, so much! I try, but ev­ery day I lose a lit­tle, and feel more sure that I shall nev­er gain it back. It’s like the tide, Jo, when it turns, it goes slow­ly, but it can’t be stopped.”

			“It shall be stopped, your tide must not turn so soon, nine­teen is too young. Beth, I can’t let you go. I’ll work and pray and fight against it. I’ll keep you in spite of ev­ery­thing; there must be ways, it can’t be too late. God won’t be so cru­el as to take you from me,” cried poor Jo re­bel­lious­ly, for her spir­it was far less pi­ous­ly sub­mis­sive than Beth’s.

			Sim­ple, sin­cere peo­ple sel­dom speak much of their piety; it shows it­self in acts, rather than in words, and has more in­flu­ence than hom­i­lies or protes­ta­tions. Beth could not rea­son up­on or ex­plain the faith that gave her courage and pa­tience to give up life, and cheer­ful­ly wait for death. Like a con­fid­ing child, she asked no ques­tions, but left ev­ery­thing to God and na­ture, Fa­ther and moth­er of us all, feel­ing sure that they, and they on­ly, could teach and strength­en heart and spir­it for this life and the life to come. She did not re­buke Jo with saint­ly speech­es, on­ly loved her bet­ter for her pas­sion­ate af­fec­tion, and clung more close­ly to the dear hu­man love, from which our Fa­ther nev­er means us to be weaned, but through which He draws us clos­er to Him­self. She could not say, “I’m glad to go,” for life was very sweet to her; she could on­ly sob out, “I try to be will­ing,” while she held fast to Jo, as the first bit­ter wave of this great sor­row broke over them to­geth­er.

			By and by Beth said, with re­cov­ered seren­i­ty—

			“You’ll tell them this when we go home?”

			“I think they will see it with­out words,” sighed Jo; for now it seemed to her that Beth changed ev­ery day.

			“Per­haps not; I’ve heard that the peo­ple who love best are of­ten blin­d­est to such things. If they don’t see it, you will tell them for me. I don’t want any se­crets, and it’s kinder to pre­pare them. Meg has John and the ba­bies to com­fort her, but you must stand by fa­ther and moth­er, won’t you, Jo?”

			“If I can; but, Beth, I don’t give up yet; I’m go­ing to be­lieve that it is a sick fan­cy, and not let you think it’s true,” said Jo, try­ing to speak cheer­ful­ly.

			Beth lay a minute think­ing, and then said in her qui­et way—

			“I don’t know how to ex­press my­self, and shouldn’t try, to any­one but you, be­cause I can’t speak out, ex­cept to my Jo. I on­ly mean to say that I have a feel­ing that it nev­er was in­tend­ed I should live long. I’m not like the rest of you; I nev­er made any plans about what I’d do when I grew up; I nev­er thought of be­ing mar­ried, as you all did. I couldn’t seem to imag­ine my­self any­thing but stupid lit­tle Beth, trot­ting about at home, of no use any­where but there. I nev­er want­ed to go away, and the hard part now is the leav­ing you all. I’m not afraid, but it seems as if I should be home­sick for you even in heav­en.”

			Jo could not speak; and for sev­er­al min­utes there was no sound but the sigh of the wind and the lap­ping of the tide. A white-winged gull flew by, with the flash of sun­shine on its sil­very breast; Beth watched it till it van­ished, and her eyes were full of sad­ness. A lit­tle gray-coat­ed sand-bird came trip­ping over the beach, “peep­ing” soft­ly to it­self, as if en­joy­ing the sun and sea; it came quite close to Beth, looked at her with a friend­ly eye, and sat up­on a warm stone, dress­ing its wet feath­ers, quite at home. Beth smiled, and felt com­fort­ed, for the tiny thing seemed to of­fer its small friend­ship, and re­mind her that a pleas­ant world was still to be en­joyed.

			“Dear lit­tle bird! See, Jo, how tame it is. I like peeps bet­ter than the gulls: they are not so wild and hand­some, but they seem hap­py, con­fid­ing lit­tle things. I used to call them my birds, last sum­mer; and moth­er said they re­mind­ed her of me—busy, quak­er-col­ored crea­tures, al­ways near the shore, and al­ways chirp­ing that con­tent­ed lit­tle song of theirs. You are the gull, Jo, strong and wild, fond of the storm and the wind, fly­ing far out to sea, and hap­py all alone. Meg is the tur­tle­dove, and Amy is like the lark she writes about, try­ing to get up among the clouds, but al­ways drop­ping down in­to its nest again. Dear lit­tle girl! she’s so am­bi­tious, but her heart is good and ten­der; and no mat­ter how high she flies, she nev­er will for­get home. I hope I shall see her again, but she seems so far away.”

			“She is com­ing in the spring, and I mean that you shall be all ready to see and en­joy her. I’m go­ing to have you well and rosy by that time,” be­gan Jo, feel­ing that of all the changes in Beth, the talk­ing change was the great­est, for it seemed to cost no ef­fort now, and she thought aloud in a way quite un­like bash­ful Beth.

			“Jo, dear, don’t hope any more; it won’t do any good, I’m sure of that. We won’t be mis­er­able, but en­joy be­ing to­geth­er while we wait. We’ll have hap­py times, for I don’t suf­fer much, and I think the tide will go out eas­i­ly, if you help me.”

			Jo leaned down to kiss the tran­quil face; and with that silent kiss, she ded­i­cat­ed her­self soul and body to Beth.

			She was right: there was no need of any words when they got home, for fa­ther and moth­er saw plain­ly, now, what they had prayed to be saved from see­ing. Tired with her short jour­ney, Beth went at once to bed, say­ing how glad she was to be at home; and when Jo went down, she found that she would be spared the hard task of telling Beth’s se­cret. Her fa­ther stood lean­ing his head on the man­tel­piece, and did not turn as she came in; but her moth­er stretched out her arms as if for help, and Jo went to com­fort her with­out a word.

		
	
		
			
				XXXVII

				New Im­pres­sions

			
			At three o’clock in the af­ter­noon, all the fash­ion­able world at Nice may be seen on the Prom­e­nade des Anglais—a charm­ing place; for the wide walk, bor­dered with palms, flow­ers, and trop­i­cal shrubs, is bound­ed on one side by the sea, on the oth­er by the grand drive, lined with ho­tels and vil­las, while be­yond lie or­ange-or­chards and the hills. Many na­tions are rep­re­sent­ed, many lan­guages spo­ken, many cos­tumes worn; and, on a sun­ny day, the spec­ta­cle is as gay and bril­liant as a car­ni­val. Haughty Eng­lish, live­ly French, sober Ger­mans, hand­some Spaniards, ug­ly Rus­sians, meek Jews, free-and-easy Amer­i­cans, all drive, sit, or saunter here, chat­ting over the news, and crit­i­cis­ing the lat­est celebri­ty who has ar­rived—Ris­tori or Dick­ens, Vic­tor Em­manuel or the Queen of the Sand­wich Is­lands. The equipages are as var­ied as the com­pa­ny, and at­tract as much at­ten­tion, es­pe­cial­ly the low bas­ket-barouch­es in which ladies drive them­selves, with a pair of dash­ing ponies, gay nets to keep their vo­lu­mi­nous flounces from over­flow­ing the diminu­tive ve­hi­cles, and lit­tle grooms on the perch be­hind.

			Along this walk, on Christ­mas Day, a tall young man walked slow­ly, with his hands be­hind him, and a some­what ab­sent ex­pres­sion of coun­te­nance. He looked like an Ital­ian, was dressed like an En­glish­man, and had the in­de­pen­dent air of an Amer­i­can—a com­bi­na­tion which caused sundry pairs of fem­i­nine eyes to look ap­prov­ing­ly af­ter him, and sundry dandies in black vel­vet suits, with rose-col­ored neck­ties, buff gloves, and or­ange-flow­ers in their but­ton­holes, to shrug their shoul­ders, and then en­vy him his inch­es. There were plen­ty of pret­ty faces to ad­mire, but the young man took lit­tle no­tice of them, ex­cept to glance, now and then, at some blonde girl, or la­dy in blue. Present­ly he strolled out of the prom­e­nade, and stood a mo­ment at the cross­ing, as if un­de­cid­ed whether to go and lis­ten to the band in the Jardin Publique, or to wan­der along the beach to­ward Cas­tle Hill. The quick trot of ponies’ feet made him look up, as one of the lit­tle car­riages, con­tain­ing a sin­gle la­dy, came rapid­ly down the street. The la­dy was young, blonde, and dressed in blue. He stared a minute, then his whole face woke up, and, wav­ing his hat like a boy, he hur­ried for­ward to meet her.

			“O Lau­rie, is it re­al­ly you? I thought you’d nev­er come!” cried Amy, drop­ping the reins, and hold­ing out both hands, to the great scan­dal­iza­tion of a French mam­ma, who has­tened her daugh­ter’s steps, lest she should be de­mor­al­ized by be­hold­ing the free man­ners of these “mad Eng­lish.”

			“I was de­tained by the way, but I promised to spend Christ­mas with you, and here I am.”

			“How is your grand­fa­ther? When did you come? Where are you stay­ing?”

			“Very well—last night—at the Chau­vain. I called at your ho­tel, but you were all out.”

			“I have so much to say, I don’t know where to be­gin! Get in, and we can talk at our ease; I was go­ing for a drive, and long­ing for com­pa­ny. Flo’s sav­ing up for tonight.”

			“What hap­pens then, a ball?”

			“A Christ­mas par­ty at our ho­tel. There are many Amer­i­cans there, and they give it in hon­or of the day. You’ll go with us, of course? Aunt will be charmed.”

			“Thank you. Where now?” asked Lau­rie, lean­ing back and fold­ing his arms, a pro­ceed­ing which suit­ed Amy, who pre­ferred to drive; for her para­sol-whip and blue reins over the white ponies’ backs, af­ford­ed her in­fi­nite sat­is­fac­tion.

			“I’m go­ing to the banker’s first, for let­ters, and then to Cas­tle Hill; the view is so love­ly, and I like to feed the pea­cocks. Have you ev­er been there?”

			“Of­ten, years ago; but I don’t mind hav­ing a look at it.”

			“Now tell me all about your­self. The last I heard of you, your grand­fa­ther wrote that he ex­pect­ed you from Berlin.”

			“Yes, I spent a month there, and then joined him in Paris, where he has set­tled for the win­ter. He has friends there, and finds plen­ty to amuse him; so I go and come, and we get on cap­i­tal­ly.”

			“That’s a so­cia­ble ar­range­ment,” said Amy, miss­ing some­thing in Lau­rie’s man­ner, though she couldn’t tell what.

			“Why, you see he hates to trav­el, and I hate to keep still; so we each suit our­selves, and there is no trou­ble. I am of­ten with him, and he en­joys my ad­ven­tures, while I like to feel that some­one is glad to see me when I get back from my wan­der­ings. Dirty old hole, isn’t it?” he added, with a look of dis­gust, as they drove along the boule­vard to the Place Napoleon, in the old city.

			“The dirt is pic­turesque, so I don’t mind. The riv­er and the hills are de­li­cious, and these glimpses of the nar­row cross-streets are my de­light. Now we shall have to wait for that pro­ces­sion to pass; it’s go­ing to the Church of St. John.”

			While Lau­rie list­less­ly watched the pro­ces­sion of priests un­der their canopies, white-veiled nuns bear­ing light­ed ta­pers, and some broth­er­hood in blue, chant­ing as they walked, Amy watched him, and felt a new sort of shy­ness steal over her; for he was changed, and she could not find the mer­ry-faced boy she left in the moody-look­ing man be­side her. He was hand­somer than ev­er, and great­ly im­proved, she thought; but now that the flush of plea­sure at meet­ing her was over, he looked tired and spir­it­less—not sick, nor ex­act­ly un­hap­py, but old­er and graver than a year or two of pros­per­ous life should have made him. She couldn’t un­der­stand it, and did not ven­ture to ask ques­tions; so she shook her head, and touched up her ponies, as the pro­ces­sion wound away across the arch­es of the Paglioni bridge, and van­ished in the church.

			“Que pensez vous?” she said, air­ing her French, which had im­proved in quan­ti­ty, if not in qual­i­ty, since she came abroad.

			“That made­moi­selle has made good use of her time, and the re­sult is charm­ing,” replied Lau­rie, bow­ing, with his hand on his heart, and an ad­mir­ing look.

			She blushed with plea­sure, but some­how the com­pli­ment did not sat­is­fy her like the blunt prais­es he used to give her at home, when he prom­e­nad­ed round her on fes­ti­val oc­ca­sions, and told her she was “al­to­geth­er jol­ly,” with a hearty smile and an ap­prov­ing pat on the head. She didn’t like the new tone; for, though not blasé, it sound­ed in­dif­fer­ent in spite of the look.

			“If that’s the way he’s go­ing to grow up, I wish he’d stay a boy,” she thought, with a cu­ri­ous sense of dis­ap­point­ment and dis­com­fort, try­ing mean­time to seem quite easy and gay.

			At Avig­dor’s she found the pre­cious home-let­ters, and, giv­ing the reins to Lau­rie, read them lux­u­ri­ous­ly as they wound up the shady road be­tween green hedges, where tea-ros­es bloomed as fresh­ly as in June.

			“Beth is very poor­ly, moth­er says. I of­ten think I ought to go home, but they all say ‘stay;’ so I do, for I shall nev­er have an­oth­er chance like this,” said Amy, look­ing sober over one page.

			“I think you are right, there; you could do noth­ing at home, and it is a great com­fort to them to know that you are well and hap­py, and en­joy­ing so much, my dear.”

			He drew a lit­tle near­er, and looked more like his old self, as he said that; and the fear that some­times weighed on Amy’s heart was light­ened, for the look, the act, the broth­er­ly “my dear,” seemed to as­sure her that if any trou­ble did come, she would not be alone in a strange land. Present­ly she laughed, and showed him a small sketch of Jo in her scrib­bling-suit, with the bow ram­pant­ly erect up­on her cap, and is­su­ing from her mouth the words, “Ge­nius burns!”

			Lau­rie smiled, took it, put it in his vest-pock­et, “to keep it from blow­ing away,” and lis­tened with in­ter­est to the live­ly let­ter Amy read him.

			“This will be a reg­u­lar­ly mer­ry Christ­mas to me, with presents in the morn­ing, you and let­ters in the af­ter­noon, and a par­ty at night,” said Amy, as they alight­ed among the ru­ins of the old fort, and a flock of splen­did pea­cocks came troop­ing about them, tame­ly wait­ing to be fed. While Amy stood laugh­ing on the bank above him as she scat­tered crumbs to the bril­liant birds, Lau­rie looked at her as she had looked at him, with a nat­u­ral cu­rios­i­ty to see what changes time and ab­sence had wrought. He found noth­ing to per­plex or dis­ap­point, much to ad­mire and ap­prove; for, over­look­ing a few lit­tle af­fec­ta­tions of speech and man­ner, she was as spright­ly and grace­ful as ev­er, with the ad­di­tion of that in­de­scrib­able some­thing in dress and bear­ing which we call el­e­gance. Al­ways ma­ture for her age, she had gained a cer­tain aplomb in both car­riage and con­ver­sa­tion, which made her seem more of a wom­an of the world than she was; but her old petu­lance now and then showed it­self, her strong will still held its own, and her na­tive frank­ness was un­spoiled by for­eign pol­ish.

			Lau­rie did not read all this while he watched her feed the pea­cocks, but he saw enough to sat­is­fy and in­ter­est him, and car­ried away a pret­ty lit­tle pic­ture of a bright-faced girl stand­ing in the sun­shine, which brought out the soft hue of her dress, the fresh col­or of her cheeks, the gold­en gloss of her hair, and made her a prom­i­nent fig­ure in the pleas­ant scene.

			As they came up on to the stone plateau that crowns the hill, Amy waved her hand as if wel­com­ing him to her fa­vorite haunt, and said, point­ing here and there—

			“Do you re­mem­ber the Cathe­dral and the Cor­so, the fish­er­men drag­ging their nets in the bay, and the love­ly road to Vil­la Fran­ca, Schu­bert’s Tow­er, just be­low, and, best of all, that speck far out to sea which they say is Cor­si­ca?”

			“I re­mem­ber; it’s not much changed,” he an­swered, with­out en­thu­si­asm.

			“What Jo would give for a sight of that fa­mous speck!” said Amy, feel­ing in good spir­its, and anx­ious to see him so al­so.

			“Yes,” was all he said, but he turned and strained his eyes to see the is­land which a greater usurp­er than even Napoleon now made in­ter­est­ing in his sight.

			“Take a good look at it for her sake, and then come and tell me what you have been do­ing with your­self all this while,” said Amy, seat­ing her­self, ready for a good talk.

			But she did not get it; for, though he joined her, and an­swered all her ques­tions freely, she could on­ly learn that he had roved about the con­ti­nent and been to Greece. So, af­ter idling away an hour, they drove home again; and, hav­ing paid his re­spects to Mrs. Car­rol, Lau­rie left them, promis­ing to re­turn in the evening.

			It must be record­ed of Amy that she de­lib­er­ate­ly “prinked” that night. Time and ab­sence had done its work on both the young peo­ple; she had seen her old friend in a new light, not as “our boy,” but as a hand­some and agree­able man, and she was con­scious of a very nat­u­ral de­sire to find fa­vor in his sight. Amy knew her good points, and made the most of them, with the taste and skill which is a for­tune to a poor and pret­ty wom­an.

			Tar­la­tan and tulle were cheap at Nice, so she en­veloped her­self in them on such oc­ca­sions, and, fol­low­ing the sen­si­ble Eng­lish fash­ion of sim­ple dress for young girls, got up charm­ing lit­tle toi­lettes with fresh flow­ers, a few trin­kets, and all man­ner of dain­ty de­vices, which were both in­ex­pen­sive and ef­fec­tive. It must be con­fessed that the artist some­times got pos­ses­sion of the wom­an, and in­dulged in an­tique coif­fures, stat­uesque at­ti­tudes, and clas­sic draperies. But, dear heart, we all have our lit­tle weak­ness­es, and find it easy to par­don such in the young, who sat­is­fy our eyes with their come­li­ness, and keep our hearts mer­ry with their art­less van­i­ties.

			“I do want him to think I look well, and tell them so at home,” said Amy to her­self, as she put on Flo’s old white silk ball-dress, and cov­ered it with a cloud of fresh il­lu­sion, out of which her white shoul­ders and gold­en head emerged with a most artis­tic ef­fect. Her hair she had the sense to let alone, af­ter gath­er­ing up the thick waves and curls in­to a Hebe-like knot at the back of her head.

			“It’s not the fash­ion, but it’s be­com­ing, and I can’t af­ford to make a fright of my­self,” she used to say, when ad­vised to friz­zle, puff, or braid, as the lat­est style com­mand­ed.

			Hav­ing no or­na­ments fine enough for this im­por­tant oc­ca­sion, Amy looped her fleecy skirts with rosy clus­ters of aza­lea, and framed the white shoul­ders in del­i­cate green vines. Re­mem­ber­ing the paint­ed boots, she sur­veyed her white satin slip­pers with girl­ish sat­is­fac­tion, and chas­séed down the room, ad­mir­ing her aris­to­crat­ic feet all by her­self.

			“My new fan just match­es my flow­ers, my gloves fit to a charm, and the re­al lace on aunt’s mou­choir gives an air to my whole dress. If I on­ly had a clas­si­cal nose and mouth I should be per­fect­ly hap­py,” she said, sur­vey­ing her­self with a crit­i­cal eye, and a can­dle in each hand.

			In spite of this af­flic­tion, she looked un­usu­al­ly gay and grace­ful as she glid­ed away; she sel­dom ran—it did not suit her style, she thought, for, be­ing tall, the state­ly and Ju­noesque was more ap­pro­pri­ate than the sportive or pi­quante. She walked up and down the long sa­loon while wait­ing for Lau­rie, and once ar­ranged her­self un­der the chan­de­lier, which had a good ef­fect up­on her hair; then she thought bet­ter of it, and went away to the oth­er end of the room, as if ashamed of the girl­ish de­sire to have the first view a pro­pi­tious one. It so hap­pened that she could not have done a bet­ter thing, for Lau­rie came in so qui­et­ly she did not hear him; and, as she stood at the dis­tant win­dow, with her head half turned, and one hand gath­er­ing up her dress, the slen­der, white fig­ure against the red cur­tains was as ef­fec­tive as a well-placed stat­ue.

			“Good evening, Di­ana!” said Lau­rie, with the look of sat­is­fac­tion she liked to see in his eyes when they rest­ed on her.

			“Good evening, Apol­lo!” she an­swered, smil­ing back at him, for he, too, looked un­usu­al­ly debonair, and the thought of en­ter­ing the ball­room on the arm of such a per­son­able man caused Amy to pity the four plain Miss­es Davis from the bot­tom of her heart.

			“Here are your flow­ers; I ar­ranged them my­self, re­mem­ber­ing that you didn’t like what Han­nah calls a ‘sot-bookay,’ ” said Lau­rie, hand­ing her a del­i­cate nosegay, in a hold­er that she had long cov­et­ed as she dai­ly passed it in Cardiglia’s win­dow.

			“How kind you are!” she ex­claimed grate­ful­ly. “If I’d known you were com­ing I’d have had some­thing ready for you to­day, though not as pret­ty as this, I’m afraid.”

			“Thank you; it isn’t what it should be, but you have im­proved it,” he added, as she snapped the sil­ver bracelet on her wrist.

			“Please don’t.”

			“I thought you liked that sort of thing?”

			“Not from you; it doesn’t sound nat­u­ral, and I like your old blunt­ness bet­ter.”

			“I’m glad of it,” he an­swered, with a look of re­lief; then but­toned her gloves for her, and asked if his tie was straight, just as he used to do when they went to par­ties to­geth­er, at home.

			The com­pa­ny as­sem­bled in the long salle à manger, that evening, was such as one sees nowhere but on the Con­ti­nent. The hos­pitable Amer­i­cans had in­vit­ed ev­ery ac­quain­tance they had in Nice, and, hav­ing no prej­u­dice against ti­tles, se­cured a few to add lus­tre to their Christ­mas ball.

			A Rus­sian prince con­de­scend­ed to sit in a cor­ner for an hour, and talk with a mas­sive la­dy, dressed like Ham­let’s moth­er, in black vel­vet, with a pearl bri­dle un­der her chin. A Pol­ish count, aged eigh­teen, de­vot­ed him­self to the ladies, who pro­nounced him “a fas­ci­nat­ing dear,” and a Ger­man Serene Some­thing, hav­ing come for the sup­per alone, roamed vague­ly about, seek­ing what he might de­vour. Baron Roth­schild’s pri­vate sec­re­tary, a large-nosed Jew, in tight boots, af­fa­bly beamed up­on the world, as if his mas­ter’s name crowned him with a gold­en ha­lo; a stout French­man, who knew the Em­per­or, came to in­dulge his ma­nia for danc­ing, and La­dy de Jones, a British ma­tron, adorned the scene with her lit­tle fam­i­ly of eight. Of course, there were many light-foot­ed, shrill-voiced Amer­i­can girls, hand­some, life­less-look­ing Eng­lish dit­to, and a few plain but pi­quante French demoi­selles; like­wise the usu­al set of trav­el­ling young gen­tle­men, who dis­port­ed them­selves gay­ly, while mam­mas of all na­tions lined the walls, and smiled up­on them be­nign­ly when they danced with their daugh­ters.

			Any young girl can imag­ine Amy’s state of mind when she “took the stage” that night, lean­ing on Lau­rie’s arm. She knew she looked well, she loved to dance, she felt that her foot was on her na­tive heath in a ball­room, and en­joyed the de­light­ful sense of pow­er which comes when young girls first dis­cov­er the new and love­ly king­dom they are born to rule by virtue of beau­ty, youth, and wom­an­hood. She did pity the Davis girls, who were awk­ward, plain, and des­ti­tute of es­cort, ex­cept a grim pa­pa and three grim­mer maid­en aunts, and she bowed to them in her friendli­est man­ner as she passed; which was good of her, as it per­mit­ted them to see her dress, and burn with cu­rios­i­ty to know who her dis­tin­guished-look­ing friend might be. With the first burst of the band, Amy’s col­or rose, her eyes be­gan to sparkle, and her feet to tap the floor im­pa­tient­ly; for she danced well, and want­ed Lau­rie to know it: there­fore the shock she re­ceived can bet­ter be imag­ined than de­scribed, when he said, in a per­fect­ly tran­quil tone—

			“Do you care to dance?”

			“One usu­al­ly does at a ball.”

			Her amazed look and quick an­swer caused Lau­rie to re­pair his er­ror as fast as pos­si­ble.

			“I meant the first dance. May I have the hon­or?”

			“I can give you one if I put off the Count. He dances di­vine­ly; but he will ex­cuse me, as you are an old friend,” said Amy, hop­ing that the name would have a good ef­fect, and show Lau­rie that she was not to be tri­fled with.

			“Nice lit­tle boy, but rather a short Pole to sup­port

			
				
					“ ‘A daugh­ter of the gods,
					

					Di­vine­ly tall, and most di­vine­ly fair,’ ”
				

			

			was all the sat­is­fac­tion she got, how­ev­er.

			The set in which they found them­selves was com­posed of Eng­lish, and Amy was com­pelled to walk deco­rous­ly through a cotil­lon, feel­ing all the while as if she could dance the Taran­tu­la with a rel­ish. Lau­rie re­signed her to the “nice lit­tle boy,” and went to do his du­ty to Flo, with­out se­cur­ing Amy for the joys to come, which rep­re­hen­si­ble want of fore­thought was prop­er­ly pun­ished, for she im­me­di­ate­ly en­gaged her­self till sup­per, mean­ing to re­lent if he then gave any signs of pen­i­tence. She showed him her ball-book with de­mure sat­is­fac­tion when he strolled, in­stead of rush­ing, up to claim her for the next, a glo­ri­ous pol­ka-re­dowa; but his po­lite re­grets didn’t im­pose up­on her, and when she gal­lopad­ed away with the Count, she saw Lau­rie sit down by her aunt with an ac­tu­al ex­pres­sion of re­lief.

			That was un­par­don­able; and Amy took no more no­tice of him for a long while, ex­cept a word now and then, when she came to her chap­er­on, be­tween the dances, for a nec­es­sary pin or a mo­ment’s rest. Her anger had a good ef­fect, how­ev­er, for she hid it un­der a smil­ing face, and seemed un­usu­al­ly blithe and bril­liant. Lau­rie’s eyes fol­lowed her with plea­sure, for she nei­ther romped nor saun­tered, but danced with spir­it and grace, mak­ing the de­light­some pas­time what it should be. He very nat­u­ral­ly fell to study­ing her from this new point of view; and, be­fore the evening was half over, had de­cid­ed that “lit­tle Amy was go­ing to make a very charm­ing wom­an.”

			It was a live­ly scene, for soon the spir­it of the so­cial sea­son took pos­ses­sion of ev­ery­one, and Christ­mas mer­ri­ment made all faces shine, hearts hap­py, and heels light. The mu­si­cians fid­dled, toot­ed, and banged as if they en­joyed it; ev­ery­body danced who could, and those who couldn’t ad­mired their neigh­bors with un­com­mon warmth. The air was dark with Davis­es, and many Jone­ses gam­bolled like a flock of young gi­raffes. The gold­en sec­re­tary dart­ed through the room like a me­te­or, with a dash­ing French­wom­an, who car­pet­ed the floor with her pink satin train. The Serene Teu­ton found the sup­per-ta­ble, and was hap­py, eat­ing steadi­ly through the bill of fare, and dis­mayed the garçons by the rav­ages he com­mit­ted. But the Em­per­or’s friend cov­ered him­self with glo­ry, for he danced ev­ery­thing, whether he knew it or not, and in­tro­duced im­promp­tu pirou­ettes when the fig­ures be­wil­dered him. The boy­ish aban­don of that stout man was charm­ing to be­hold; for, though he “car­ried weight,” he danced like an in­dia-rub­ber ball. He ran, he flew, he pranced; his face glowed, his bald head shone; his coat­tails waved wild­ly, his pumps ac­tu­al­ly twin­kled in the air, and when the mu­sic stopped, he wiped the drops from his brow, and beamed up­on his fel­low-men like a French Pick­wick with­out glass­es.

			Amy and her Pole dis­tin­guished them­selves by equal en­thu­si­asm, but more grace­ful agili­ty; and Lau­rie found him­self in­vol­un­tar­i­ly keep­ing time to the rhyth­mic rise and fall of the white slip­pers as they flew by as in­de­fati­ga­bly as if winged. When lit­tle Vladimir fi­nal­ly re­lin­quished her, with as­sur­ances that he was “des­o­lat­ed to leave so ear­ly,” she was ready to rest, and see how her recre­ant knight had borne his pun­ish­ment.

			It had been suc­cess­ful; for, at three-and-twen­ty, blight­ed af­fec­tions find a balm in friend­ly so­ci­ety, and young nerves will thrill, young blood dance, and healthy young spir­its rise, when sub­ject­ed to the en­chant­ment of beau­ty, light, mu­sic, and mo­tion. Lau­rie had a waked-up look as he rose to give her his seat; and when he hur­ried away to bring her some sup­per, she said to her­self, with a sat­is­fied smile—

			“Ah, I thought that would do him good!”

			“You look like Balzac’s Femme peinte par elle-même,” he said, as he fanned her with one hand, and held her cof­fee-cup in the oth­er.

			“My rouge won’t come off;” and Amy rubbed her bril­liant cheek, and showed him her white glove with a sober sim­plic­i­ty that made him laugh out­right.

			“What do you call this stuff?” he asked, touch­ing a fold of her dress that had blown over his knee.

			“Il­lu­sion.”

			“Good name for it; it’s very pret­ty—new thing, isn’t it?”

			“It’s as old as the hills; you have seen it on dozens of girls, and you nev­er found out that it was pret­ty till now—stupi­de!”

			“I nev­er saw it on you be­fore, which ac­counts for the mis­take, you see.”

			“None of that, it is for­bid­den; I’d rather take cof­fee than com­pli­ments just now. No, don’t lounge, it makes me ner­vous.”

			Lau­rie sat bolt up­right, and meek­ly took her emp­ty plate, feel­ing an odd sort of plea­sure in hav­ing “lit­tle Amy” or­der him about; for she had lost her shy­ness now, and felt an ir­re­sistible de­sire to tram­ple on him, as girls have a de­light­ful way of do­ing when lords of cre­ation show any signs of sub­jec­tion.

			“Where did you learn all this sort of thing?” he asked, with a quizzi­cal look.

			“As ‘this sort of thing’ is rather a vague ex­pres­sion, would you kind­ly ex­plain?” re­turned Amy, know­ing per­fect­ly well what he meant, but wicked­ly leav­ing him to de­scribe what is in­de­scrib­able.

			“Well—the gen­er­al air, the style, the self-pos­ses­sion, the—the—il­lu­sion—you know,” laughed Lau­rie, break­ing down, and help­ing him­self out of his quandary with the new word.

			Amy was grat­i­fied, but, of course, didn’t show it, and de­mure­ly an­swered, “For­eign life pol­ish­es one in spite of one’s self; I study as well as play; and as for this”—with a lit­tle ges­ture to­ward her dress—“why, tulle is cheap, posies to be had for noth­ing, and I am used to mak­ing the most of my poor lit­tle things.”

			Amy rather re­gret­ted that last sen­tence, fear­ing it wasn’t in good taste; but Lau­rie liked her the bet­ter for it, and found him­self both ad­mir­ing and re­spect­ing the brave pa­tience that made the most of op­por­tu­ni­ty, and the cheer­ful spir­it that cov­ered pover­ty with flow­ers. Amy did not know why he looked at her so kind­ly, nor why he filled up her book with his own name, and de­vot­ed him­self to her for the rest of the evening, in the most de­light­ful man­ner; but the im­pulse that wrought this agree­able change was the re­sult of one of the new im­pres­sions which both of them were un­con­scious­ly giv­ing and re­ceiv­ing.

		
	
		
			
				XXXVIII

				On the Shelf

			
			In France the young girls have a dull time of it till they are mar­ried, when “Vive la lib­erté” be­comes their mot­to. In Amer­i­ca, as ev­ery­one knows, girls ear­ly sign the dec­la­ra­tion of in­de­pen­dence, and en­joy their free­dom with re­pub­li­can zest; but the young ma­trons usu­al­ly ab­di­cate with the first heir to the throne, and go in­to a seclu­sion al­most as close as a French nun­nery, though by no means as qui­et. Whether they like it or not, they are vir­tu­al­ly put up­on the shelf as soon as the wed­ding ex­cite­ment is over, and most of them might ex­claim, as did a very pret­ty wom­an the oth­er day, “I’m as hand­some as ev­er, but no one takes any no­tice of me be­cause I’m mar­ried.”

			Not be­ing a belle or even a fash­ion­able la­dy, Meg did not ex­pe­ri­ence this af­flic­tion till her ba­bies were a year old, for in her lit­tle world prim­i­tive cus­toms pre­vailed, and she found her­self more ad­mired and beloved than ev­er.

			As she was a wom­an­ly lit­tle wom­an, the ma­ter­nal in­stinct was very strong, and she was en­tire­ly ab­sorbed in her chil­dren, to the ut­ter ex­clu­sion of ev­ery­thing and ev­ery­body else. Day and night she brood­ed over them with tire­less de­vo­tion and anx­i­ety, leav­ing John to the ten­der mer­cies of the help, for an Irish la­dy now presid­ed over the kitchen de­part­ment. Be­ing a do­mes­tic man, John de­cid­ed­ly missed the wife­ly at­ten­tions he had been ac­cus­tomed to re­ceive; but, as he adored his ba­bies, he cheer­ful­ly re­lin­quished his com­fort for a time, sup­pos­ing, with mas­cu­line ig­no­rance, that peace would soon be re­stored. But three months passed, and there was no re­turn of re­pose; Meg looked worn and ner­vous, the ba­bies ab­sorbed ev­ery minute of her time, the house was ne­glect­ed, and Kit­ty, the cook, who took life “aisy,” kept him on short com­mons. When he went out in the morn­ing he was be­wil­dered by small com­mis­sions for the cap­tive mam­ma; if he came gay­ly in at night, ea­ger to em­brace his fam­i­ly, he was quenched by a “Hush! they are just asleep af­ter wor­ry­ing all day.” If he pro­posed a lit­tle amuse­ment at home, “No, it would dis­turb the ba­bies.” If he hint­ed at a lec­ture or con­cert, he was an­swered with a re­proach­ful look, and a de­cid­ed “Leave my chil­dren for plea­sure, nev­er!” His sleep was bro­ken by in­fant wails and vi­sions of a phan­tom fig­ure pac­ing noise­less­ly to and fro in the watch­es of the night; his meals were in­ter­rupt­ed by the fre­quent flight of the pre­sid­ing ge­nius, who de­sert­ed him, half-helped, if a muf­fled chirp sound­ed from the nest above; and when he read his pa­per of an evening, De­mi’s col­ic got in­to the ship­ping-list, and Daisy’s fall af­fect­ed the price of stocks, for Mrs. Brooke was on­ly in­ter­est­ed in do­mes­tic news.

			The poor man was very un­com­fort­able, for the chil­dren had bereft him of his wife; home was mere­ly a nurs­ery, and the per­pet­u­al “hush­ing” made him feel like a bru­tal in­trud­er when­ev­er he en­tered the sa­cred precincts of Baby­land. He bore it very pa­tient­ly for six months, and, when no signs of amend­ment ap­peared, he did what oth­er pa­ter­nal ex­iles do—tried to get a lit­tle com­fort else­where. Scott had mar­ried and gone to house­keep­ing not far off, and John fell in­to the way of run­ning over for an hour or two of an evening, when his own par­lor was emp­ty, and his own wife singing lul­la­bies that seemed to have no end. Mrs. Scott was a live­ly, pret­ty girl, with noth­ing to do but be agree­able, and she per­formed her mis­sion most suc­cess­ful­ly. The par­lor was al­ways bright and at­trac­tive, the chess­board ready, the pi­ano in tune, plen­ty of gay gos­sip, and a nice lit­tle sup­per set forth in tempt­ing style.

			John would have pre­ferred his own fire­side if it had not been so lone­ly; but as it was, he grate­ful­ly took the next best thing, and en­joyed his neigh­bor’s so­ci­ety.

			Meg rather ap­proved of the new ar­range­ment at first, and found it a re­lief to know that John was hav­ing a good time in­stead of doz­ing in the par­lor, or tramp­ing about the house and wak­ing the chil­dren. But by and by, when the teething wor­ry was over, and the idols went to sleep at prop­er hours, leav­ing mam­ma time to rest, she be­gan to miss John, and find her work­bas­ket dull com­pa­ny, when he was not sit­ting op­po­site in his old dress­ing-gown, com­fort­ably scorch­ing his slip­pers on the fend­er. She would not ask him to stay at home, but felt in­jured be­cause he did not know that she want­ed him with­out be­ing told, en­tire­ly for­get­ting the many evenings he had wait­ed for her in vain. She was ner­vous and worn out with watch­ing and wor­ry, and in that un­rea­son­able frame of mind which the best of moth­ers oc­ca­sion­al­ly ex­pe­ri­ence when do­mes­tic cares op­press them. Want of ex­er­cise robs them of cheer­ful­ness, and too much de­vo­tion to that idol of Amer­i­can wom­en, the teapot, makes them feel as if they were all nerve and no mus­cle.

			“Yes,” she would say, look­ing in the glass, “I’m get­ting old and ug­ly; John doesn’t find me in­ter­est­ing any longer, so he leaves his fad­ed wife and goes to see his pret­ty neigh­bor, who has no in­cum­brances. Well, the ba­bies love me; they don’t care if I am thin and pale, and haven’t time to crimp my hair; they are my com­fort, and some day John will see what I’ve glad­ly sac­ri­ficed for them, won’t he, my pre­cious?”

			To which pa­thet­ic ap­peal Daisy would an­swer with a coo, or De­mi with a crow, and Meg would put by her lamen­ta­tions for a ma­ter­nal rev­el, which soothed her soli­tude for the time be­ing. But the pain in­creased as pol­i­tics ab­sorbed John, who was al­ways run­ning over to dis­cuss in­ter­est­ing points with Scott, quite un­con­scious that Meg missed him. Not a word did she say, how­ev­er, till her moth­er found her in tears one day, and in­sist­ed on know­ing what the mat­ter was, for Meg’s droop­ing spir­its had not es­caped her ob­ser­va­tion.

			“I wouldn’t tell any­one ex­cept you, moth­er; but I re­al­ly do need ad­vice, for, if John goes on so much longer I might as well be wid­owed,” replied Mrs. Brooke, dry­ing her tears on Daisy’s bib, with an in­jured air.

			“Goes on how, my dear?” asked her moth­er anx­ious­ly.

			“He’s away all day, and at night, when I want to see him, he is con­tin­u­al­ly go­ing over to the Scotts’. It isn’t fair that I should have the hard­est work, and nev­er any amuse­ment. Men are very self­ish, even the best of them.”

			“So are wom­en; don’t blame John till you see where you are wrong your­self.”

			“But it can’t be right for him to ne­glect me.”

			“Don’t you ne­glect him?”

			“Why, moth­er, I thought you’d take my part!”

			“So I do, as far as sym­pa­thiz­ing goes; but I think the fault is yours, Meg.”

			“I don’t see how.”

			“Let me show you. Did John ev­er ne­glect you, as you call it, while you made it a point to give him your so­ci­ety of an evening, his on­ly leisure time?”

			“No; but I can’t do it now, with two ba­bies to tend.”

			“I think you could, dear; and I think you ought. May I speak quite freely, and will you re­mem­ber that it’s moth­er who blames as well as moth­er who sym­pa­thizes?”

			“In­deed I will! Speak to me as if I were lit­tle Meg again. I of­ten feel as if I need­ed teach­ing more than ev­er since these ba­bies look to me for ev­ery­thing.”

			Meg drew her low chair be­side her moth­er’s, and, with a lit­tle in­ter­rup­tion in ei­ther lap, the two wom­en rocked and talked lov­ing­ly to­geth­er, feel­ing that the tie of moth­er­hood made them more one than ev­er.

			“You have on­ly made the mis­take that most young wives make—for­got­ten your du­ty to your hus­band in your love for your chil­dren. A very nat­u­ral and for­giv­able mis­take, Meg, but one that had bet­ter be reme­died be­fore you take to dif­fer­ent ways; for chil­dren should draw you near­er than ev­er, not sep­a­rate you, as if they were all yours, and John had noth­ing to do but sup­port them. I’ve seen it for some weeks, but have not spo­ken, feel­ing sure it would come right in time.”

			“I’m afraid it won’t. If I ask him to stay, he’ll think I’m jeal­ous; and I wouldn’t in­sult him by such an idea. He doesn’t see that I want him, and I don’t know how to tell him with­out words.”

			“Make it so pleas­ant he won’t want to go away. My dear, he’s long­ing for his lit­tle home; but it isn’t home with­out you, and you are al­ways in the nurs­ery.”

			“Oughtn’t I to be there?”

			“Not all the time; too much con­fine­ment makes you ner­vous, and then you are un­fit­ted for ev­ery­thing. Be­sides, you owe some­thing to John as well as to the ba­bies; don’t ne­glect hus­band for chil­dren, don’t shut him out of the nurs­ery, but teach him how to help in it. His place is there as well as yours, and the chil­dren need him; let him feel that he has his part to do, and he will do it glad­ly and faith­ful­ly, and it will be bet­ter for you all.”

			“You re­al­ly think so, moth­er?”

			“I know it, Meg, for I’ve tried it; and I sel­dom give ad­vice un­less I’ve proved its prac­ti­ca­bil­i­ty. When you and Jo were lit­tle, I went on just as you are, feel­ing as if I didn’t do my du­ty un­less I de­vot­ed my­self whol­ly to you. Poor fa­ther took to his books, af­ter I had re­fused all of­fers of help, and left me to try my ex­per­i­ment alone. I strug­gled along as well as I could, but Jo was too much for me. I near­ly spoilt her by in­dul­gence. You were poor­ly, and I wor­ried about you till I fell sick my­self. Then fa­ther came to the res­cue, qui­et­ly man­aged ev­ery­thing, and made him­self so help­ful that I saw my mis­take, and nev­er have been able to get on with­out him since. That is the se­cret of our home hap­pi­ness: he does not let busi­ness wean him from the lit­tle cares and du­ties that af­fect us all, and I try not to let do­mes­tic wor­ries de­stroy my in­ter­est in his pur­suits. Each do our part alone in many things, but at home we work to­geth­er, al­ways.”

			“It is so, moth­er; and my great wish is to be to my hus­band and chil­dren what you have been to yours. Show me how; I’ll do any­thing you say.”

			“You al­ways were my docile daugh­ter. Well, dear, if I were you, I’d let John have more to do with the man­age­ment of De­mi, for the boy needs train­ing, and it’s none too soon to be­gin. Then I’d do what I have of­ten pro­posed, let Han­nah come and help you; she is a cap­i­tal nurse, and you may trust the pre­cious ba­bies to her while you do more house­work. You need the ex­er­cise, Han­nah would en­joy the rest, and John would find his wife again. Go out more; keep cheer­ful as well as busy, for you are the sun­shine-mak­er of the fam­i­ly, and if you get dis­mal there is no fair weath­er. Then I’d try to take an in­ter­est in what­ev­er John likes—talk with him, let him read to you, ex­change ideas, and help each oth­er in that way. Don’t shut your­self up in a band­box be­cause you are a wom­an, but un­der­stand what is go­ing on, and ed­u­cate your­self to take your part in the world’s work, for it all af­fects you and yours.”

			“John is so sen­si­ble, I’m afraid he will think I’m stupid if I ask ques­tions about pol­i­tics and things.”

			“I don’t be­lieve he would; love cov­ers a mul­ti­tude of sins, and of whom could you ask more freely than of him? Try it, and see if he doesn’t find your so­ci­ety far more agree­able than Mrs. Scott’s sup­pers.”

			“I will. Poor John! I’m afraid I have ne­glect­ed him sad­ly, but I thought I was right, and he nev­er said any­thing.”

			“He tried not to be self­ish, but he has felt rather for­lorn, I fan­cy. This is just the time, Meg, when young mar­ried peo­ple are apt to grow apart, and the very time when they ought to be most to­geth­er; for the first ten­der­ness soon wears off, un­less care is tak­en to pre­serve it; and no time is so beau­ti­ful and pre­cious to par­ents as the first years of the lit­tle lives giv­en them to train. Don’t let John be a stranger to the ba­bies, for they will do more to keep him safe and hap­py in this world of tri­al and temp­ta­tion than any­thing else, and through them you will learn to know and love one an­oth­er as you should. Now, dear, good­bye; think over moth­er’s preach­ment, act up­on it if it seems good, and God bless you all!”

			Meg did think it over, found it good, and act­ed up­on it, though the first at­tempt was not made ex­act­ly as she planned to have it. Of course the chil­dren tyr­an­nized over her, and ruled the house as so on as they found out that kick­ing and squalling brought them what­ev­er they want­ed. Mam­ma was an ab­ject slave to their caprices, but pa­pa was not so eas­i­ly sub­ju­gat­ed, and oc­ca­sion­al­ly af­flict­ed his ten­der spouse by an at­tempt at pa­ter­nal dis­ci­pline with his ob­streper­ous son. For De­mi in­her­it­ed a tri­fle of his sire’s firm­ness of char­ac­ter—we won’t call it ob­sti­na­cy—and when he made up his lit­tle mind to have or to do any­thing, all the king’s hors­es and all the king’s men could not change that per­ti­na­cious lit­tle mind. Mam­ma thought the dear too young to be taught to con­quer his prej­u­dices, but pa­pa be­lieved that it nev­er was too soon to learn obe­di­ence; so Mas­ter De­mi ear­ly dis­cov­ered that when he un­der­took to “wras­tle” with “parpar,” he al­ways got the worst of it; yet, like the En­glish­man, Ba­by re­spect­ed the man who con­quered him, and loved the fa­ther whose grave “No, no,” was more im­pres­sive than all mam­ma’s love-pats.

			A few days af­ter the talk with her moth­er, Meg re­solved to try a so­cial evening with John; so she or­dered a nice sup­per, set the par­lor in or­der, dressed her­self pret­ti­ly, and put the chil­dren to bed ear­ly, that noth­ing should in­ter­fere with her ex­per­i­ment. But, un­for­tu­nate­ly, De­mi’s most un­con­quer­able prej­u­dice was against go­ing to bed, and that night he de­cid­ed to go on a ram­page; so poor Meg sung and rocked, told sto­ries and tried ev­ery sleep-pro­vok­ing wile she could de­vise, but all in vain, the big eyes wouldn’t shut; and long af­ter Daisy had gone to byelow, like the chub­by lit­tle bunch of good-na­ture she was, naughty De­mi lay star­ing at the light, with the most dis­cour­ag­ing­ly wide-awake ex­pres­sion of coun­te­nance.

			“Will De­mi lie still like a good boy, while mam­ma runs down and gives poor pa­pa his tea?” asked Meg, as the hall-door soft­ly closed, and the well-known step went tip­toe­ing in­to the din­ing-room.

			“Me has tea!” said De­mi, pre­par­ing to join in the rev­el.

			“No; but I’ll save you some lit­tle cakies for break­fast, if you’ll go bye-by like Daisy. Will you, lovey?”

			“Iss!” and De­mi shut his eyes tight, as if to catch sleep and hur­ry the de­sired day.

			Tak­ing ad­van­tage of the pro­pi­tious mo­ment, Meg slipped away, and ran down to greet her hus­band with a smil­ing face, and the lit­tle blue bow in her hair which was his es­pe­cial ad­mi­ra­tion. He saw it at once, and said, with pleased sur­prise—

			“Why, lit­tle moth­er, how gay we are tonight. Do you ex­pect com­pa­ny?”

			“On­ly you, dear.”

			“Is it a birth­day, an­niver­sary, or any­thing?”

			“No; I’m tired of be­ing a dowdy, so I dressed up as a change. You al­ways make your­self nice for ta­ble, no mat­ter how tired you are; so why shouldn’t I when I have the time?”

			“I do it out of re­spect to you, my dear,” said old-fash­ioned John.

			“Dit­to, dit­to, Mr. Brooke,” laughed Meg, look­ing young and pret­ty again, as she nod­ded to him over the teapot.

			“Well, it’s al­to­geth­er de­light­ful, and like old times. This tastes right. I drink your health, dear.” And John sipped his tea with an air of re­pose­ful rap­ture, which was of very short du­ra­tion, how­ev­er; for, as he put down his cup, the door-han­dle rat­tled mys­te­ri­ous­ly, and a lit­tle voice was heard, say­ing im­pa­tient­ly—

			“Opy doy; me’s tum­min!”

			“It’s that naughty boy. I told him to go to sleep alone, and here he is, down­stairs, get­ting his death a-cold pat­ter­ing over that can­vas,” said Meg, an­swer­ing the call.

			“Mornin’ now,” an­nounced De­mi, in a joy­ful tone, as he en­tered, with his long night­gown grace­ful­ly fes­tooned over his arm, and ev­ery curl bob­bing gay­ly as he pranced about the ta­ble, ey­ing the “cakies” with lov­ing glances.

			“No, it isn’t morn­ing yet. You must go to bed, and not trou­ble poor mam­ma; then you can have the lit­tle cake with sug­ar on it.”

			“Me loves parpar,” said the art­ful one, pre­par­ing to climb the pa­ter­nal knee, and rev­el in for­bid­den joys. But John shook his head, and said to Meg—

			“If you told him to stay up there, and go to sleep alone, make him do it, or he will nev­er learn to mind you.”

			“Yes, of course. Come, De­mi;” and Meg led her son away, feel­ing a strong de­sire to spank the lit­tle marplot who hopped be­side her, la­bor­ing un­der the delu­sion that the bribe was to be ad­min­is­tered as soon as they reached the nurs­ery.

			Nor was he dis­ap­point­ed; for that short­sight­ed wom­an ac­tu­al­ly gave him a lump of sug­ar, tucked him in­to his bed, and for­bade any more prom­e­nades till morn­ing.

			“Iss!” said De­mi the per­jured, bliss­ful­ly suck­ing his sug­ar, and re­gard­ing his first at­tempt as em­i­nent­ly suc­cess­ful.

			Meg re­turned to her place, and sup­per was pro­gress­ing pleas­ant­ly, when the lit­tle ghost walked again, and ex­posed the ma­ter­nal delin­quen­cies by bold­ly de­mand­ing—

			“More su­dar, mar­mar.”

			“Now this won’t do,” said John, hard­en­ing his heart against the en­gag­ing lit­tle sin­ner. “We shall nev­er know any peace till that child learns to go to bed prop­er­ly. You have made a slave of your­self long enough; give him one les­son, and then there will be an end of it. Put him in his bed and leave him, Meg.”

			“He won’t stay there; he nev­er does, un­less I sit by him.”

			“I’ll man­age him. De­mi, go up­stairs, and get in­to your bed, as mam­ma bids you.”

			“S’ant!” replied the young rebel, help­ing him­self to the cov­et­ed “cakie,” and be­gin­ning to eat the same with calm au­dac­i­ty.

			“You must nev­er say that to pa­pa; I shall car­ry you if you don’t go your­self.”

			“Go ’way; me don’t love parpar;” and De­mi re­tired to his moth­er’s skirts for pro­tec­tion.

			But even that refuge proved un­avail­ing, for he was de­liv­ered over to the en­e­my, with a “Be gen­tle with him, John,” which struck the cul­prit with dis­may; for when mam­ma de­sert­ed him, then the judg­ment-day was at hand. Bereft of his cake, de­fraud­ed of his frol­ic, and borne away by a strong hand to that de­test­ed bed, poor De­mi could not re­strain his wrath, but open­ly de­fied pa­pa, and kicked and screamed lusti­ly all the way up­stairs. The minute he was put in­to bed on one side, he rolled out on the oth­er, and made for the door, on­ly to be ig­no­min­ious­ly caught up by the tail of his lit­tle to­ga, and put back again, which live­ly per­for­mance was kept up till the young man’s strength gave out, when he de­vot­ed him­self to roar­ing at the top of his voice. This vo­cal ex­er­cise usu­al­ly con­quered Meg; but John sat as un­moved as the post which is pop­u­lar­ly be­lieved to be deaf. No coax­ing, no sug­ar, no lul­la­by, no sto­ry; even the light was put out, and on­ly the red glow of the fire en­livened the “big dark” which De­mi re­gard­ed with cu­rios­i­ty rather than fear. This new or­der of things dis­gust­ed him, and he howled dis­mal­ly for “mar­mar,” as his an­gry pas­sions sub­sid­ed, and rec­ol­lec­tions of his ten­der bond­wom­an re­turned to the cap­tive au­to­crat. The plain­tive wail which suc­ceed­ed the pas­sion­ate roar went to Meg’s heart, and she ran up to say be­seech­ing­ly—

			“Let me stay with him; he’ll be good, now, John.”

			“No, my dear, I’ve told him he must go to sleep, as you bid him; and he must, if I stay here all night.”

			“But he’ll cry him­self sick,” plead­ed Meg, re­proach­ing her­self for de­sert­ing her boy.

			“No, he won’t, he’s so tired he will soon drop off, and then the mat­ter is set­tled; for he will un­der­stand that he has got to mind. Don’t in­ter­fere; I’ll man­age him.”

			“He’s my child, and I can’t have his spir­it bro­ken by harsh­ness.”

			“He’s my child, and I won’t have his tem­per spoilt by in­dul­gence. Go down, my dear, and leave the boy to me.”

			When John spoke in that mas­ter­ful tone, Meg al­ways obeyed, and nev­er re­gret­ted her docil­i­ty.

			“Please let me kiss him once, John?”

			“Cer­tain­ly. De­mi, say ‘good night’ to mam­ma, and let her go and rest, for she is very tired with tak­ing care of you all day.”

			Meg al­ways in­sist­ed up­on it that the kiss won the vic­to­ry; for af­ter it was giv­en, De­mi sobbed more qui­et­ly, and lay quite still at the bot­tom of the bed, whith­er he had wrig­gled in his an­guish of mind.

			“Poor lit­tle man, he’s worn out with sleep and cry­ing. I’ll cov­er him up, and then go and set Meg’s heart at rest,” thought John, creep­ing to the bed­side, hop­ing to find his re­bel­lious heir asleep.

			But he wasn’t; for the mo­ment his fa­ther peeped at him, De­mi’s eyes opened, his lit­tle chin be­gan to quiver, and he put up his arms, say­ing, with a pen­i­tent hic­cup, “Me’s dood, now.”

			Sit­ting on the stairs, out­side, Meg won­dered at the long si­lence which fol­lowed the up­roar; and, af­ter imag­in­ing all sorts of im­pos­si­ble ac­ci­dents, she slipped in­to the room, to set her fears at rest. De­mi lay fast asleep; not in his usu­al spread-ea­gle at­ti­tude, but in a sub­dued bunch, cud­dled close in the cir­cle of his fa­ther’s arm and hold­ing his fa­ther’s fin­ger, as if he felt that jus­tice was tem­pered with mer­cy, and had gone to sleep a sad­der and a wis­er ba­by. So held, John had wait­ed with wom­an­ly pa­tience till the lit­tle hand re­laxed its hold; and, while wait­ing, had fall­en asleep, more tired by that tus­sle with his son than with his whole day’s work.

			As Meg stood watch­ing the two faces on the pil­low, she smiled to her­self, and then slipped away again, say­ing, in a sat­is­fied tone—

			“I nev­er need fear that John will be too harsh with my ba­bies: he does know how to man­age them, and will be a great help, for De­mi is get­ting too much for me.”

			When John came down at last, ex­pect­ing to find a pen­sive or re­proach­ful wife, he was agree­ably sur­prised to find Meg placid­ly trim­ming a bon­net, and to be greet­ed with the re­quest to read some­thing about the elec­tion, if he was not too tired. John saw in a minute that a rev­o­lu­tion of some kind was go­ing on, but wise­ly asked no ques­tions, know­ing that Meg was such a trans­par­ent lit­tle per­son, she couldn’t keep a se­cret to save her life, and there­fore the clue would soon ap­pear. He read a long de­bate with the most ami­able readi­ness, and then ex­plained it in his most lu­cid man­ner, while Meg tried to look deeply in­ter­est­ed, to ask in­tel­li­gent ques­tions, and keep her thoughts from wan­der­ing from the state of the na­tion to the state of her bon­net. In her se­cret soul, how­ev­er, she de­cid­ed that pol­i­tics were as bad as math­e­mat­ics, and that the mis­sion of politi­cians seemed to be call­ing each oth­er names; but she kept these fem­i­nine ideas to her­self, and when John paused, shook her head, and said with what she thought diplo­mat­ic am­bi­gu­i­ty—

			“Well, I re­al­ly don’t see what we are com­ing to.”

			John laughed, and watched her for a minute, as she poised a pret­ty lit­tle prepa­ra­tion of lace and flow­ers on her hand, and re­gard­ed it with the gen­uine in­ter­est which his ha­rangue had failed to wak­en.

			“She is try­ing to like pol­i­tics for my sake, so I’ll try and like millinery for hers, that’s on­ly fair,” thought John the Just, adding aloud—

			“That’s very pret­ty; is it what you call a break­fast-cap?”

			“My dear man, it’s a bon­net! My very best go-to-con­cert-and-the­atre bon­net.”

			“I beg your par­don; it was so small, I nat­u­ral­ly mis­took it for one of the fly­away things you some­times wear. How do you keep it on?”

			“These bits of lace are fas­tened un­der the chin with a rose­bud, so;” and Meg il­lus­trat­ed by putting on the bon­net, and re­gard­ing him with an air of calm sat­is­fac­tion that was ir­re­sistible.

			“It’s a love of a bon­net, but I pre­fer the face in­side, for it looks young and hap­py again,” and John kissed the smil­ing face, to the great detri­ment of the rose­bud un­der the chin.

			“I’m glad you like it, for I want you to take me to one of the new con­certs some night; I re­al­ly need some mu­sic to put me in tune. Will you, please?”

			“Of course I will, with all my heart, or any­where else you like. You have been shut up so long, it will do you no end of good, and I shall en­joy it, of all things. What put it in­to your head, lit­tle moth­er?”

			“Well, I had a talk with Marmee the oth­er day, and told her how ner­vous and cross and out of sorts I felt, and she said I need­ed change and less care; so Han­nah is to help me with the chil­dren, and I’m to see to things about the house more, and now and then have a lit­tle fun, just to keep me from get­ting to be a fid­gety, bro­ken-down old wom­an be­fore my time. It’s on­ly an ex­per­i­ment, John, and I want to try it for your sake as much as for mine, be­cause I’ve ne­glect­ed you shame­ful­ly late­ly, and I’m go­ing to make home what it used to be, if I can. You don’t ob­ject, I hope?”

			Nev­er mind what John said, or what a very nar­row es­cape the lit­tle bon­net had from ut­ter ru­in; all that we have any busi­ness to know, is that John did not ap­pear to ob­ject, judg­ing from the changes which grad­u­al­ly took place in the house and its in­mates. It was not all Par­adise by any means, but ev­ery­one was bet­ter for the di­vi­sion of la­bor sys­tem; the chil­dren throve un­der the pa­ter­nal rule, for ac­cu­rate, stead­fast John brought or­der and obe­di­ence in­to Baby­dom, while Meg re­cov­ered her spir­its and com­posed her nerves by plen­ty of whole­some ex­er­cise, a lit­tle plea­sure, and much con­fi­den­tial con­ver­sa­tion with her sen­si­ble hus­band. Home grew home­like again, and John had no wish to leave it, un­less he took Meg with him. The Scotts came to the Brookes’ now, and ev­ery­one found the lit­tle house a cheer­ful place, full of hap­pi­ness, con­tent, and fam­i­ly love. Even gay Sal­lie Mof­fatt liked to go there. “It is al­ways so qui­et and pleas­ant here; it does me good, Meg,” she used to say, look­ing about her with wist­ful eyes, as if try­ing to dis­cov­er the charm, that she might use it in her great house, full of splen­did lone­li­ness; for there were no ri­otous, sun­ny-faced ba­bies there, and Ned lived in a world of his own, where there was no place for her.

			This house­hold hap­pi­ness did not come all at once, but John and Meg had found the key to it, and each year of mar­ried life taught them how to use it, un­lock­ing the trea­suries of re­al home-love and mu­tu­al help­ful­ness, which the poor­est may pos­sess, and the rich­est can­not buy. This is the sort of shelf on which young wives and moth­ers may con­sent to be laid, safe from the rest­less fret and fever of the world, find­ing loy­al lovers in the lit­tle sons and daugh­ters who cling to them, un­daunt­ed by sor­row, pover­ty, or age; walk­ing side by side, through fair and stormy weath­er, with a faith­ful friend, who is, in the true sense of the good old Sax­on word, the “house-band,” and learn­ing, as Meg learned, that a wom­an’s hap­pi­est king­dom is home, her high­est hon­or the art of rul­ing it, not as a queen, but a wise wife and moth­er.

		
	
		
			
				XXXIX

				Lazy Lau­rence

			
			Lau­rie went to Nice in­tend­ing to stay a week, and re­mained a month. He was tired of wan­der­ing about alone, and Amy’s fa­mil­iar pres­ence seemed to give a home­like charm to the for­eign scenes in which she bore a part. He rather missed the “pet­ting” he used to re­ceive, and en­joyed a taste of it again; for no at­ten­tions, how­ev­er flat­ter­ing, from strangers, were half so pleas­ant as the sis­ter­ly ado­ra­tion of the girls at home. Amy nev­er would pet him like the oth­ers, but she was very glad to see him now, and quite clung to him, feel­ing that he was the rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the dear fam­i­ly for whom she longed more than she would con­fess. They nat­u­ral­ly took com­fort in each oth­er’s so­ci­ety, and were much to­geth­er, rid­ing, walk­ing, danc­ing, or dawdling, for, at Nice, no one can be very in­dus­tri­ous dur­ing the gay sea­son. But, while ap­par­ent­ly amus­ing them­selves in the most care­less fash­ion, they were half-con­scious­ly mak­ing dis­cov­er­ies and form­ing opin­ions about each oth­er. Amy rose dai­ly in the es­ti­ma­tion of her friend, but he sunk in hers, and each felt the truth be­fore a word was spo­ken. Amy tried to please, and suc­ceed­ed, for she was grate­ful for the many plea­sures he gave her, and re­paid him with the lit­tle ser­vices to which wom­an­ly wom­en know how to lend an in­de­scrib­able charm. Lau­rie made no ef­fort of any kind, but just let him­self drift along as com­fort­ably as pos­si­ble, try­ing to for­get, and feel­ing that all wom­en owed him a kind word be­cause one had been cold to him. It cost him no ef­fort to be gen­er­ous, and he would have giv­en Amy all the trin­kets in Nice if she would have tak­en them; but, at the same time, he felt that he could not change the opin­ion she was form­ing of him, and he rather dread­ed the keen blue eyes that seemed to watch him with such half-sor­row­ful, half-scorn­ful sur­prise.

			“All the rest have gone to Mona­co for the day; I pre­ferred to stay at home and write let­ters. They are done now, and I am go­ing to Val­rosa to sketch; will you come?” said Amy, as she joined Lau­rie one love­ly day when he lounged in as usu­al, about noon.

			“Well, yes; but isn’t it rather warm for such a long walk?” he an­swered slow­ly, for the shad­ed sa­lon looked invit­ing, af­ter the glare with­out.

			“I’m go­ing to have the lit­tle car­riage, and Bap­tiste can drive, so you’ll have noth­ing to do but hold your um­brel­la and keep your gloves nice,” re­turned Amy, with a sar­cas­tic glance at the im­mac­u­late kids, which were a weak point with Lau­rie.

			“Then I’ll go with plea­sure;” and he put out his hand for her sketch­book. But she tucked it un­der her arm with a sharp—

			“Don’t trou­ble your­self; it’s no ex­er­tion to me, but you don’t look equal to it.”

			Lau­rie lift­ed his eye­brows, and fol­lowed at a leisure­ly pace as she ran down­stairs; but when they got in­to the car­riage he took the reins him­self, and left lit­tle Bap­tiste noth­ing to do but fold his arms and fall asleep on his perch.

			The two nev­er quar­relled—Amy was too well-bred, and just now Lau­rie was too lazy; so, in a minute he peeped un­der her hat-brim with an in­quir­ing air; she an­swered with a smile, and they went on to­geth­er in the most am­i­ca­ble man­ner.

			It was a love­ly drive, along wind­ing roads rich in the pic­turesque scenes that de­light beau­ty-lov­ing eyes. Here an an­cient monastery, whence the solemn chant­ing of the monks came down to them. There a bare­legged shep­herd, in wood­en shoes, point­ed hat, and rough jack­et over one shoul­der, sat pip­ing on a stone, while his goats skipped among the rocks or lay at his feet. Meek, mouse-col­ored don­keys, laden with pan­niers of fresh­ly-cut grass, passed by, with a pret­ty girl in a ca­pa­line sit­ting be­tween the green piles, or an old wom­an spin­ning with a distaff as she went. Brown, soft-eyed chil­dren ran out from the quaint stone hov­els to of­fer nosegays, or bunch­es of or­anges still on the bough. Gnarled olive-trees cov­ered the hills with their dusky fo­liage, fruit hung gold­en in the or­chard, and great scar­let anemones fringed the road­side; while be­yond green slopes and crag­gy heights, the Mar­itime Alps rose sharp and white against the blue Ital­ian sky.

			Val­rosa well de­served its name, for, in that cli­mate of per­pet­u­al sum­mer, ros­es blos­somed ev­ery­where. They over­hung the arch­way, thrust them­selves be­tween the bars of the great gate with a sweet wel­come to passers­by, and lined the av­enue, wind­ing through lemon-trees and feath­ery palms up to the vil­la on the hill. Ev­ery shad­owy nook, where seats in­vit­ed one to stop and rest, was a mass of bloom; ev­ery cool grot­to had its mar­ble nymph smil­ing from a veil of flow­ers, and ev­ery foun­tain re­flect­ed crim­son, white, or pale pink ros­es, lean­ing down to smile at their own beau­ty. Ros­es cov­ered the walls of the house, draped the cor­nices, climbed the pil­lars, and ran ri­ot over the balustrade of the wide ter­race, whence one looked down on the sun­ny Mediter­ranean, and the white-walled city on its shore.

			“This is a reg­u­lar hon­ey­moon Par­adise, isn’t it? Did you ev­er see such ros­es?” asked Amy, paus­ing on the ter­race to en­joy the view, and a lux­u­ri­ous whiff of per­fume that came wan­der­ing by.

			“No, nor felt such thorns,” re­turned Lau­rie, with his thumb in his mouth, af­ter a vain at­tempt to cap­ture a soli­tary scar­let flow­er that grew just be­yond his reach.

			“Try low­er down, and pick those that have no thorns,” said Amy, gath­er­ing three of the tiny cream-col­ored ones that starred the wall be­hind her. She put them in his but­ton­hole, as a peace-of­fer­ing, and he stood a minute look­ing down at them with a cu­ri­ous ex­pres­sion, for in the Ital­ian part of his na­ture there was a touch of su­per­sti­tion, and he was just then in that state of half-sweet, half-bit­ter melan­choly, when imag­i­na­tive young men find sig­nif­i­cance in tri­fles, and food for ro­mance ev­ery­where. He had thought of Jo in reach­ing af­ter the thorny red rose, for vivid flow­ers be­came her, and she had of­ten worn ones like that from the green­house at home. The pale ros­es Amy gave him were the sort that the Ital­ians lay in dead hands, nev­er in bridal wreaths, and, for a mo­ment, he won­dered if the omen was for Jo or for him­self; but the next in­stant his Amer­i­can com­mon sense got the bet­ter of sen­ti­men­tal­i­ty, and he laughed a hearti­er laugh than Amy had heard since he came.

			“It’s good ad­vice; you’d bet­ter take it and save your fin­gers,” she said, think­ing her speech amused him.

			“Thank you, I will,” he an­swered in jest, and a few months lat­er he did it in earnest.

			“Lau­rie, when are you go­ing to your grand­fa­ther?” she asked present­ly, as she set­tled her­self on a rus­tic seat.

			“Very soon.”

			“You have said that a dozen times with­in the last three weeks.”

			“I dare say; short an­swers save trou­ble.”

			“He ex­pects you, and you re­al­ly ought to go.”

			“Hos­pitable crea­ture! I know it.”

			“Then why don’t you do it?”

			“Nat­u­ral de­prav­i­ty, I sup­pose.”

			“Nat­u­ral in­do­lence, you mean. It’s re­al­ly dread­ful!” and Amy looked se­vere.

			“Not so bad as it seems, for I should on­ly plague him if I went, so I might as well stay, and plague you a lit­tle longer, you can bear it bet­ter; in fact, I think it agrees with you ex­cel­lent­ly;” and Lau­rie com­posed him­self for a lounge on the broad ledge of the balustrade.

			Amy shook her head, and opened her sketch­book with an air of res­ig­na­tion; but she had made up her mind to lec­ture “that boy,” and in a minute she be­gan again.

			“What are you do­ing just now?”

			“Watch­ing lizards.”

			“No, no; I mean what do you in­tend and wish to do?”

			“Smoke a cig­a­rette, if you’ll al­low me.”

			“How pro­vok­ing you are! I don’t ap­prove of cigars, and I will on­ly al­low it on con­di­tion that you let me put you in­to my sketch; I need a fig­ure.”

			“With all the plea­sure in life. How will you have me—full-length or three-quar­ters, on my head or my heels? I should re­spect­ful­ly sug­gest a re­cum­bent pos­ture, then put your­self in al­so, and call it ‘Dolce far niente’?”

			“Stay as you are, and go to sleep if you like. I in­tend to work hard,” said Amy, in her most en­er­get­ic tone.

			“What de­light­ful en­thu­si­asm!” and he leaned against a tall urn with an air of en­tire sat­is­fac­tion.

			“What would Jo say if she saw you now?” asked Amy im­pa­tient­ly, hop­ing to stir him up by the men­tion of her still more en­er­get­ic sis­ter’s name.

			“As usu­al, ‘Go away, Ted­dy, I’m busy!’ ” He laughed as he spoke, but the laugh was not nat­u­ral, and a shade passed over his face, for the ut­ter­ance of the fa­mil­iar name touched the wound that was not healed yet. Both tone and shad­ow struck Amy, for she had seen and heard them be­fore, and now she looked up in time to catch a new ex­pres­sion on Lau­rie’s face—a hard, bit­ter look, full of pain, dis­sat­is­fac­tion, and re­gret. It was gone be­fore she could study it, and the list­less ex­pres­sion back again. She watched him for a mo­ment with artis­tic plea­sure, think­ing how like an Ital­ian he looked, as he lay bask­ing in the sun with un­cov­ered head, and eyes full of south­ern dreami­ness; for he seemed to have for­got­ten her, and fall­en in­to a rever­ie.

			“You look like the ef­fi­gy of a young knight asleep on his tomb,” she said, care­ful­ly trac­ing the well-cut pro­file de­fined against the dark stone.

			“Wish I was!”

			“That’s a fool­ish wish, un­less you have spoilt your life. You are so changed, I some­times think—” there Amy stopped, with a half-timid, half-wist­ful look, more sig­nif­i­cant than her un­fin­ished speech.

			Lau­rie saw and un­der­stood the af­fec­tion­ate anx­i­ety which she hes­i­tat­ed to ex­press, and look­ing straight in­to her eyes, said, just as he used to say it to her moth­er—

			“It’s all right, ma’am.”

			That sat­is­fied her and set at rest the doubts that had be­gun to wor­ry her late­ly. It al­so touched her, and she showed that it did, by the cor­dial tone in which she said—

			“I’m glad of that! I didn’t think you’d been a very bad boy, but I fan­cied you might have wast­ed mon­ey at that wicked Baden-Baden, lost your heart to some charm­ing French­wom­an with a hus­band, or got in­to some of the scrapes that young men seem to con­sid­er a nec­es­sary part of a for­eign tour. Don’t stay out there in the sun; come and lie on the grass here, and ‘let us be friend­ly,’ as Jo used to say when we got in the so­fa-cor­ner and told se­crets.”

			Lau­rie obe­di­ent­ly threw him­self down on the turf, and be­gan to amuse him­self by stick­ing daisies in­to the rib­bons of Amy’s hat, that lay there.

			“I’m all ready for the se­crets;” and he glanced up with a de­cid­ed ex­pres­sion of in­ter­est in his eyes.

			“I’ve none to tell; you may be­gin.”

			“Haven’t one to bless my­self with. I thought per­haps you’d had some news from home.”

			“You have heard all that has come late­ly. Don’t you hear of­ten? I fan­cied Jo would send you vol­umes.”

			“She’s very busy; I’m rov­ing about so, it’s im­pos­si­ble to be reg­u­lar, you know. When do you be­gin your great work of art, Raphael­la?” he asked, chang­ing the sub­ject abrupt­ly af­ter an­oth­er pause, in which he had been won­der­ing if Amy knew his se­cret, and want­ed to talk about it.

			“Nev­er,” she an­swered, with a de­spon­dent but de­cid­ed air. “Rome took all the van­i­ty out of me; for af­ter see­ing the won­ders there, I felt too in­signif­i­cant to live, and gave up all my fool­ish hopes in de­spair.”

			“Why should you, with so much en­er­gy and tal­ent?”

			“That’s just why—be­cause tal­ent isn’t ge­nius, and no amount of en­er­gy can make it so. I want to be great, or noth­ing. I won’t be a com­mon­place dauber, so I don’t in­tend to try any more.”

			“And what are you go­ing to do with your­self now, if I may ask?”

			“Pol­ish up my oth­er tal­ents, and be an or­na­ment to so­ci­ety, if I get the chance.”

			It was a char­ac­ter­is­tic speech, and sound­ed dar­ing; but au­dac­i­ty be­comes young peo­ple, and Amy’s am­bi­tion had a good foun­da­tion. Lau­rie smiled, but he liked the spir­it with which she took up a new pur­pose when a long-cher­ished one died, and spent no time lament­ing.

			“Good! and here is where Fred Vaughn comes in, I fan­cy.”

			Amy pre­served a dis­creet si­lence, but there was a con­scious look in her down­cast face, that made Lau­rie sit up and say grave­ly—

			“Now I’m go­ing to play broth­er, and ask ques­tions. May I?”

			“I don’t prom­ise to an­swer.”

			“Your face will, if your tongue won’t. You aren’t wom­an of the world enough yet to hide your feel­ings, my dear. I heard ru­mors about Fred and you last year, and it’s my pri­vate opin­ion that, if he had not been called home so sud­den­ly and de­tained so long, some­thing would have come of it—hey?”

			“That’s not for me to say,” was Amy’s prim re­ply; but her lips would smile, and there was a trai­tor­ous sparkle of the eye, which be­trayed that she knew her pow­er and en­joyed the knowl­edge.

			“You are not en­gaged, I hope?” and Lau­rie looked very el­der-broth­er­ly and grave all of a sud­den.

			“No.”

			“But you will be, if he comes back and goes prop­er­ly down up­on his knees, won’t you?”

			“Very like­ly.”

			“Then you are fond of old Fred?”

			“I could be, if I tried.”

			“But you don’t in­tend to try till the prop­er mo­ment? Bless my soul, what un­earth­ly pru­dence! He’s a good fel­low, Amy, but not the man I fan­cied you’d like.”

			“He is rich, a gen­tle­man, and has de­light­ful man­ners,” be­gan Amy, try­ing to be quite cool and dig­ni­fied, but feel­ing a lit­tle ashamed of her­self, in spite of the sin­cer­i­ty of her in­ten­tions.

			“I un­der­stand; queens of so­ci­ety can’t get on with­out mon­ey, so you mean to make a good match, and start in that way? Quite right and prop­er, as the world goes, but it sounds odd from the lips of one of your moth­er’s girls.”

			“True, nev­er­the­less.”

			A short speech, but the qui­et de­ci­sion with which it was ut­tered con­trast­ed cu­ri­ous­ly with the young speak­er. Lau­rie felt this in­stinc­tive­ly, and laid him­self down again, with a sense of dis­ap­point­ment which he could not ex­plain. His look and si­lence, as well as a cer­tain in­ward self-dis­ap­proval, ruf­fled Amy, and made her re­solve to de­liv­er her lec­ture with­out de­lay.

			“I wish you’d do me the fa­vor to rouse your­self a lit­tle,” she said sharply.

			“Do it for me, there’s a dear girl.”

			“I could, if I tried;” and she looked as if she would like do­ing it in the most sum­ma­ry style.

			“Try, then; I give you leave,” re­turned Lau­rie, who en­joyed hav­ing some­one to tease, af­ter his long ab­sti­nence from his fa­vorite pas­time.

			“You’d be an­gry in five min­utes.”

			“I’m nev­er an­gry with you. It takes two flints to make a fire: you are as cool and soft as snow.”

			“You don’t know what I can do; snow pro­duces a glow and a tin­gle, if ap­plied right­ly. Your in­dif­fer­ence is half af­fec­ta­tion, and a good stir­ring up would prove it.”

			“Stir away; it won’t hurt me and it may amuse you, as the big man said when his lit­tle wife beat him. Re­gard me in the light of a hus­band or a car­pet, and beat till you are tired, if that sort of ex­er­cise agrees with you.”

			Be­ing de­cid­ed­ly net­tled her­self, and long­ing to see him shake off the ap­a­thy that so al­tered him, Amy sharp­ened both tongue and pen­cil, and be­gan:—

			“Flo and I have got a new name for you; it’s ‘Lazy Lau­rence.’ How do you like it?”

			She thought it would an­noy him; but he on­ly fold­ed his arms un­der his head, with an im­per­turbable “That’s not bad. Thank you, ladies.”

			“Do you want to know what I hon­est­ly think of you?”

			“Pin­ing to be told.”

			“Well, I de­spise you.”

			If she had even said “I hate you,” in a petu­lant or co­quet­tish tone, he would have laughed, and rather liked it; but the grave, al­most sad, ac­cent of her voice made him open his eyes, and ask quick­ly—

			“Why, if you please?”

			“Be­cause, with ev­ery chance for be­ing good, use­ful, and hap­py, you are faulty, lazy, and mis­er­able.”

			“Strong lan­guage, made­moi­selle.”

			“If you like it, I’ll go on.”

			“Pray, do; it’s quite in­ter­est­ing.”

			“I thought you’d find it so; self­ish peo­ple al­ways like to talk about them­selves.”

			“Am I self­ish?” The ques­tion slipped out in­vol­un­tar­i­ly and in a tone of sur­prise, for the one virtue on which he prid­ed him­self was gen­eros­i­ty.

			“Yes, very self­ish,” con­tin­ued Amy, in a calm, cool voice, twice as ef­fec­tive, just then, as an an­gry one. “I’ll show you how, for I’ve stud­ied you while we have been frol­ick­ing, and I’m not at all sat­is­fied with you. Here you have been abroad near­ly six months, and done noth­ing but waste time and mon­ey and dis­ap­point your friends.”

			“Isn’t a fel­low to have any plea­sure af­ter a four-years grind?”

			“You don’t look as if you’d had much; at any rate, you are none the bet­ter for it, as far as I can see. I said, when we first met, that you had im­proved. Now I take it all back, for I don’t think you half so nice as when I left you at home. You have grown abom­inably lazy; you like gos­sip, and waste time on friv­o­lous things; you are con­tent­ed to be pet­ted and ad­mired by sil­ly peo­ple, in­stead of be­ing loved and re­spect­ed by wise ones. With mon­ey, tal­ent, po­si­tion, health, and beau­ty—ah, you like that, Old Van­i­ty! but it’s the truth, so I can’t help say­ing it—with all these splen­did things to use and en­joy, you can find noth­ing to do but daw­dle; and, in­stead of be­ing the man you might and ought to be, you are on­ly—” There she stopped, with a look that had both pain and pity in it.

			“Saint Lau­rence on a grid­iron,” added Lau­rie, bland­ly fin­ish­ing the sen­tence. But the lec­ture be­gan to take ef­fect, for there was a wide-awake sparkle in his eyes now, and a half-an­gry, half-in­jured ex­pres­sion re­placed the for­mer in­dif­fer­ence.

			“I sup­posed you’d take it so. You men tell us we are an­gels, and say we can make you what we will; but the in­stant we hon­est­ly try to do you good, you laugh at us, and won’t lis­ten, which proves how much your flat­tery is worth.” Amy spoke bit­ter­ly, and turned her back on the ex­as­per­at­ing mar­tyr at her feet.

			In a minute a hand came down over the page, so that she could not draw, and Lau­rie’s voice said, with a droll im­i­ta­tion of a pen­i­tent child—

			“I will be good, oh, I will be good!”

			But Amy did not laugh, for she was in earnest; and, tap­ping on the out­spread hand with her pen­cil, said sober­ly—

			“Aren’t you ashamed of a hand like that? It’s as soft and white as a wom­an’s, and looks as if it nev­er did any­thing but wear Jou­vin’s best gloves, and pick flow­ers for ladies. You are not a dandy, thank Heav­en! so I’m glad to see there are no di­a­monds or big seal-rings on it, on­ly the lit­tle old one Jo gave you so long ago. Dear soul, I wish she was here to help me!”

			“So do I!”

			The hand van­ished as sud­den­ly as it came, and there was en­er­gy enough in the echo of her wish to suit even Amy. She glanced down at him with a new thought in her mind; but he was ly­ing with his hat half over his face, as if for shade, and his mus­tache hid his mouth. She on­ly saw his chest rise and fall, with a long breath that might have been a sigh, and the hand that wore the ring nes­tled down in­to the grass, as if to hide some­thing too pre­cious or too ten­der to be spo­ken of. All in a minute var­i­ous hints and tri­fles as­sumed shape and sig­nif­i­cance in Amy’s mind, and told her what her sis­ter nev­er had con­fid­ed to her. She re­mem­bered that Lau­rie nev­er spoke vol­un­tar­i­ly of Jo; she re­called the shad­ow on his face just now, the change in his char­ac­ter, and the wear­ing of the lit­tle old ring, which was no or­na­ment to a hand­some hand. Girls are quick to read such signs and feel their elo­quence. Amy had fan­cied that per­haps a love trou­ble was at the bot­tom of the al­ter­ation, and now she was sure of it. Her keen eyes filled, and, when she spoke again, it was in a voice that could be beau­ti­ful­ly soft and kind when she chose to make it so.

			“I know I have no right to talk so to you, Lau­rie; and if you weren’t the sweet­est-tem­pered fel­low in the world, you’d be very an­gry with me. But we are all so fond and proud of you, I couldn’t bear to think they should be dis­ap­point­ed in you at home as I have been, though, per­haps, they would un­der­stand the change bet­ter than I do.”

			“I think they would,” came from un­der the hat, in a grim tone, quite as touch­ing as a bro­ken one.

			“They ought to have told me, and not let me go blun­der­ing and scold­ing, when I should have been more kind and pa­tient than ev­er. I nev­er did like that Miss Ran­dal, and now I hate her!” said art­ful Amy, wish­ing to be sure of her facts this time.

			“Hang Miss Ran­dal!” and Lau­rie knocked the hat off his face with a look that left no doubt of his sen­ti­ments to­ward that young la­dy.

			“I beg par­don; I thought—” and there she paused diplo­mat­i­cal­ly.

			“No, you didn’t; you knew per­fect­ly well I nev­er cared for any­one but Jo.” Lau­rie said that in his old, im­petu­ous tone, and turned his face away as he spoke.

			“I did think so; but as they nev­er said any­thing about it, and you came away, I sup­posed I was mis­tak­en. And Jo wouldn’t be kind to you? Why, I was sure she loved you dear­ly.”

			“She was kind, but not in the right way; and it’s lucky for her she didn’t love me, if I’m the good-for-noth­ing fel­low you think me. It’s her fault, though, and you may tell her so.”

			The hard, bit­ter look came back again as he said that, and it trou­bled Amy, for she did not know what balm to ap­ply.

			“I was wrong, I didn’t know. I’m very sor­ry I was so cross, but I can’t help wish­ing you’d bear it bet­ter, Ted­dy, dear.”

			“Don’t, that’s her name for me!” and Lau­rie put up his hand with a quick ges­ture to stop the words spo­ken in Jo’s half-kind, half-re­proach­ful tone. “Wait till you’ve tried it your­self,” he added, in a low voice, as he pulled up the grass by the hand­ful.

			“I’d take it man­ful­ly, and be re­spect­ed if I couldn’t be loved,” said Amy, with the de­ci­sion of one who knew noth­ing about it.

			Now, Lau­rie flat­tered him­self that he had borne it re­mark­ably well, mak­ing no moan, ask­ing no sym­pa­thy, and tak­ing his trou­ble away to live it down alone. Amy’s lec­ture put the mat­ter in a new light, and for the first time it did look weak and self­ish to lose heart at the first fail­ure, and shut him­self up in moody in­dif­fer­ence. He felt as if sud­den­ly shak­en out of a pen­sive dream, and found it im­pos­si­ble to go to sleep again. Present­ly he sat up, and asked slow­ly—

			“Do you think Jo would de­spise me as you do?”

			“Yes, if she saw you now. She hates lazy peo­ple. Why don’t you do some­thing splen­did, and make her love you?”

			“I did my best, but it was no use.”

			“Grad­u­at­ing well, you mean? That was no more than you ought to have done, for your grand­fa­ther’s sake. It would have been shame­ful to fail af­ter spend­ing so much time and mon­ey, when ev­ery­one knew you could do well.”

			“I did fail, say what you will, for Jo wouldn’t love me,” be­gan Lau­rie, lean­ing his head on his hand in a de­spon­dent at­ti­tude.

			“No, you didn’t, and you’ll say so in the end, for it did you good, and proved that you could do some­thing if you tried. If you’d on­ly set about an­oth­er task of some sort, you’d soon be your hearty, hap­py self again, and for­get your trou­ble.”

			“That’s im­pos­si­ble.”

			“Try it and see. You needn’t shrug your shoul­ders, and think, ‘Much she knows about such things.’ I don’t pre­tend to be wise, but I am ob­serv­ing, and I see a great deal more than you’d imag­ine. I’m in­ter­est­ed in oth­er peo­ple’s ex­pe­ri­ences and in­con­sis­ten­cies; and, though I can’t ex­plain, I re­mem­ber and use them for my own ben­e­fit. Love Jo all your days, if you choose, but don’t let it spoil you, for it’s wicked to throw away so many good gifts be­cause you can’t have the one you want. There, I won’t lec­ture any more, for I know you’ll wake up and be a man in spite of that hard­heart­ed girl.”

			Nei­ther spoke for sev­er­al min­utes. Lau­rie sat turn­ing the lit­tle ring on his fin­ger, and Amy put the last touch­es to the hasty sketch she had been work­ing at while she talked. Present­ly she put it on his knee, mere­ly say­ing—

			“How do you like that?”

			He looked and then he smiled, as he could not well help do­ing, for it was cap­i­tal­ly done—the long, lazy fig­ure on the grass, with list­less face, half-shut eyes, and one hand hold­ing a cigar, from which came the lit­tle wreath of smoke that en­cir­cled the dream­er’s head.

			“How well you draw!” he said, with gen­uine sur­prise and plea­sure at her skill, adding, with a half-laugh—

			“Yes, that’s me.”

			“As you are: this is as you were;” and Amy laid an­oth­er sketch be­side the one he held.

			It was not near­ly so well done, but there was a life and spir­it in it which atoned for many faults, and it re­called the past so vivid­ly that a sud­den change swept over the young man’s face as he looked. On­ly a rough sketch of Lau­rie tam­ing a horse; hat and coat were off, and ev­ery line of the ac­tive fig­ure, res­o­lute face, and com­mand­ing at­ti­tude, was full of en­er­gy and mean­ing. The hand­some brute, just sub­dued, stood arch­ing his neck un­der the tight­ly drawn rein, with one foot im­pa­tient­ly paw­ing the ground, and ears pricked up as if lis­ten­ing for the voice that had mas­tered him. In the ruf­fled mane, the rid­er’s breezy hair and erect at­ti­tude, there was a sug­ges­tion of sud­den­ly ar­rest­ed mo­tion, of strength, courage, and youth­ful buoy­an­cy, that con­trast­ed sharply with the supine grace of the “Dolce far niente” sketch. Lau­rie said noth­ing; but, as his eye went from one to the oth­er, Amy saw him flush up and fold his lips to­geth­er as if he read and ac­cept­ed the lit­tle les­son she had giv­en him. That sat­is­fied her; and, with­out wait­ing for him to speak, she said, in her spright­ly way—

			“Don’t you re­mem­ber the day you played Rarey with Puck, and we all looked on? Meg and Beth were fright­ened, but Jo clapped and pranced, and I sat on the fence and drew you. I found that sketch in my port­fo­lio the oth­er day, touched it up, and kept it to show you.”

			“Much obliged. You’ve im­proved im­mense­ly since then, and I con­grat­u­late you. May I ven­ture to sug­gest in ‘a hon­ey­moon Par­adise’ that five o’clock is the din­ner-hour at your ho­tel?”

			Lau­rie rose as he spoke, re­turned the pic­tures with a smile and a bow, and looked at his watch, as if to re­mind her that even moral lec­tures should have an end. He tried to re­sume his for­mer easy, in­dif­fer­ent air, but it was an af­fec­ta­tion now, for the rous­ing had been more ef­fi­ca­cious than he would con­fess. Amy felt the shade of cold­ness in his man­ner, and said to her­self—

			“Now I’ve of­fend­ed him. Well, if it does him good, I’m glad; if it makes him hate me, I’m sor­ry; but it’s true, and I can’t take back a word of it.”

			They laughed and chat­ted all the way home; and lit­tle Bap­tiste, up be­hind, thought that mon­sieur and made­moi­selle were in charm­ing spir­its. But both felt ill at ease; the friend­ly frank­ness was dis­turbed, the sun­shine had a shad­ow over it, and de­spite their ap­par­ent gayety, there was a se­cret dis­con­tent in the heart of each.

			“Shall we see you this evening, mon frère?” asked Amy as they part­ed at her aunt’s door.

			“Un­for­tu­nate­ly I have an en­gage­ment. Au revoir, made­moi­selle,” and Lau­rie bent as if to kiss her hand, in the for­eign fash­ion, which be­came him bet­ter than many men. Some­thing in his face made Amy say quick­ly and warm­ly—

			“No; be your­self with me, Lau­rie, and part in the good old way. I’d rather have a hearty Eng­lish hand­shake than all the sen­ti­men­tal salu­ta­tions in France.”

			“Good­bye, dear,” and with these words, ut­tered in the tone she liked, Lau­rie left her, af­ter a hand­shake al­most painful in its hearti­ness.

			Next morn­ing, in­stead of the usu­al call, Amy re­ceived a note which made her smile at the be­gin­ning and sigh at the end:—

			
				“My dear Men­tor—

				“Please make my adieux to your aunt, and ex­ult with­in your­self, for ‘Lazy Lau­rence’ has gone to his grand­pa, like the best of boys. A pleas­ant win­ter to you, and may the gods grant you a bliss­ful hon­ey­moon at Val­rosa! I think Fred would be ben­e­fit­ed by a rous­er. Tell him so, with my con­grat­u­la­tions.

				“Yours grate­ful­ly, Telemachus.”

			

			“Good boy! I’m glad he’s gone,” said Amy, with an ap­prov­ing smile; the next minute her face fell as she glanced about the emp­ty room, adding, with an in­vol­un­tary sigh—“Yes, I am glad, but how I shall miss him!”

		
	
		
			
				XL

				The Val­ley of the Shad­ow

			
			When the first bit­ter­ness was over, the fam­i­ly ac­cept­ed the in­evitable, and tried to bear it cheer­ful­ly, help­ing one an­oth­er by the in­creased af­fec­tion which comes to bind house­holds ten­der­ly to­geth­er in times of trou­ble. They put away their grief, and each did his or her part to­ward mak­ing that last year a hap­py one.

			The pleas­an­test room in the house was set apart for Beth, and in it was gath­ered ev­ery­thing that she most loved—flow­ers, pic­tures, her pi­ano, the lit­tle work­table, and the beloved pussies. Fa­ther’s best books found their way there, moth­er’s easy-chair, Jo’s desk, Amy’s finest sketch­es; and ev­ery day Meg brought her ba­bies on a lov­ing pil­grim­age, to make sun­shine for Aun­ty Beth. John qui­et­ly set apart a lit­tle sum, that he might en­joy the plea­sure of keep­ing the in­valid sup­plied with the fruit she loved and longed for; old Han­nah nev­er wea­ried of con­coct­ing dain­ty dish­es to tempt a capri­cious ap­petite, drop­ping tears as she worked; and from across the sea came lit­tle gifts and cheer­ful let­ters, seem­ing to bring breaths of warmth and fra­grance from lands that know no win­ter.

			Here, cher­ished like a house­hold saint in its shrine, sat Beth, tran­quil and busy as ev­er; for noth­ing could change the sweet, un­selfish na­ture, and even while pre­par­ing to leave life, she tried to make it hap­pi­er for those who should re­main be­hind. The fee­ble fin­gers were nev­er idle, and one of her plea­sures was to make lit­tle things for the school­child­ren dai­ly pass­ing to and fro—to drop a pair of mit­tens from her win­dow for a pair of pur­ple hands, a nee­dle-book for some small moth­er of many dolls, pen-wipers for young pen­men toil­ing through forests of pothooks, scrap­books for pic­ture-lov­ing eyes, and all man­ner of pleas­ant de­vices, till the re­luc­tant climbers up the lad­der of learn­ing found their way strewn with flow­ers, as it were, and came to re­gard the gen­tle giv­er as a sort of fairy god­moth­er, who sat above there, and show­ered down gifts mirac­u­lous­ly suit­ed to their tastes and needs. If Beth had want­ed any re­ward, she found it in the bright lit­tle faces al­ways turned up to her win­dow, with nods and smiles, and the droll lit­tle let­ters which came to her, full of blots and grat­i­tude.

			The first few months were very hap­py ones, and Beth of­ten used to look round, and say “How beau­ti­ful this is!” as they all sat to­geth­er in her sun­ny room, the ba­bies kick­ing and crow­ing on the floor, moth­er and sis­ters work­ing near, and fa­ther read­ing, in his pleas­ant voice, from the wise old books which seemed rich in good and com­fort­able words, as ap­pli­ca­ble now as when writ­ten cen­turies ago; a lit­tle chapel, where a pa­ter­nal priest taught his flock the hard lessons all must learn, try­ing to show them that hope can com­fort love, and faith make res­ig­na­tion pos­si­ble. Sim­ple ser­mons, that went straight to the souls of those who lis­tened; for the fa­ther’s heart was in the min­is­ter’s re­li­gion, and the fre­quent fal­ter in the voice gave a dou­ble elo­quence to the words he spoke or read.

			It was well for all that this peace­ful time was giv­en them as prepa­ra­tion for the sad hours to come; for, by and by, Beth said the nee­dle was “so heavy,” and put it down for­ev­er; talk­ing wea­ried her, faces trou­bled her, pain claimed her for its own, and her tran­quil spir­it was sor­row­ful­ly per­turbed by the ills that vexed her fee­ble flesh. Ah me! such heavy days, such long, long nights, such aching hearts and im­plor­ing prayers, when those who loved her best were forced to see the thin hands stretched out to them be­seech­ing­ly, to hear the bit­ter cry, “Help me, help me!” and to feel that there was no help. A sad eclipse of the serene soul, a sharp strug­gle of the young life with death; but both were mer­ci­ful­ly brief, and then, the nat­u­ral re­bel­lion over, the old peace re­turned more beau­ti­ful than ev­er. With the wreck of her frail body, Beth’s soul grew strong; and, though she said lit­tle, those about her felt that she was ready, saw that the first pil­grim called was like­wise the fittest, and wait­ed with her on the shore, try­ing to see the Shin­ing Ones com­ing to re­ceive her when she crossed the riv­er.

			Jo nev­er left her for an hour since Beth had said, “I feel stronger when you are here.” She slept on a couch in the room, wak­ing of­ten to re­new the fire, to feed, lift, or wait up­on the pa­tient crea­ture who sel­dom asked for any­thing, and “tried not to be a trou­ble.” All day she haunt­ed the room, jeal­ous of any oth­er nurse, and proud­er of be­ing cho­sen then than of any hon­or her life ev­er brought her. Pre­cious and help­ful hours to Jo, for now her heart re­ceived the teach­ing that it need­ed; lessons in pa­tience were so sweet­ly taught her that she could not fail to learn them; char­i­ty for all, the love­ly spir­it that can for­give and tru­ly for­get un­kind­ness, the loy­al­ty to du­ty that makes the hard­est easy, and the sin­cere faith that fears noth­ing, but trusts un­doubt­ing­ly.

			Of­ten, when she woke, Jo found Beth read­ing in her well-worn lit­tle book, heard her singing soft­ly, to be­guile the sleep­less night, or saw her lean her face up­on her hands, while slow tears dropped through the trans­par­ent fin­gers; and Jo would lie watch­ing her, with thoughts too deep for tears, feel­ing that Beth, in her sim­ple, un­selfish way, was try­ing to wean her­self from the dear old life, and fit her­self for the life to come, by sa­cred words of com­fort, qui­et prayers, and the mu­sic she loved so well.

			See­ing this did more for Jo than the wis­est ser­mons, the saintli­est hymns, the most fer­vent prayers that any voice could ut­ter; for, with eyes made clear by many tears, and a heart soft­ened by the ten­der­est sor­row, she rec­og­nized the beau­ty of her sis­ter’s life—un­event­ful, un­am­bi­tious, yet full of the gen­uine virtues which “smell sweet, and blos­som in the dust,” the self-for­get­ful­ness that makes the hum­blest on earth re­mem­bered soon­est in heav­en, the true suc­cess which is pos­si­ble to all.

			One night, when Beth looked among the books up­on her ta­ble, to find some­thing to make her for­get the mor­tal weari­ness that was al­most as hard to bear as pain, as she turned the leaves of her old fa­vorite Pil­grim’s Progress, she found a lit­tle pa­per, scrib­bled over in Jo’s hand. The name caught her eye, and the blurred look of the lines made her sure that tears had fall­en on it.

			“Poor Jo! she’s fast asleep, so I won’t wake her to ask leave; she shows me all her things, and I don’t think she’ll mind if I look at this,” thought Beth, with a glance at her sis­ter, who lay on the rug, with the tongs be­side her, ready to wake up the minute the log fell apart.

			
				
					“My Beth.

				
				
					“Sit­ting pa­tient in the shad­ow
					

					Till the blessed light shall come,
					

					A serene and saint­ly pres­ence
					

					Sanc­ti­fies our trou­bled home.
					

					Earth­ly joys and hopes and sor­rows
					

					Break like rip­ples on the strand
					

					Of the deep and solemn riv­er
					

					Where her will­ing feet now stand.
				

				
					“O my sis­ter, pass­ing from me,
					

					Out of hu­man care and strife,
					

					Leave me, as a gift, those virtues
					

					Which have beau­ti­fied your life.
					

					Dear, be­queath me that great pa­tience
					

					Which has pow­er to sus­tain
					

					A cheer­ful, un­com­plain­ing spir­it
					

					In its prison-house of pain.
				

				
					“Give me, for I need it sore­ly,
					

					Of that courage, wise and sweet,
					

					Which has made the path of du­ty
					

					Green be­neath your will­ing feet.
					

					Give me that un­selfish na­ture,
					

					That with char­i­ty di­vine
					

					Can par­don wrong for love’s dear sake—
					

					Meek heart, for­give me mine!
				

				
					“Thus our part­ing dai­ly los­eth
					

					Some­thing of its bit­ter pain,
					

					And while learn­ing this hard les­son,
					

					My great loss be­comes my gain.
					

					For the touch of grief will ren­der
					

					My wild na­ture more serene,
					

					Give to life new as­pi­ra­tions,
					

					A new trust in the un­seen.
				

				
					“Hence­forth, safe across the riv­er,
					

					I shall see forever­more
					

					A beloved, house­hold spir­it
					

					Wait­ing for me on the shore.
					

					Hope and faith, born of my sor­row,
					

					Guardian an­gels shall be­come,
					

					And the sis­ter gone be­fore me
					

					By their hands shall lead me home.”
				

			

			Blurred and blot­ted, faulty and fee­ble, as the lines were, they brought a look of in­ex­press­ible com­fort to Beth’s face, for her one re­gret had been that she had done so lit­tle; and this seemed to as­sure her that her life had not been use­less, that her death would not bring the de­spair she feared. As she sat with the pa­per fold­ed be­tween her hands, the charred log fell asun­der. Jo start­ed up, re­vived the blaze, and crept to the bed­side, hop­ing Beth slept.

			“Not asleep, but so hap­py, dear. See, I found this and read it; I knew you wouldn’t care. Have I been all that to you, Jo?” she asked, with wist­ful, hum­ble earnest­ness.

			“O Beth, so much, so much!” and Jo’s head went down up­on the pil­low, be­side her sis­ter’s.

			“Then I don’t feel as if I’d wast­ed my life. I’m not so good as you make me, but I have tried to do right; and now, when it’s too late to be­gin even to do bet­ter, it’s such a com­fort to know that some­one loves me so much, and feels as if I’d helped them.”

			“More than any­one in the world, Beth. I used to think I couldn’t let you go; but I’m learn­ing to feel that I don’t lose you; that you’ll be more to me than ev­er, and death can’t part us, though it seems to.”

			“I know it can­not, and I don’t fear it any longer, for I’m sure I shall be your Beth still, to love and help you more than ev­er. You must take my place, Jo, and be ev­ery­thing to fa­ther and moth­er when I’m gone. They will turn to you, don’t fail them; and if it’s hard to work alone, re­mem­ber that I don’t for­get you, and that you’ll be hap­pi­er in do­ing that than writ­ing splen­did books or see­ing all the world; for love is the on­ly thing that we can car­ry with us when we go, and it makes the end so easy.”

			“I’ll try, Beth;” and then and there Jo re­nounced her old am­bi­tion, pledged her­self to a new and bet­ter one, ac­knowl­edg­ing the pover­ty of oth­er de­sires, and feel­ing the blessed so­lace of a be­lief in the im­mor­tal­i­ty of love.

			So the spring days came and went, the sky grew clear­er, the earth green­er, the flow­ers were up fair and ear­ly, and the birds came back in time to say good­bye to Beth, who, like a tired but trust­ful child, clung to the hands that had led her all her life, as fa­ther and moth­er guid­ed her ten­der­ly through the Val­ley of the Shad­ow, and gave her up to God.

			Sel­dom, ex­cept in books, do the dy­ing ut­ter mem­o­rable words, see vi­sions, or de­part with be­at­i­fied coun­te­nances; and those who have sped many part­ing souls know that to most the end comes as nat­u­ral­ly and sim­ply as sleep. As Beth had hoped, the “tide went out eas­i­ly;” and in the dark hour be­fore the dawn, on the bo­som where she had drawn her first breath, she qui­et­ly drew her last, with no farewell but one lov­ing look, one lit­tle sigh.

			With tears and prayers and ten­der hands, moth­er and sis­ters made her ready for the long sleep that pain would nev­er mar again, see­ing with grate­ful eyes the beau­ti­ful seren­i­ty that soon re­placed the pa­thet­ic pa­tience that had wrung their hearts so long, and feel­ing, with rev­er­ent joy, that to their dar­ling death was a be­nig­nant an­gel, not a phan­tom full of dread.

			When morn­ing came, for the first time in many months the fire was out, Jo’s place was emp­ty, and the room was very still. But a bird sang blithe­ly on a bud­ding bough, close by, the snow­drops blos­somed fresh­ly at the win­dow, and the spring sun­shine streamed in like a bene­dic­tion over the placid face up­on the pil­low—a face so full of pain­less peace that those who loved it best smiled through their tears, and thanked God that Beth was well at last.

		
	
		
			
				XLI

				Learn­ing to For­get

			
			Amy’s lec­ture did Lau­rie good, though, of course, he did not own it till long af­ter­ward; men sel­dom do, for when wom­en are the ad­vis­ers, the lords of cre­ation don’t take the ad­vice till they have per­suad­ed them­selves that it is just what they in­tend­ed to do; then they act up­on it, and, if it suc­ceeds, they give the weak­er ves­sel half the cred­it of it; if it fails, they gen­er­ous­ly give her the whole. Lau­rie went back to his grand­fa­ther, and was so du­ti­ful­ly de­vot­ed for sev­er­al weeks that the old gen­tle­man de­clared the cli­mate of Nice had im­proved him won­der­ful­ly, and he had bet­ter try it again. There was noth­ing the young gen­tle­man would have liked bet­ter, but ele­phants could not have dragged him back af­ter the scold­ing he had re­ceived; pride for­bid, and when­ev­er the long­ing grew very strong, he for­ti­fied his res­o­lu­tion by re­peat­ing the words that had made the deep­est im­pres­sion, “I de­spise you;” “Go and do some­thing splen­did that will make her love you.”

			Lau­rie turned the mat­ter over in his mind so of­ten that he soon brought him­self to con­fess that he had been self­ish and lazy; but then when a man has a great sor­row, he should be in­dulged in all sorts of va­garies till he has lived it down. He felt that his blight­ed af­fec­tions were quite dead now; and, though he should nev­er cease to be a faith­ful mourn­er, there was no oc­ca­sion to wear his weeds os­ten­ta­tious­ly. Jo wouldn’t love him, but he might make her re­spect and ad­mire him by do­ing some­thing which should prove that a girl’s “No” had not spoilt his life. He had al­ways meant to do some­thing, and Amy’s ad­vice was quite un­nec­es­sary. He had on­ly been wait­ing till the afore­said blight­ed af­fec­tions were de­cent­ly in­terred; that be­ing done, he felt that he was ready to “hide his strick­en heart, and still toil on.”

			As Goethe, when he had a joy or a grief, put it in­to a song, so Lau­rie re­solved to em­balm his love-sor­row in mu­sic, and com­pose a Re­quiem which should har­row up Jo’s soul and melt the heart of ev­ery hear­er. There­fore the next time the old gen­tle­man found him get­ting rest­less and moody, and or­dered him off, he went to Vi­en­na, where he had mu­si­cal friends, and fell to work with the firm de­ter­mi­na­tion to dis­tin­guish him­self. But, whether the sor­row was too vast to be em­bod­ied in mu­sic, or mu­sic too ethe­re­al to up­lift a mor­tal woe, he soon dis­cov­ered that the Re­quiem was be­yond him, just at present. It was ev­i­dent that his mind was not in work­ing or­der yet, and his ideas need­ed clar­i­fy­ing; for of­ten in the mid­dle of a plain­tive strain, he would find him­self hum­ming a danc­ing tune that vivid­ly re­called the Christ­mas ball at Nice, es­pe­cial­ly the stout French­man, and put an ef­fec­tu­al stop to trag­ic com­po­si­tion for the time be­ing.

			Then he tried an Opera, for noth­ing seemed im­pos­si­ble in the be­gin­ning; but here, again, un­fore­seen dif­fi­cul­ties be­set him. He want­ed Jo for his hero­ine, and called up­on his mem­o­ry to sup­ply him with ten­der rec­ol­lec­tions and ro­man­tic vi­sions of his love. But mem­o­ry turned traitor; and, as if pos­sessed by the per­verse spir­it of the girl, would on­ly re­call Jo’s odd­i­ties, faults, and freaks, would on­ly show her in the most un­sen­ti­men­tal as­pects—beat­ing mats with her head tied up in a ban­dan­na, bar­ri­cad­ing her­self with the so­fa-pil­low, or throw­ing cold wa­ter over his pas­sion à la Gum­midge—and an ir­re­sistible laugh spoilt the pen­sive pic­ture he was en­deav­or­ing to paint. Jo wouldn’t be put in­to the Opera at any price, and he had to give her up with a “Bless that girl, what a tor­ment she is!” and a clutch at his hair, as be­came a dis­tract­ed com­pos­er.

			When he looked about him for an­oth­er and a less in­tractable damsel to im­mor­tal­ize in melody, mem­o­ry pro­duced one with the most oblig­ing readi­ness. This phan­tom wore many faces, but it al­ways had gold­en hair, was en­veloped in a di­aphanous cloud, and float­ed air­i­ly be­fore his mind’s eye in a pleas­ing chaos of ros­es, pea­cocks, white ponies, and blue rib­bons. He did not give the com­pla­cent wraith any name, but he took her for his hero­ine, and grew quite fond of her, as well he might; for he gift­ed her with ev­ery gift and grace un­der the sun, and es­cort­ed her, un­scathed, through tri­als which would have an­ni­hi­lat­ed any mor­tal wom­an.

			Thanks to this in­spi­ra­tion, he got on swim­ming­ly for a time, but grad­u­al­ly the work lost its charm, and he for­got to com­pose, while he sat mus­ing, pen in hand, or roamed about the gay city to get new ideas and re­fresh his mind, which seemed to be in a some­what un­set­tled state that win­ter. He did not do much, but he thought a great deal and was con­scious of a change of some sort go­ing on in spite of him­self. “It’s ge­nius sim­mer­ing, per­haps. I’ll let it sim­mer, and see what comes of it,” he said, with a se­cret sus­pi­cion, all the while, that it wasn’t ge­nius, but some­thing far more com­mon. What­ev­er it was, it sim­mered to some pur­pose, for he grew more and more dis­con­tent­ed with his desul­to­ry life, be­gan to long for some re­al and earnest work to go at, soul and body, and fi­nal­ly came to the wise con­clu­sion that ev­ery­one who loved mu­sic was not a com­pos­er. Re­turn­ing from one of Mozart’s grand op­eras, splen­did­ly per­formed at the Roy­al The­atre, he looked over his own, played a few of the best parts, sat star­ing up at the busts of Mendelssohn, Beethoven, and Bach, who stared be­nign­ly back again; then sud­den­ly he tore up his mu­sic-sheets, one by one, and, as the last flut­tered out of his hand, he said sober­ly to him­self—“She is right! Tal­ent isn’t ge­nius, and you can’t make it so. That mu­sic has tak­en the van­i­ty out of me as Rome took it out of her, and I won’t be a hum­bug any longer. Now what shall I do?”

			That seemed a hard ques­tion to an­swer, and Lau­rie be­gan to wish he had to work for his dai­ly bread. Now, if ev­er, oc­curred an el­i­gi­ble op­por­tu­ni­ty for “go­ing to the dev­il,” as he once forcibly ex­pressed it, for he had plen­ty of mon­ey and noth­ing to do, and Sa­tan is prover­bial­ly fond of pro­vid­ing em­ploy­ment for full and idle hands. The poor fel­low had temp­ta­tions enough from with­out and from with­in, but he with­stood them pret­ty well; for, much as he val­ued lib­er­ty, he val­ued good faith and con­fi­dence more, so his prom­ise to his grand­fa­ther, and his de­sire to be able to look hon­est­ly in­to the eyes of the wom­en who loved him, and say “All’s well,” kept him safe and steady.

			Very like­ly some Mrs. Grundy will ob­serve, “I don’t be­lieve it; boys will be boys, young men must sow their wild oats, and wom­en must not ex­pect mir­a­cles.” I dare say you don’t, Mrs. Grundy, but it’s true nev­er­the­less. Wom­en work a good many mir­a­cles, and I have a per­sua­sion that they may per­form even that of rais­ing the stan­dard of man­hood by re­fus­ing to echo such say­ings. Let the boys be boys, the longer the bet­ter, and let the young men sow their wild oats if they must; but moth­ers, sis­ters, and friends may help to make the crop a small one, and keep many tares from spoil­ing the har­vest, by be­liev­ing, and show­ing that they be­lieve, in the pos­si­bil­i­ty of loy­al­ty to the virtues which make men man­li­est in good wom­en’s eyes. If it is a fem­i­nine delu­sion, leave us to en­joy it while we may, for with­out it half the beau­ty and the ro­mance of life is lost, and sor­row­ful fore­bod­ings would em­bit­ter all our hopes of the brave, ten­der­heart­ed lit­tle lads, who still love their moth­ers bet­ter than them­selves, and are not ashamed to own it.

			Lau­rie thought that the task of for­get­ting his love for Jo would ab­sorb all his pow­ers for years; but, to his great sur­prise, he dis­cov­ered it grew eas­i­er ev­ery day. He re­fused to be­lieve it at first, got an­gry with him­self, and couldn’t un­der­stand it; but these hearts of ours are cu­ri­ous and con­trary things, and time and na­ture work their will in spite of us. Lau­rie’s heart wouldn’t ache; the wound per­sist­ed in heal­ing with a ra­pid­i­ty that as­ton­ished him, and, in­stead of try­ing to for­get, he found him­self try­ing to re­mem­ber. He had not fore­seen this turn of af­fairs, and was not pre­pared for it. He was dis­gust­ed with him­self, sur­prised at his own fick­le­ness, and full of a queer mix­ture of dis­ap­point­ment and re­lief that he could re­cov­er from such a tremen­dous blow so soon. He care­ful­ly stirred up the em­bers of his lost love, but they re­fused to burst in­to a blaze: there was on­ly a com­fort­able glow that warmed and did him good with­out putting him in­to a fever, and he was re­luc­tant­ly obliged to con­fess that the boy­ish pas­sion was slow­ly sub­sid­ing in­to a more tran­quil sen­ti­ment, very ten­der, a lit­tle sad and re­sent­ful still, but that was sure to pass away in time, leav­ing a broth­er­ly af­fec­tion which would last un­bro­ken to the end.

			As the word “broth­er­ly” passed through his mind in one of these rever­ies, he smiled, and glanced up at the pic­ture of Mozart that was be­fore him:—

			“Well, he was a great man; and when he couldn’t have one sis­ter he took the oth­er, and was hap­py.”

			Lau­rie did not ut­ter the words, but he thought them; and the next in­stant kissed the lit­tle old ring, say­ing to him­self—

			“No, I won’t! I haven’t for­got­ten, I nev­er can. I’ll try again, and if that fails, why, then—”

			Leav­ing his sen­tence un­fin­ished, he seized pen and pa­per and wrote to Jo, telling her that he could not set­tle to any­thing while there was the least hope of her chang­ing her mind. Couldn’t she, wouldn’t she, and let him come home and be hap­py? While wait­ing for an an­swer he did noth­ing, but he did it en­er­get­i­cal­ly, for he was in a fever of im­pa­tience. It came at last, and set­tled his mind ef­fec­tu­al­ly on one point, for Jo de­cid­ed­ly couldn’t and wouldn’t. She was wrapped up in Beth, and nev­er wished to hear the word “love” again. Then she begged him to be hap­py with some­body else, but al­ways to keep a lit­tle cor­ner of his heart for his lov­ing sis­ter Jo. In a post­script she de­sired him not to tell Amy that Beth was worse; she was com­ing home in the spring, and there was no need of sad­den­ing the re­main­der of her stay. That would be time enough, please God, but Lau­rie must write to her of­ten, and not let her feel lone­ly, home­sick, or anx­ious.

			“So I will, at once. Poor lit­tle girl; it will be a sad go­ing home for her, I’m afraid;” and Lau­rie opened his desk, as if writ­ing to Amy had been the prop­er con­clu­sion of the sen­tence left un­fin­ished some weeks be­fore.

			But he did not write the let­ter that day; for, as he rum­maged out his best pa­per, he came across some­thing which changed his pur­pose. Tum­bling about in one part of the desk, among bills, pass­ports, and busi­ness doc­u­ments of var­i­ous kinds, were sev­er­al of Jo’s let­ters, and in an­oth­er com­part­ment were three notes from Amy, care­ful­ly tied up with one of her blue rib­bons, and sweet­ly sug­ges­tive of the lit­tle dead ros­es put away in­side. With a half-re­pen­tant, half-amused ex­pres­sion, Lau­rie gath­ered up all Jo’s let­ters, smoothed, fold­ed, and put them neat­ly in­to a small draw­er of the desk, stood a minute turn­ing the ring thought­ful­ly on his fin­ger, then slow­ly drew it off, laid it with the let­ters, locked the draw­er, and went out to hear High Mass at Saint Ste­fan’s, feel­ing as if there had been a fu­ner­al; and, though not over­whelmed with af­flic­tion, this seemed a more prop­er way to spend the rest of the day than in writ­ing let­ters to charm­ing young ladies.

			The let­ter went very soon, how­ev­er, and was prompt­ly an­swered, for Amy was home­sick, and con­fessed it in the most de­light­ful­ly con­fid­ing man­ner. The cor­re­spon­dence flour­ished fa­mous­ly, and let­ters flew to and fro, with un­fail­ing reg­u­lar­i­ty, all through the ear­ly spring. Lau­rie sold his busts, made al­lumettes of his opera, and went back to Paris, hop­ing some­body would ar­rive be­fore long. He want­ed des­per­ate­ly to go to Nice, but would not till he was asked; and Amy would not ask him, for just then she was hav­ing lit­tle ex­pe­ri­ences of her own, which made her rather wish to avoid the quizzi­cal eyes of “our boy.”

			Fred Vaughn had re­turned, and put the ques­tion to which she had once de­cid­ed to an­swer “Yes, thank you;” but now she said, “No, thank you,” kind­ly but steadi­ly; for, when the time came, her courage failed her, and she found that some­thing more than mon­ey and po­si­tion was need­ed to sat­is­fy the new long­ing that filled her heart so full of ten­der hopes and fears. The words, “Fred is a good fel­low, but not at all the man I fan­cied you would ev­er like,” and Lau­rie’s face when he ut­tered them, kept re­turn­ing to her as per­ti­na­cious­ly as her own did when she said in look, if not in words, “I shall mar­ry for mon­ey.” It trou­bled her to re­mem­ber that now, she wished she could take it back, it sound­ed so un­wom­an­ly. She didn’t want Lau­rie to think her a heart­less, world­ly crea­ture; she didn’t care to be a queen of so­ci­ety now half so much as she did to be a lov­able wom­an; she was so glad he didn’t hate her for the dread­ful things she said, but took them so beau­ti­ful­ly, and was kinder than ev­er. His let­ters were such a com­fort, for the home let­ters were very ir­reg­u­lar, and were not half so sat­is­fac­to­ry as his when they did come. It was not on­ly a plea­sure, but a du­ty to an­swer them, for the poor fel­low was for­lorn, and need­ed pet­ting, since Jo per­sist­ed in be­ing stony-heart­ed. She ought to have made an ef­fort, and tried to love him; it couldn’t be very hard, many peo­ple would be proud and glad to have such a dear boy care for them; but Jo nev­er would act like oth­er girls, so there was noth­ing to do but be very kind, and treat him like a broth­er.

			If all broth­ers were treat­ed as well as Lau­rie was at this pe­ri­od, they would be a much hap­pi­er race of be­ings than they are. Amy nev­er lec­tured now; she asked his opin­ion on all sub­jects; she was in­ter­est­ed in ev­ery­thing he did, made charm­ing lit­tle presents for him, and sent him two let­ters a week, full of live­ly gos­sip, sis­ter­ly con­fi­dences, and cap­ti­vat­ing sketch­es of the love­ly scenes about her. As few broth­ers are com­pli­ment­ed by hav­ing their let­ters car­ried about in their sis­ters’ pock­ets, read and reread dili­gent­ly, cried over when short, kissed when long, and trea­sured care­ful­ly, we will not hint that Amy did any of these fond and fool­ish things. But she cer­tain­ly did grow a lit­tle pale and pen­sive that spring, lost much of her rel­ish for so­ci­ety, and went out sketch­ing alone a good deal. She nev­er had much to show when she came home, but was study­ing na­ture, I dare say, while she sat for hours, with her hands fold­ed, on the ter­race at Val­rosa, or ab­sent­ly sketched any fan­cy that oc­curred to her—a stal­wart knight carved on a tomb, a young man asleep in the grass, with his hat over his eyes, or a curly-haired girl in gor­geous ar­ray, prom­e­nad­ing down a ball­room on the arm of a tall gen­tle­man, both faces be­ing left a blur ac­cord­ing to the last fash­ion in art, which was safe, but not al­to­geth­er sat­is­fac­to­ry.

			Her aunt thought that she re­gret­ted her an­swer to Fred; and, find­ing de­nials use­less and ex­pla­na­tions im­pos­si­ble, Amy left her to think what she liked, tak­ing care that Lau­rie should know that Fred had gone to Egypt. That was all, but he un­der­stood it, and looked re­lieved, as he said to him­self, with a ven­er­a­ble air—

			“I was sure she would think bet­ter of it. Poor old fel­low! I’ve been through it all, and I can sym­pa­thize.”

			With that he heaved a great sigh, and then, as if he had dis­charged his du­ty to the past, put his feet up on the so­fa, and en­joyed Amy’s let­ter lux­u­ri­ous­ly.

			While these changes were go­ing on abroad, trou­ble had come at home; but the let­ter telling that Beth was fail­ing nev­er reached Amy, and when the next found her, the grass was green above her sis­ter. The sad news met her at Ve­vay, for the heat had driv­en them from Nice in May, and they had trav­elled slow­ly to Switzer­land, by way of Genoa and the Ital­ian lakes. She bore it very well, and qui­et­ly sub­mit­ted to the fam­i­ly de­cree that she should not short­en her vis­it, for, since it was too late to say good­bye to Beth, she had bet­ter stay, and let ab­sence soft­en her sor­row. But her heart was very heavy; she longed to be at home, and ev­ery day looked wist­ful­ly across the lake, wait­ing for Lau­rie to come and com­fort her.

			He did come very soon; for the same mail brought let­ters to them both, but he was in Ger­many, and it took some days to reach him. The mo­ment he read it, he packed his knap­sack, bade adieu to his fel­low-pedes­tri­ans, and was off to keep his prom­ise, with a heart full of joy and sor­row, hope and sus­pense.

			He knew Ve­vay well; and as soon as the boat touched the lit­tle quay, he hur­ried along the shore to La Tour, where the Car­rols were liv­ing en pen­sion. The garçon was in de­spair that the whole fam­i­ly had gone to take a prom­e­nade on the lake; but no, the blond made­moi­selle might be in the château gar­den. If mon­sieur would give him­self the pain of sit­ting down, a flash of time should present her. But mon­sieur could not wait even “a flash of time,” and, in the mid­dle of the speech, de­part­ed to find made­moi­selle him­self.

			A pleas­ant old gar­den on the bor­ders of the love­ly lake, with chest­nuts rustling over­head, ivy climb­ing ev­ery­where, and the black shad­ow of the tow­er fall­ing far across the sun­ny wa­ter. At one cor­ner of the wide, low wall was a seat, and here Amy of­ten came to read or work, or con­sole her­self with the beau­ty all about her. She was sit­ting here that day, lean­ing her head on her hand, with a home­sick heart and heavy eyes, think­ing of Beth, and won­der­ing why Lau­rie did not come. She did not hear him cross the court­yard be­yond, nor see him pause in the arch­way that led from the sub­ter­ranean path in­to the gar­den. He stood a minute, look­ing at her with new eyes, see­ing what no one had ev­er seen be­fore—the ten­der side of Amy’s char­ac­ter. Ev­ery­thing about her mute­ly sug­gest­ed love and sor­row—the blot­ted let­ters in her lap, the black rib­bon that tied up her hair, the wom­an­ly pain and pa­tience in her face; even the lit­tle ebony cross at her throat seemed pa­thet­ic to Lau­rie, for he had giv­en it to her, and she wore it as her on­ly or­na­ment. If he had any doubts about the re­cep­tion she would give him, they were set at rest the minute she looked up and saw him; for, drop­ping ev­ery­thing, she ran to him, ex­claim­ing, in a tone of un­mis­tak­able love and long­ing—

			“O Lau­rie, Lau­rie, I knew you’d come to me!”

			I think ev­ery­thing was said and set­tled then; for, as they stood to­geth­er quite silent for a mo­ment, with the dark head bent down pro­tect­ing­ly over the light one, Amy felt that no one could com­fort and sus­tain her so well as Lau­rie, and Lau­rie de­cid­ed that Amy was the on­ly wom­an in the world who could fill Jo’s place, and make him hap­py. He did not tell her so; but she was not dis­ap­point­ed, for both felt the truth, were sat­is­fied, and glad­ly left the rest to si­lence.

			In a minute Amy went back to her place; and, while she dried her tears, Lau­rie gath­ered up the scat­tered pa­pers, find­ing in the sight of sundry well-worn let­ters and sug­ges­tive sketch­es good omens for the fu­ture. As he sat down be­side her, Amy felt shy again, and turned rosy red at the rec­ol­lec­tion of her im­pul­sive greet­ing.

			“I couldn’t help it; I felt so lone­ly and sad, and was so very glad to see you. It was such a sur­prise to look up and find you, just as I was be­gin­ning to fear you wouldn’t come,” she said, try­ing in vain to speak quite nat­u­ral­ly.

			“I came the minute I heard. I wish I could say some­thing to com­fort you for the loss of dear lit­tle Beth; but I can on­ly feel, and—” He could not get any fur­ther, for he, too, turned bash­ful all of a sud­den, and did not quite know what to say. He longed to lay Amy’s head down on his shoul­der, and tell her to have a good cry, but he did not dare; so took her hand in­stead, and gave it a sym­pa­thet­ic squeeze that was bet­ter than words.

			“You needn’t say any­thing; this com­forts me,” she said soft­ly. “Beth is well and hap­py, and I mustn’t wish her back; but I dread the go­ing home, much as I long to see them all. We won’t talk about it now, for it makes me cry, and I want to en­joy you while you stay. You needn’t go right back, need you?”

			“Not if you want me, dear.”

			“I do, so much. Aunt and Flo are very kind; but you seem like one of the fam­i­ly, and it would be so com­fort­able to have you for a lit­tle while.”

			Amy spoke and looked so like a home­sick child, whose heart was full, that Lau­rie for­got his bash­ful­ness all at once, and gave her just what she want­ed—the pet­ting she was used to and the cheer­ful con­ver­sa­tion she need­ed.

			“Poor lit­tle soul, you look as if you’d grieved your­self half-sick! I’m go­ing to take care of you, so don’t cry any more, but come and walk about with me; the wind is too chilly for you to sit still,” he said, in the half-ca­ress­ing, half-com­mand­ing way that Amy liked, as he tied on her hat, drew her arm through his, and be­gan to pace up and down the sun­ny walk, un­der the new-leaved chest­nuts. He felt more at ease up­on his legs; and Amy found it very pleas­ant to have a strong arm to lean up­on, a fa­mil­iar face to smile at her, and a kind voice to talk de­light­ful­ly for her alone.

			The quaint old gar­den had shel­tered many pairs of lovers, and seemed ex­press­ly made for them, so sun­ny and se­clud­ed was it, with noth­ing but the tow­er to over­look them, and the wide lake to car­ry away the echo of their words, as it rip­pled by be­low. For an hour this new pair walked and talked, or rest­ed on the wall, en­joy­ing the sweet in­flu­ences which gave such a charm to time and place; and when an un­ro­man­tic din­ner-bell warned them away, Amy felt as if she left her bur­den of lone­li­ness and sor­row be­hind her in the château gar­den.

			The mo­ment Mrs. Car­rol saw the girl’s al­tered face, she was il­lu­mi­nat­ed with a new idea, and ex­claimed to her­self, “Now I un­der­stand it all—the child has been pin­ing for young Lau­rence. Bless my heart, I nev­er thought of such a thing!”

			With praise­wor­thy dis­cre­tion, the good la­dy said noth­ing, and be­trayed no sign of en­light­en­ment; but cor­dial­ly urged Lau­rie to stay, and begged Amy to en­joy his so­ci­ety, for it would do her more good than so much soli­tude. Amy was a mod­el of docil­i­ty; and, as her aunt was a good deal oc­cu­pied with Flo, she was left to en­ter­tain her friend, and did it with more than her usu­al suc­cess.

			At Nice, Lau­rie had lounged and Amy had scold­ed; at Ve­vay, Lau­rie was nev­er idle, but al­ways walk­ing, rid­ing, boat­ing, or study­ing, in the most en­er­get­ic man­ner, while Amy ad­mired ev­ery­thing he did, and fol­lowed his ex­am­ple as far and as fast as she could. He said the change was ow­ing to the cli­mate, and she did not con­tra­dict him, be­ing glad of a like ex­cuse for her own re­cov­ered health and spir­its.

			The in­vig­o­rat­ing air did them both good, and much ex­er­cise worked whole­some changes in minds as well as bod­ies. They seemed to get clear­er views of life and du­ty up there among the ev­er­last­ing hills; the fresh winds blew away de­spond­ing doubts, delu­sive fan­cies, and moody mists; the warm spring sun­shine brought out all sorts of as­pir­ing ideas, ten­der hopes, and hap­py thoughts; the lake seemed to wash away the trou­bles of the past, and the grand old moun­tains to look be­nign­ly down up­on them, say­ing, “Lit­tle chil­dren, love one an­oth­er.”

			In spite of the new sor­row, it was a very hap­py time, so hap­py that Lau­rie could not bear to dis­turb it by a word. It took him a lit­tle while to re­cov­er from his sur­prise at the rapid cure of his first, and, as he had firm­ly be­lieved, his last and on­ly love. He con­soled him­self for the seem­ing dis­loy­al­ty by the thought that Jo’s sis­ter was al­most the same as Jo’s self, and the con­vic­tion that it would have been im­pos­si­ble to love any oth­er wom­an but Amy so soon and so well. His first woo­ing had been of the tem­pes­tu­ous or­der, and he looked back up­on it as if through a long vista of years, with a feel­ing of com­pas­sion blend­ed with re­gret. He was not ashamed of it, but put it away as one of the bit­ter­sweet ex­pe­ri­ences of his life, for which he could be grate­ful when the pain was over. His sec­ond woo­ing he re­solved should be as calm and sim­ple as pos­si­ble; there was no need of hav­ing a scene, hard­ly any need of telling Amy that he loved her; she knew it with­out words, and had giv­en him his an­swer long ago. It all came about so nat­u­ral­ly that no one could com­plain, and he knew that ev­ery­body would be pleased, even Jo. But when our first lit­tle pas­sion has been crushed, we are apt to be wary and slow in mak­ing a sec­ond tri­al; so Lau­rie let the days pass, en­joy­ing ev­ery hour, and leav­ing to chance the ut­ter­ance of the word that would put an end to the first and sweet­est part of his new ro­mance.

			He had rather imag­ined that the de­noue­ment would take place in the château gar­den by moon­light, and in the most grace­ful and deco­rous man­ner; but it turned out ex­act­ly the re­verse, for the mat­ter was set­tled on the lake, at noon­day, in a few blunt words. They had been float­ing about all the morn­ing, from gloomy St. Gin­golf to sun­ny Mon­treux, with the Alps of Savoy on one side, Mont St. Bernard and the Dent du Mi­di on the oth­er, pret­ty Ve­vay in the val­ley, and Lau­sanne up­on the hill be­yond, a cloud­less blue sky over­head, and the bluer lake be­low, dot­ted with the pic­turesque boats that look like white-winged gulls.

			They had been talk­ing of Bon­nivard, as they glid­ed past Chillon, and of Rousseau, as they looked up at Clarens, where he wrote his Héloïse. Nei­ther had read it, but they knew it was a love-sto­ry, and each pri­vate­ly won­dered if it was half as in­ter­est­ing as their own. Amy had been dab­bling her hand in the wa­ter dur­ing the lit­tle pause that fell be­tween them, and, when she looked up, Lau­rie was lean­ing on his oars, with an ex­pres­sion in his eyes that made her say hasti­ly, mere­ly for the sake of say­ing some­thing—

			“You must be tired; rest a lit­tle, and let me row: it will do me good; for, since you came, I have been al­to­geth­er lazy and lux­u­ri­ous.”

			“I’m not tired; but you may take an oar, if you like. There’s room enough, though I have to sit near­ly in the mid­dle, else the boat won’t trim,” re­turned Lau­rie, as if he rather liked the ar­range­ment.

			Feel­ing that she had not mend­ed mat­ters much, Amy took the of­fered third of a seat, shook her hair over her face, and ac­cept­ed an oar. She rowed as well as she did many oth­er things; and, though she used both hands, and Lau­rie but one, the oars kept time, and the boat went smooth­ly through the wa­ter.

			“How well we pull to­geth­er, don’t we?” said Amy, who ob­ject­ed to si­lence just then.

			“So well that I wish we might al­ways pull in the same boat. Will you, Amy?” very ten­der­ly.

			“Yes, Lau­rie,” very low.

			Then they both stopped row­ing, and un­con­scious­ly added a pret­ty lit­tle tableau of hu­man love and hap­pi­ness to the dis­solv­ing views re­flect­ed in the lake.

		
	
		
			
				XLII

				All Alone

			
			It was easy to prom­ise self-ab­ne­ga­tion when self was wrapped up in an­oth­er, and heart and soul were pu­ri­fied by a sweet ex­am­ple; but when the help­ful voice was silent, the dai­ly les­son over, the beloved pres­ence gone, and noth­ing re­mained but lone­li­ness and grief, then Jo found her prom­ise very hard to keep. How could she “com­fort fa­ther and moth­er,” when her own heart ached with a cease­less long­ing for her sis­ter; how could she “make the house cheer­ful,” when all its light and warmth and beau­ty seemed to have de­sert­ed it when Beth left the old home for the new; and where in all the world could she “find some use­ful, hap­py work to do,” that would take the place of the lov­ing ser­vice which had been its own re­ward? She tried in a blind, hope­less way to do her du­ty, se­cret­ly re­belling against it all the while, for it seemed un­just that her few joys should be less­ened, her bur­dens made heav­ier, and life get hard­er and hard­er as she toiled along. Some peo­ple seemed to get all sun­shine, and some all shad­ow; it was not fair, for she tried more than Amy to be good, but nev­er got any re­ward, on­ly dis­ap­point­ment, trou­ble, and hard work.

			Poor Jo, these were dark days to her, for some­thing like de­spair came over her when she thought of spend­ing all her life in that qui­et house, de­vot­ed to hum­drum cares, a few small plea­sures, and the du­ty that nev­er seemed to grow any eas­i­er. “I can’t do it. I wasn’t meant for a life like this, and I know I shall break away and do some­thing des­per­ate if some­body don’t come and help me,” she said to her­self, when her first ef­forts failed, and she fell in­to the moody, mis­er­able state of mind which of­ten comes when strong wills have to yield to the in­evitable.

			But some­one did come and help her, though Jo did not rec­og­nize her good an­gels at once, be­cause they wore fa­mil­iar shapes, and used the sim­ple spells best fit­ted to poor hu­man­i­ty. Of­ten she start­ed up at night, think­ing Beth called her; and when the sight of the lit­tle emp­ty bed made her cry with the bit­ter cry of an un­sub­mis­sive sor­row, “O Beth, come back! come back!” she did not stretch out her yearn­ing arms in vain; for, as quick to hear her sob­bing as she had been to hear her sis­ter’s faintest whis­per, her moth­er came to com­fort her, not with words on­ly, but the pa­tient ten­der­ness that soothes by a touch, tears that were mute re­minders of a greater grief than Jo’s, and bro­ken whis­pers, more elo­quent than prayers, be­cause hope­ful res­ig­na­tion went hand-in-hand with nat­u­ral sor­row. Sa­cred mo­ments, when heart talked to heart in the si­lence of the night, turn­ing af­flic­tion to a bless­ing, which chas­tened grief and strength­ened love. Feel­ing this, Jo’s bur­den seemed eas­i­er to bear, du­ty grew sweet­er, and life looked more en­durable, seen from the safe shel­ter of her moth­er’s arms.

			When aching heart was a lit­tle com­fort­ed, trou­bled mind like­wise found help; for one day she went to the study, and, lean­ing over the good gray head lift­ed to wel­come her with a tran­quil smile, she said, very humbly—

			“Fa­ther, talk to me as you did to Beth. I need it more than she did, for I’m all wrong.”

			“My dear, noth­ing can com­fort me like this,” he an­swered, with a fal­ter in his voice, and both arms round her, as if he, too, need­ed help, and did not fear to ask it.

			Then, sit­ting in Beth’s lit­tle chair close be­side him, Jo told her trou­bles—the re­sent­ful sor­row for her loss, the fruit­less ef­forts that dis­cour­aged her, the want of faith that made life look so dark, and all the sad be­wil­der­ment which we call de­spair. She gave him en­tire con­fi­dence, he gave her the help she need­ed, and both found con­so­la­tion in the act; for the time had come when they could talk to­geth­er not on­ly as fa­ther and daugh­ter, but as man and wom­an, able and glad to serve each oth­er with mu­tu­al sym­pa­thy as well as mu­tu­al love. Hap­py, thought­ful times there in the old study which Jo called “the church of one mem­ber,” and from which she came with fresh courage, re­cov­ered cheer­ful­ness, and a more sub­mis­sive spir­it; for the par­ents who had taught one child to meet death with­out fear, were try­ing now to teach an­oth­er to ac­cept life with­out de­spon­den­cy or dis­trust, and to use its beau­ti­ful op­por­tu­ni­ties with grat­i­tude and pow­er.

			Oth­er helps had Jo—hum­ble, whole­some du­ties and de­lights that would not be de­nied their part in serv­ing her, and which she slow­ly learned to see and val­ue. Brooms and dish­cloths nev­er could be as dis­taste­ful as they once had been, for Beth had presid­ed over both; and some­thing of her house­wife­ly spir­it seemed to linger round the lit­tle mop and the old brush, that was nev­er thrown away. As she used them, Jo found her­self hum­ming the songs Beth used to hum, im­i­tat­ing Beth’s or­der­ly ways, and giv­ing the lit­tle touch­es here and there that kept ev­ery­thing fresh and cozy, which was the first step to­ward mak­ing home hap­py, though she didn’t know it, till Han­nah said with an ap­prov­ing squeeze of the hand—

			“You thought­ful creter, you’re de­ter­mined we shan’t miss that dear lamb ef you can help it. We don’t say much, but we see it, and the Lord will bless you for’t, see ef He don’t.”

			As they sat sewing to­geth­er, Jo dis­cov­ered how much im­proved her sis­ter Meg was; how well she could talk, how much she knew about good, wom­an­ly im­puls­es, thoughts, and feel­ings, how hap­py she was in hus­band and chil­dren, and how much they were all do­ing for each oth­er.

			“Mar­riage is an ex­cel­lent thing, af­ter all. I won­der if I should blos­som out half as well as you have, if I tried it?” said Jo, as she con­struct­ed a kite for De­mi, in the top­sy-turvy nurs­ery.

			“It’s just what you need to bring out the ten­der, wom­an­ly half of your na­ture, Jo. You are like a chest­nut-burr, prick­ly out­side, but silky-soft with­in, and a sweet ker­nel, if one can on­ly get at it. Love will make you show your heart some day, and then the rough burr will fall off.”

			“Frost opens chest­nut-burrs, ma’am, and it takes a good shake to bring them down. Boys go nut­ting, and I don’t care to be bagged by them,” re­turned Jo, past­ing away at the kite which no wind that blows would ev­er car­ry up, for Daisy had tied her­self on as a bob.

			Meg laughed, for she was glad to see a glim­mer of Jo’s old spir­it, but she felt it her du­ty to en­force her opin­ion by ev­ery ar­gu­ment in her pow­er; and the sis­ter­ly chats were not wast­ed, es­pe­cial­ly as two of Meg’s most ef­fec­tive ar­gu­ments were the ba­bies, whom Jo loved ten­der­ly. Grief is the best open­er for some hearts, and Jo’s was near­ly ready for the bag: a lit­tle more sun­shine to ripen the nut, then, not a boy’s im­pa­tient shake, but a man’s hand reached up to pick it gen­tly from the burr, and find the ker­nel sound and sweet. If she had sus­pect­ed this, she would have shut up tight, and been more prick­ly than ev­er; for­tu­nate­ly she wasn’t think­ing about her­self, so, when the time came, down she dropped.

			Now, if she had been the hero­ine of a moral sto­ry­book, she ought at this pe­ri­od of her life to have be­come quite saint­ly, re­nounced the world, and gone about do­ing good in a mor­ti­fied bon­net, with tracts in her pock­et. But, you see, Jo wasn’t a hero­ine; she was on­ly a strug­gling hu­man girl, like hun­dreds of oth­ers, and she just act­ed out her na­ture, be­ing sad, cross, list­less, or en­er­get­ic, as the mood sug­gest­ed. It’s high­ly vir­tu­ous to say we’ll be good, but we can’t do it all at once, and it takes a long pull, a strong pull, and a pull all to­geth­er, be­fore some of us even get our feet set in the right way. Jo had got so far, she was learn­ing to do her du­ty, and to feel un­hap­py if she did not; but to do it cheer­ful­ly—ah, that was an­oth­er thing! She had of­ten said she want­ed to do some­thing splen­did, no mat­ter how hard; and now she had her wish, for what could be more beau­ti­ful than to de­vote her life to fa­ther and moth­er, try­ing to make home as hap­py to them as they had to her? And, if dif­fi­cul­ties were nec­es­sary to in­crease the splen­dor of the ef­fort, what could be hard­er for a rest­less, am­bi­tious girl than to give up her own hopes, plans, and de­sires, and cheer­ful­ly live for oth­ers?

			Prov­i­dence had tak­en her at her word; here was the task, not what she had ex­pect­ed, but bet­ter, be­cause self had no part in it: now, could she do it? She de­cid­ed that she would try; and, in her first at­tempt, she found the helps I have sug­gest­ed. Still an­oth­er was giv­en her, and she took it, not as a re­ward, but as a com­fort, as Chris­tian took the re­fresh­ment af­ford­ed by the lit­tle ar­bor where he rest­ed, as he climbed the hill called Dif­fi­cul­ty.

			“Why don’t you write? That al­ways used to make you hap­py,” said her moth­er, once, when the de­spond­ing fit over­shad­owed Jo.

			“I’ve no heart to write, and if I had, no­body cares for my things.”

			“We do; write some­thing for us, and nev­er mind the rest of the world. Try it, dear; I’m sure it would do you good, and please us very much.”

			“Don’t be­lieve I can;” but Jo got out her desk, and be­gan to over­haul her half-fin­ished manuscripts.

			An hour af­ter­ward her moth­er peeped in, and there she was, scratch­ing away, with her black pinafore on, and an ab­sorbed ex­pres­sion, which caused Mrs. March to smile, and slip away, well pleased with the suc­cess of her sug­ges­tion. Jo nev­er knew how it hap­pened, but some­thing got in­to that sto­ry that went straight to the hearts of those who read it; for, when her fam­i­ly had laughed and cried over it, her fa­ther sent it, much against her will, to one of the pop­u­lar mag­a­zines, and, to her ut­ter sur­prise, it was not on­ly paid for, but oth­ers re­quest­ed. Let­ters from sev­er­al per­sons, whose praise was hon­or, fol­lowed the ap­pear­ance of the lit­tle sto­ry, news­pa­pers copied it, and strangers as well as friends ad­mired it. For a small thing it was a great suc­cess; and Jo was more as­ton­ished than when her nov­el was com­mend­ed and con­demned all at once.

			“I don’t un­der­stand it. What can there be in a sim­ple lit­tle sto­ry like that, to make peo­ple praise it so?” she said, quite be­wil­dered.

			“There is truth in it, Jo, that’s the se­cret; hu­mor and pathos make it alive, and you have found your style at last. You wrote with no thought of fame or mon­ey, and put your heart in­to it, my daugh­ter; you have had the bit­ter, now comes the sweet. Do your best, and grow as hap­py as we are in your suc­cess.”

			“If there is any­thing good or true in what I write, it isn’t mine; I owe it all to you and moth­er and to Beth,” said Jo, more touched by her fa­ther’s words than by any amount of praise from the world.

			So, taught by love and sor­row, Jo wrote her lit­tle sto­ries, and sent them away to make friends for them­selves and her, find­ing it a very char­i­ta­ble world to such hum­ble wan­der­ers; for they were kind­ly wel­comed, and sent home com­fort­able to­kens to their moth­er, like du­ti­ful chil­dren whom good for­tune over­takes.

			When Amy and Lau­rie wrote of their en­gage­ment, Mrs. March feared that Jo would find it dif­fi­cult to re­joice over it, but her fears were soon set at rest; for, though Jo looked grave at first, she took it very qui­et­ly, and was full of hopes and plans for “the chil­dren” be­fore she read the let­ter twice. It was a sort of writ­ten duet, where­in each glo­ri­fied the oth­er in lover-like fash­ion, very pleas­ant to read and sat­is­fac­to­ry to think of, for no one had any ob­jec­tion to make.

			“You like it, moth­er?” said Jo, as they laid down the close­ly writ­ten sheets, and looked at one an­oth­er.

			“Yes, I hoped it would be so, ev­er since Amy wrote that she had re­fused Fred. I felt sure then that some­thing bet­ter than what you call the ‘mer­ce­nary spir­it’ had come over her, and a hint here and there in her let­ters made me sus­pect that love and Lau­rie would win the day.”

			“How sharp you are, Marmee, and how silent! You nev­er said a word to me.”

			“Moth­ers have need of sharp eyes and dis­creet tongues when they have girls to man­age. I was half afraid to put the idea in­to your head, lest you should write and con­grat­u­late them be­fore the thing was set­tled.”

			“I’m not the scat­ter­brain I was; you may trust me, I’m sober and sen­si­ble enough for any­one’s con­fi­dante now.”

			“So you are, dear, and I should have made you mine, on­ly I fan­cied it might pain you to learn that your Ted­dy loved any­one else.”

			“Now, moth­er, did you re­al­ly think I could be so sil­ly and self­ish, af­ter I’d re­fused his love, when it was fresh­est, if not best?”

			“I knew you were sin­cere then, Jo, but late­ly I have thought that if he came back, and asked again, you might, per­haps, feel like giv­ing an­oth­er an­swer. For­give me, dear, I can’t help see­ing that you are very lone­ly, and some­times there is a hun­gry look in your eyes that goes to my heart; so I fan­cied that your boy might fill the emp­ty place if he tried now.”

			“No, moth­er, it is bet­ter as it is, and I’m glad Amy has learned to love him. But you are right in one thing: I am lone­ly, and per­haps if Ted­dy had tried again, I might have said ‘Yes,’ not be­cause I love him any more, but be­cause I care more to be loved than when he went away.”

			“I’m glad of that, Jo, for it shows that you are get­ting on. There are plen­ty to love you, so try to be sat­is­fied with fa­ther and moth­er, sis­ters and broth­ers, friends and ba­bies, till the best lover of all comes to give you your re­ward.”

			“Moth­ers are the best lovers in the world; but I don’t mind whis­per­ing to Marmee that I’d like to try all kinds. It’s very cu­ri­ous, but the more I try to sat­is­fy my­self with all sorts of nat­u­ral af­fec­tions, the more I seem to want. I’d no idea hearts could take in so many; mine is so elas­tic, it nev­er seems full now, and I used to be quite con­tent­ed with my fam­i­ly. I don’t un­der­stand it.”

			“I do;” and Mrs. March smiled her wise smile, as Jo turned back the leaves to read what Amy said of Lau­rie.

			“It is so beau­ti­ful to be loved as Lau­rie loves me; he isn’t sen­ti­men­tal, doesn’t say much about it, but I see and feel it in all he says and does, and it makes me so hap­py and so hum­ble that I don’t seem to be the same girl I was. I nev­er knew how good and gen­er­ous and ten­der he was till now, for he lets me read his heart, and I find it full of no­ble im­puls­es and hopes and pur­pos­es, and am so proud to know it’s mine. He says he feels as if he ‘could make a pros­per­ous voy­age now with me aboard as mate, and lots of love for bal­last.’ I pray he may, and try to be all he be­lieves me, for I love my gal­lant cap­tain with all my heart and soul and might, and nev­er will desert him, while God lets us be to­geth­er. O moth­er, I nev­er knew how much like heav­en this world could be, when two peo­ple love and live for one an­oth­er!”

			“And that’s our cool, re­served, and world­ly Amy! Tru­ly, love does work mir­a­cles. How very, very hap­py they must be!” And Jo laid the rustling sheets to­geth­er with a care­ful hand, as one might shut the cov­ers of a love­ly ro­mance, which holds the read­er fast till the end comes, and he finds him­self alone in the work-a-day world again.

			By and by Jo roamed away up­stairs, for it was rainy, and she could not walk. A rest­less spir­it pos­sessed her, and the old feel­ing came again, not bit­ter as it once was, but a sor­row­ful­ly pa­tient won­der why one sis­ter should have all she asked, the oth­er noth­ing. It was not true; she knew that, and tried to put it away, but the nat­u­ral crav­ing for af­fec­tion was strong, and Amy’s hap­pi­ness woke the hun­gry long­ing for some­one to “love with heart and soul, and cling to while God let them be to­geth­er.”

			Up in the gar­ret, where Jo’s un­qui­et wan­der­ings end­ed, stood four lit­tle wood­en chests in a row, each marked with its own­er’s name, and each filled with relics of the child­hood and girl­hood end­ed now for all. Jo glanced in­to them, and when she came to her own, leaned her chin on the edge, and stared ab­sent­ly at the chaot­ic col­lec­tion, till a bun­dle of old ex­er­cise-books caught her eye. She drew them out, turned them over, and re­liv­ed that pleas­ant win­ter at kind Mrs. Kirke’s. She had smiled at first, then she looked thought­ful, next sad, and when she came to a lit­tle mes­sage writ­ten in the Pro­fes­sor’s hand, her lips be­gan to trem­ble, the books slid out of her lap, and she sat look­ing at the friend­ly words, as if they took a new mean­ing, and touched a ten­der spot in her heart.

			“Wait for me, my friend. I may be a lit­tle late, but I shall sure­ly come.”

			“Oh, if he on­ly would! So kind, so good, so pa­tient with me al­ways; my dear old Fritz, I didn’t val­ue him half enough when I had him, but now how I should love to see him, for ev­ery­one seems go­ing away from me, and I’m all alone.”

			And hold­ing the lit­tle pa­per fast, as if it were a prom­ise yet to be ful­filled, Jo laid her head down on a com­fort­able rag­bag, and cried, as if in op­po­si­tion to the rain pat­ter­ing on the roof.

			Was it all self-pity, lone­li­ness, or low spir­its? or was it the wak­ing up of a sen­ti­ment which had bid­ed its time as pa­tient­ly as its in­spir­er? Who shall say?

		
	
		
			
				XLIII

				Sur­pris­es

			
			Jo was alone in the twi­light, ly­ing on the old so­fa, look­ing at the fire, and think­ing. It was her fa­vorite way of spend­ing the hour of dusk; no one dis­turbed her, and she used to lie there on Beth’s lit­tle red pil­low, plan­ning sto­ries, dream­ing dreams, or think­ing ten­der thoughts of the sis­ter who nev­er seemed far away. Her face looked tired, grave, and rather sad; for to­mor­row was her birth­day, and she was think­ing how fast the years went by, how old she was get­ting, and how lit­tle she seemed to have ac­com­plished. Al­most twen­ty-five, and noth­ing to show for it. Jo was mis­tak­en in that; there was a good deal to show, and by and by she saw, and was grate­ful for it.

			“An old maid, that’s what I’m to be. A lit­er­ary spin­ster, with a pen for a spouse, a fam­i­ly of sto­ries for chil­dren, and twen­ty years hence a morsel of fame, per­haps; when, like poor John­son, I’m old, and can’t en­joy it, soli­tary, and can’t share it, in­de­pen­dent, and don’t need it. Well, I needn’t be a sour saint nor a self­ish sin­ner; and, I dare say, old maids are very com­fort­able when they get used to it; but—” and there Jo sighed, as if the prospect was not invit­ing.

			It sel­dom is, at first, and thir­ty seems the end of all things to five-and-twen­ty; but it’s not so bad as it looks, and one can get on quite hap­pi­ly if one has some­thing in one’s self to fall back up­on. At twen­ty-five, girls be­gin to talk about be­ing old maids, but se­cret­ly re­solve that they nev­er will be; at thir­ty they say noth­ing about it, but qui­et­ly ac­cept the fact, and, if sen­si­ble, con­sole them­selves by re­mem­ber­ing that they have twen­ty more use­ful, hap­py years, in which they may be learn­ing to grow old grace­ful­ly. Don’t laugh at the spin­sters, dear girls, for of­ten very ten­der, trag­i­cal ro­mances are hid­den away in the hearts that beat so qui­et­ly un­der the sober gowns, and many silent sac­ri­fices of youth, health, am­bi­tion, love it­self, make the fad­ed faces beau­ti­ful in God’s sight. Even the sad, sour sis­ters should be kind­ly dealt with, be­cause they have missed the sweet­est part of life, if for no oth­er rea­son; and, look­ing at them with com­pas­sion, not con­tempt, girls in their bloom should re­mem­ber that they too may miss the blos­som time; that rosy cheeks don’t last for­ev­er, that sil­ver threads will come in the bon­nie brown hair, and that, by and by, kind­ness and re­spect will be as sweet as love and ad­mi­ra­tion now.

			Gen­tle­men, which means boys, be cour­te­ous to the old maids, no mat­ter how poor and plain and prim, for the on­ly chival­ry worth hav­ing is that which is the read­i­est to pay def­er­ence to the old, pro­tect the fee­ble, and serve wom­ankind, re­gard­less of rank, age, or col­or. Just rec­ol­lect the good aunts who have not on­ly lec­tured and fussed, but nursed and pet­ted, too of­ten with­out thanks; the scrapes they have helped you out of, the “tips” they have giv­en you from their small store, the stitch­es the pa­tient old fin­gers have set for you, the steps the will­ing old feet have tak­en, and grate­ful­ly pay the dear old ladies the lit­tle at­ten­tions that wom­en love to re­ceive as long as they live. The bright-eyed girls are quick to see such traits, and will like you all the bet­ter for them; and if death, al­most the on­ly pow­er that can part moth­er and son, should rob you of yours, you will be sure to find a ten­der wel­come and ma­ter­nal cher­ish­ing from some Aunt Priscil­la, who has kept the warm­est cor­ner of her lone­ly old heart for “the best nevvy in the world.”

			Jo must have fall­en asleep (as I dare say my read­er has dur­ing this lit­tle homi­ly), for sud­den­ly Lau­rie’s ghost seemed to stand be­fore her—a sub­stan­tial, life­like ghost—lean­ing over her, with the very look he used to wear when he felt a good deal and didn’t like to show it. But, like Jen­ny in the bal­lad—

			
				
					“She could not think it he,”
				

			

			and lay star­ing up at him in star­tled si­lence, till he stooped and kissed her. Then she knew him, and flew up, cry­ing joy­ful­ly—

			“O my Ted­dy! O my Ted­dy!”

			“Dear Jo, you are glad to see me, then?”

			“Glad! My blessed boy, words can’t ex­press my glad­ness. Where’s Amy?”

			“Your moth­er has got her down at Meg’s. We stopped there by the way, and there was no get­ting my wife out of their clutch­es.”

			“Your what?” cried Jo, for Lau­rie ut­tered those two words with an un­con­scious pride and sat­is­fac­tion which be­trayed him.

			“Oh, the dick­ens! now I’ve done it;” and he looked so guilty that Jo was down up­on him like a flash.

			“You’ve gone and got mar­ried!”

			“Yes, please, but I nev­er will again;” and he went down up­on his knees, with a pen­i­tent clasp­ing of hands, and a face full of mis­chief, mirth, and tri­umph.

			“Ac­tu­al­ly mar­ried?”

			“Very much so, thank you.”

			“Mer­cy on us! What dread­ful thing will you do next?” and Jo fell in­to her seat, with a gasp.

			“A char­ac­ter­is­tic, but not ex­act­ly com­pli­men­ta­ry, con­grat­u­la­tion,” re­turned Lau­rie, still in an ab­ject at­ti­tude, but beam­ing with sat­is­fac­tion.

			“What can you ex­pect, when you take one’s breath away, creep­ing in like a bur­glar, and let­ting cats out of bags like that? Get up, you ridicu­lous boy, and tell me all about it.”

			“Not a word, un­less you let me come in my old place, and prom­ise not to bar­ri­cade.”

			Jo laughed at that as she had not done for many a long day, and pat­ted the so­fa invit­ing­ly, as she said, in a cor­dial tone—

			“The old pil­low is up gar­ret, and we don’t need it now; so, come and ’fess, Ted­dy.”

			“How good it sounds to hear you say ‘Ted­dy’! No one ev­er calls me that but you;” and Lau­rie sat down, with an air of great con­tent.

			“What does Amy call you?”

			“My lord.”

			“That’s like her. Well, you look it;” and Jo’s eyes plain­ly be­trayed that she found her boy come­li­er than ev­er.

			The pil­low was gone, but there was a bar­ri­cade, nev­er­the­less—a nat­u­ral one, raised by time, ab­sence, and change of heart. Both felt it, and for a minute looked at one an­oth­er as if that in­vis­i­ble bar­ri­er cast a lit­tle shad­ow over them. It was gone di­rect­ly, how­ev­er, for Lau­rie said, with a vain at­tempt at dig­ni­ty—

			“Don’t I look like a mar­ried man and the head of a fam­i­ly?”

			“Not a bit, and you nev­er will. You’ve grown big­ger and bon­nier, but you are the same scape­grace as ev­er.”

			“Now, re­al­ly, Jo, you ought to treat me with more re­spect,” be­gan Lau­rie, who en­joyed it all im­mense­ly.

			“How can I, when the mere idea of you, mar­ried and set­tled, is so ir­re­sistibly fun­ny that I can’t keep sober!” an­swered Jo, smil­ing all over her face, so in­fec­tious­ly that they had an­oth­er laugh, and then set­tled down for a good talk, quite in the pleas­ant old fash­ion.

			“It’s no use your go­ing out in the cold to get Amy, for they are all com­ing up present­ly. I couldn’t wait; I want­ed to be the one to tell you the grand sur­prise, and have ‘first skim,’ as we used to say when we squab­bled about the cream.”

			“Of course you did, and spoilt your sto­ry by be­gin­ning at the wrong end. Now, start right, and tell me how it all hap­pened; I’m pin­ing to know.”

			“Well, I did it to please Amy,” be­gan Lau­rie, with a twin­kle that made Jo ex­claim—

			“Fib num­ber one; Amy did it to please you. Go on, and tell the truth, if you can, sir.”

			“Now she’s be­gin­ning to marm it; isn’t it jol­ly to hear her?” said Lau­rie to the fire, and the fire glowed and sparkled as if it quite agreed. “It’s all the same, you know, she and I be­ing one. We planned to come home with the Car­rols, a month or more ago, but they sud­den­ly changed their minds, and de­cid­ed to pass an­oth­er win­ter in Paris. But grand­pa want­ed to come home; he went to please me, and I couldn’t let him go alone, nei­ther could I leave Amy; and Mrs. Car­rol had got Eng­lish no­tions about chap­er­ons and such non­sense, and wouldn’t let Amy come with us. So I just set­tled the dif­fi­cul­ty by say­ing, ‘Let’s be mar­ried, and then we can do as we like.’ ”

			“Of course you did; you al­ways have things to suit you.”

			“Not al­ways;” and some­thing in Lau­rie’s voice made Jo say hasti­ly—

			“How did you ev­er get aunt to agree?”

			“It was hard work; but, be­tween us, we talked her over, for we had heaps of good rea­sons on our side. There wasn’t time to write and ask leave, but you all liked it, had con­sent­ed to it by and by, and it was on­ly ‘tak­ing Time by the fet­lock,’ as my wife says.”

			“Aren’t we proud of those two words, and don’t we like to say them?” in­ter­rupt­ed Jo, ad­dress­ing the fire in her turn, and watch­ing with de­light the hap­py light it seemed to kin­dle in the eyes that had been so trag­i­cal­ly gloomy when she saw them last.

			“A tri­fle, per­haps; she’s such a cap­ti­vat­ing lit­tle wom­an I can’t help be­ing proud of her. Well, then, un­cle and aunt were there to play pro­pri­ety; we were so ab­sorbed in one an­oth­er we were of no mor­tal use apart, and that charm­ing ar­range­ment would make ev­ery­thing easy all round; so we did it.”

			“When, where, how?” asked Jo, in a fever of fem­i­nine in­ter­est and cu­rios­i­ty, for she could not re­al­ize it a par­ti­cle.

			“Six weeks ago, at the Amer­i­can con­sul’s, in Paris; a very qui­et wed­ding, of course, for even in our hap­pi­ness we didn’t for­get dear lit­tle Beth.”

			Jo put her hand in his as he said that, and Lau­rie gen­tly smoothed the lit­tle red pil­low, which he re­mem­bered well.

			“Why didn’t you let us know af­ter­ward?” asked Jo, in a qui­eter tone, when they had sat quite still a minute.

			“We want­ed to sur­prise you; we thought we were com­ing di­rect­ly home, at first; but the dear old gen­tle­man, as soon as we were mar­ried, found he couldn’t be ready un­der a month, at least, and sent us off to spend our hon­ey­moon wher­ev­er we liked. Amy had once called Val­rosa a reg­u­lar hon­ey­moon home, so we went there, and were as hap­py as peo­ple are but once in their lives. My faith! wasn’t it love among the ros­es!”

			Lau­rie seemed to for­get Jo for a minute, and Jo was glad of it; for the fact that he told her these things so freely and nat­u­ral­ly as­sured her that he had quite for­giv­en and for­got­ten. She tried to draw away her hand; but, as if he guessed the thought that prompt­ed the half-in­vol­un­tary im­pulse, Lau­rie held it fast, and said, with a man­ly grav­i­ty she had nev­er seen in him be­fore—

			“Jo, dear, I want to say one thing, and then we’ll put it by for­ev­er. As I told you in my let­ter, when I wrote that Amy had been so kind to me, I nev­er shall stop lov­ing you; but the love is al­tered, and I have learned to see that it is bet­ter as it is. Amy and you change places in my heart, that’s all. I think it was meant to be so, and would have come about nat­u­ral­ly, if I had wait­ed, as you tried to make me; but I nev­er could be pa­tient, and so I got a heartache. I was a boy then, head­strong and vi­o­lent; and it took a hard les­son to show me my mis­take. For it was one, Jo, as you said, and I found it out, af­ter mak­ing a fool of my­self. Up­on my word, I was so tum­bled up in my mind, at one time, that I didn’t know which I loved best, you or Amy, and tried to love both alike; but I couldn’t, and when I saw her in Switzer­land, ev­ery­thing seemed to clear up all at once. You both got in­to your right places, and I felt sure that it was well off with the old love be­fore it was on with the new; that I could hon­est­ly share my heart be­tween sis­ter Jo and wife Amy, and love them both dear­ly. Will you be­lieve it, and go back to the hap­py old times when we first knew one an­oth­er?”

			“I’ll be­lieve it, with all my heart; but, Ted­dy, we nev­er can be boy and girl again: the hap­py old times can’t come back, and we mustn’t ex­pect it. We are man and wom­an now, with sober work to do, for play­time is over, and we must give up frol­ick­ing. I’m sure you feel this; I see the change in you, and you’ll find it in me. I shall miss my boy, but I shall love the man as much, and ad­mire him more, be­cause he means to be what I hoped he would. We can’t be lit­tle play­mates any longer, but we will be broth­er and sis­ter, to love and help one an­oth­er all our lives, won’t we, Lau­rie?”

			He did not say a word, but took the hand she of­fered him, and laid his face down on it for a minute, feel­ing that out of the grave of a boy­ish pas­sion, there had risen a beau­ti­ful, strong friend­ship to bless them both. Present­ly Jo said cheer­ful­ly, for she didn’t want the com­ing home to be a sad one—

			“I can’t make it true that you chil­dren are re­al­ly mar­ried, and go­ing to set up house­keep­ing. Why, it seems on­ly yes­ter­day that I was but­ton­ing Amy’s pinafore, and pulling your hair when you teased. Mer­cy me, how time does fly!”

			“As one of the chil­dren is old­er than your­self, you needn’t talk so like a grand­ma. I flat­ter my­self I’m a ‘gen­tle­man growed,’ as Peg­got­ty said of David; and when you see Amy, you’ll find her rather a pre­co­cious in­fant,” said Lau­rie, look­ing amused at her ma­ter­nal air.

			“You may be a lit­tle old­er in years, but I’m ev­er so much old­er in feel­ing, Ted­dy. Wom­en al­ways are; and this last year has been such a hard one that I feel forty.”

			“Poor Jo! we left you to bear it alone, while we went plea­sur­ing. You are old­er; here’s a line, and there’s an­oth­er; un­less you smile, your eyes look sad, and when I touched the cush­ion, just now, I found a tear on it. You’ve had a great deal to bear, and had to bear it all alone. What a self­ish beast I’ve been!” and Lau­rie pulled his own hair, with a re­morse­ful look.

			But Jo on­ly turned over the trai­tor­ous pil­low, and an­swered, in a tone which she tried to make quite cheer­ful—

			“No, I had fa­ther and moth­er to help me, the dear ba­bies to com­fort me, and the thought that you and Amy were safe and hap­py, to make the trou­bles here eas­i­er to bear. I am lone­ly, some­times, but I dare say it’s good for me, and—”

			“You nev­er shall be again,” broke in Lau­rie, putting his arm about her, as if to fence out ev­ery hu­man ill. “Amy and I can’t get on with­out you, so you must come and teach ‘the chil­dren’ to keep house, and go halves in ev­ery­thing, just as we used to do, and let us pet you, and all be bliss­ful­ly hap­py and friend­ly to­geth­er.”

			“If I shouldn’t be in the way, it would be very pleas­ant. I be­gin to feel quite young al­ready; for, some­how, all my trou­bles seemed to fly away when you came. You al­ways were a com­fort, Ted­dy;” and Jo leaned her head on his shoul­der, just as she did years ago, when Beth lay ill, and Lau­rie told her to hold on to him.

			He looked down at her, won­der­ing if she re­mem­bered the time, but Jo was smil­ing to her­self, as if, in truth, her trou­bles had all van­ished at his com­ing.

			“You are the same Jo still, drop­ping tears about one minute, and laugh­ing the next. You look a lit­tle wicked now; what is it, grand­ma?”

			“I was won­der­ing how you and Amy get on to­geth­er.”

			“Like an­gels!”

			“Yes, of course, at first; but which rules?”

			“I don’t mind telling you that she does, now; at least I let her think so—it pleas­es her, you know. By and by we shall take turns, for mar­riage, they say, halves one’s rights and dou­bles one’s du­ties.”

			“You’ll go on as you be­gin, and Amy will rule you all the days of your life.”

			“Well, she does it so im­per­cep­ti­bly that I don’t think I shall mind much. She is the sort of wom­an who knows how to rule well; in fact, I rather like it, for she winds one round her fin­ger as soft­ly and pret­ti­ly as a skein of silk, and makes you feel as if she was do­ing you a fa­vor all the while.”

			“That ev­er I should live to see you a hen­pecked hus­band and en­joy­ing it!” cried Jo, with up­lift­ed hands.

			It was good to see Lau­rie square his shoul­ders, and smile with mas­cu­line scorn at that in­sin­u­a­tion, as he replied, with his “high and mighty” air—

			“Amy is too well-bred for that, and I am not the sort of man to sub­mit to it. My wife and I re­spect our­selves and one an­oth­er too much ev­er to tyr­an­nize or quar­rel.”

			Jo liked that, and thought the new dig­ni­ty very be­com­ing, but the boy seemed chang­ing very fast in­to the man, and re­gret min­gled with her plea­sure.

			“I am sure of that; Amy and you nev­er did quar­rel as we used to. She is the sun and I the wind, in the fa­ble, and the sun man­aged the man best, you re­mem­ber.”

			“She can blow him up as well as shine on him,” laughed Lau­rie. “Such a lec­ture as I got at Nice! I give you my word it was a deal worse than any of your scold­ings—a reg­u­lar rous­er. I’ll tell you all about it some­time—she nev­er will, be­cause, af­ter telling me that she de­spised and was ashamed of me, she lost her heart to the de­spi­ca­ble par­ty and mar­ried the good-for-noth­ing.”

			“What base­ness! Well, if she abus­es you, come to me, and I’ll de­fend you.”

			“I look as if I need­ed it, don’t I?” said Lau­rie, get­ting up and strik­ing an at­ti­tude which sud­den­ly changed from the im­pos­ing to the rap­tur­ous, as Amy’s voice was heard call­ing—

			“Where is she? Where’s my dear old Jo?”

			In trooped the whole fam­i­ly, and ev­ery­one was hugged and kissed all over again, and, af­ter sev­er­al vain at­tempts, the three wan­der­ers were set down to be looked at and ex­ult­ed over. Mr. Lau­rence, hale and hearty as ev­er, was quite as much im­proved as the oth­ers by his for­eign tour, for the crusti­ness seemed to be near­ly gone, and the old-fash­ioned court­li­ness had re­ceived a pol­ish which made it kindli­er than ev­er. It was good to see him beam at “my chil­dren,” as he called the young pair; it was bet­ter still to see Amy pay him the daugh­ter­ly du­ty and af­fec­tion which com­plete­ly won his old heart; and best of all, to watch Lau­rie re­volve about the two, as if nev­er tired of en­joy­ing the pret­ty pic­ture they made.

			The minute she put her eyes up­on Amy, Meg be­came con­scious that her own dress hadn’t a Parisian air, that young Mrs. Mof­fat would be en­tire­ly eclipsed by young Mrs. Lau­rence, and that “her la­dy­ship” was al­to­geth­er a most el­e­gant and grace­ful wom­an. Jo thought, as she watched the pair, “How well they look to­geth­er! I was right, and Lau­rie has found the beau­ti­ful, ac­com­plished girl who will be­come his home bet­ter than clum­sy old Jo, and be a pride, not a tor­ment to him.” Mrs. March and her hus­band smiled and nod­ded at each oth­er with hap­py faces, for they saw that their youngest had done well, not on­ly in world­ly things, but the bet­ter wealth of love, con­fi­dence, and hap­pi­ness.

			For Amy’s face was full of the soft bright­ness which be­to­kens a peace­ful heart, her voice had a new ten­der­ness in it, and the cool, prim car­riage was changed to a gen­tle dig­ni­ty, both wom­an­ly and win­ning. No lit­tle af­fec­ta­tions marred it, and the cor­dial sweet­ness of her man­ner was more charm­ing than the new beau­ty or the old grace, for it stamped her at once with the un­mis­tak­able sign of the true gen­tle­wom­an she had hoped to be­come.

			“Love has done much for our lit­tle girl,” said her moth­er soft­ly.

			“She has had a good ex­am­ple be­fore her all her life, my dear,” Mr. March whis­pered back, with a lov­ing look at the worn face and gray head be­side him.

			Daisy found it im­pos­si­ble to keep her eyes off her “pit­ty aun­ty,” but at­tached her­self like a lap­dog to the won­der­ful châte­laine full of de­light­ful charms. De­mi paused to con­sid­er the new re­la­tion­ship be­fore he com­pro­mised him­self by the rash ac­cep­tance of a bribe, which took the tempt­ing form of a fam­i­ly of wood­en bears from Berne. A flank move­ment pro­duced an un­con­di­tion­al sur­ren­der, how­ev­er, for Lau­rie knew where to have him.

			“Young man, when I first had the hon­or of mak­ing your ac­quain­tance you hit me in the face: now I de­mand the sat­is­fac­tion of a gen­tle­man;” and with that the tall un­cle pro­ceed­ed to toss and tou­sle the small nephew in a way that dam­aged his philo­soph­i­cal dig­ni­ty as much as it de­light­ed his boy­ish soul.

			“Blest if she ain’t in silk from head to foot? Ain’t it a rel­ishin’ sight to see her set­tin’ there as fine as a fid­dle, and hear folks call­ing lit­tle Amy, Mis. Lau­rence?” mut­tered old Han­nah, who could not re­sist fre­quent “peeks” through the slide as she set the ta­ble in a most de­cid­ed­ly pro­mis­cu­ous man­ner.

			Mer­cy on us, how they did talk! first one, then the oth­er, then all burst out to­geth­er, try­ing to tell the his­to­ry of three years in half an hour. It was for­tu­nate that tea was at hand, to pro­duce a lull and pro­vide re­fresh­ment, for they would have been hoarse and faint if they had gone on much longer. Such a hap­py pro­ces­sion as filed away in­to the lit­tle din­ing-room! Mr. March proud­ly es­cort­ed “Mrs. Lau­rence;” Mrs. March as proud­ly leaned on the arm of “my son;” the old gen­tle­man took Jo, with a whis­pered “You must be my girl now,” and a glance at the emp­ty cor­ner by the fire, that made Jo whis­per back, with trem­bling lips, “I’ll try to fill her place, sir.”

			The twins pranced be­hind, feel­ing that the mil­len­ni­um was at hand, for ev­ery­one was so busy with the new­com­ers that they were left to rev­el at their own sweet will, and you may be sure they made the most of the op­por­tu­ni­ty. Didn’t they steal sips of tea, stuff gin­ger­bread ad li­bi­tum, get a hot bis­cuit apiece, and, as a crown­ing tres­pass, didn’t they each whisk a cap­ti­vat­ing lit­tle tart in­to their tiny pock­ets, there to stick and crum­ble treach­er­ous­ly, teach­ing them that both hu­man na­ture and pas­try are frail? Bur­dened with the guilty con­scious­ness of the se­questered tarts, and fear­ing that Do­do’s sharp eyes would pierce the thin dis­guise of cam­bric and meri­no which hid their booty, the lit­tle sin­ners at­tached them­selves to “Dran­pa,” who hadn’t his spec­ta­cles on. Amy, who was hand­ed about like re­fresh­ments, re­turned to the par­lor on Fa­ther Lau­rence’s arm; the oth­ers paired off as be­fore, and this ar­range­ment left Jo com­pan­ion­less. She did not mind it at the minute, for she lin­gered to an­swer Han­nah’s ea­ger in­quiry—

			“Will Miss Amy ride in her coop (coupé), and use all them love­ly sil­ver dish­es that’s stored away over yan­der?”

			“Shouldn’t won­der if she drove six white hors­es, ate off gold plate, and wore di­a­monds and point-lace ev­ery day. Ted­dy thinks noth­ing too good for her,” re­turned Jo with in­fi­nite sat­is­fac­tion.

			“No more there is! Will you have hash or fish-balls for break­fast?” asked Han­nah, who wise­ly min­gled po­et­ry and prose.

			“I don’t care;” and Jo shut the door, feel­ing that food was an un­con­ge­nial top­ic just then. She stood a minute look­ing at the par­ty van­ish­ing above, and, as De­mi’s short plaid legs toiled up the last stair, a sud­den sense of lone­li­ness came over her so strong­ly that she looked about her with dim eyes, as if to find some­thing to lean up­on, for even Ted­dy had de­sert­ed her. If she had known what birth­day gift was com­ing ev­ery minute near­er and near­er, she would not have said to her­self, “I’ll weep a lit­tle weep when I go to bed; it won’t do to be dis­mal now.” Then she drew her hand over her eyes—for one of her boy­ish habits was nev­er to know where her hand­ker­chief was—and had just man­aged to call up a smile when there came a knock at the porch-door.

			She opened it with hos­pitable haste, and start­ed as if an­oth­er ghost had come to sur­prise her; for there stood a tall, beard­ed gen­tle­man, beam­ing on her from the dark­ness like a mid­night sun.

			“O Mr. Bhaer, I am so glad to see you!” cried Jo, with a clutch, as if she feared the night would swal­low him up be­fore she could get him in.

			“And I to see Miss Marsch—but no, you haf a par­ty—” and the Pro­fes­sor paused as the sound of voic­es and the tap of danc­ing feet came down to them.

			“No, we haven’t, on­ly the fam­i­ly. My sis­ter and friends have just come home, and we are all very hap­py. Come in, and make one of us.”

			Though a very so­cial man, I think Mr. Bhaer would have gone deco­rous­ly away, and come again an­oth­er day; but how could he, when Jo shut the door be­hind him, and bereft him of his hat? Per­haps her face had some­thing to do with it, for she for­got to hide her joy at see­ing him, and showed it with a frank­ness that proved ir­re­sistible to the soli­tary man, whose wel­come far ex­ceed­ed his bold­est hopes.

			“If I shall not be Mon­sieur de Trop, I will so glad­ly see them all. You haf been ill, my friend?”

			He put the ques­tion abrupt­ly, for, as Jo hung up his coat, the light fell on her face, and he saw a change in it.

			“Not ill, but tired and sor­row­ful. We have had trou­ble since I saw you last.”

			“Ah, yes, I know. My heart was sore for you when I heard that;” and he shook hands again, with such a sym­pa­thet­ic face that Jo felt as if no com­fort could equal the look of the kind eyes, the grasp of the big, warm hand.

			“Fa­ther, moth­er, this is my friend, Pro­fes­sor Bhaer,” she said, with a face and tone of such ir­re­press­ible pride and plea­sure that she might as well have blown a trum­pet and opened the door with a flour­ish.

			If the stranger had had any doubts about his re­cep­tion, they were set at rest in a minute by the cor­dial wel­come he re­ceived. Ev­ery­one greet­ed him kind­ly, for Jo’s sake at first, but very soon they liked him for his own. They could not help it, for he car­ried the tal­is­man that opens all hearts, and these sim­ple peo­ple warmed to him at once, feel­ing even the more friend­ly be­cause he was poor; for pover­ty en­rich­es those who live above it, and is a sure pass­port to tru­ly hos­pitable spir­its. Mr. Bhaer sat look­ing about him with the air of a trav­eller who knocks at a strange door, and, when it opens, finds him­self at home. The chil­dren went to him like bees to a hon­ey­pot; and, es­tab­lish­ing them­selves on each knee, pro­ceed­ed to cap­ti­vate him by ri­fling his pock­ets, pulling his beard, and in­ves­ti­gat­ing his watch, with ju­ve­nile au­dac­i­ty. The wom­en tele­graphed their ap­proval to one an­oth­er, and Mr. March, feel­ing that he had got a kin­dred spir­it, opened his choic­est stores for his guest’s ben­e­fit, while silent John lis­tened and en­joyed the talk, but said not a word, and Mr. Lau­rence found it im­pos­si­ble to go to sleep.

			If Jo had not been oth­er­wise en­gaged, Lau­rie’s be­hav­ior would have amused her; for a faint twinge, not of jeal­ousy, but some­thing like sus­pi­cion, caused that gen­tle­man to stand aloof at first, and ob­serve the new­com­er with broth­er­ly cir­cum­spec­tion. But it did not last long. He got in­ter­est­ed in spite of him­self, and, be­fore he knew it, was drawn in­to the cir­cle; for Mr. Bhaer talked well in this ge­nial at­mos­phere, and did him­self jus­tice. He sel­dom spoke to Lau­rie, but he looked at him of­ten, and a shad­ow would pass across his face, as if re­gret­ting his own lost youth, as he watched the young man in his prime. Then his eye would turn to Jo so wist­ful­ly that she would have sure­ly an­swered the mute in­quiry if she had seen it; but Jo had her own eyes to take care of, and, feel­ing that they could not be trust­ed, she pru­dent­ly kept them on the lit­tle sock she was knit­ting, like a mod­el maid­en aunt.

			A stealthy glance now and then re­freshed her like sips of fresh wa­ter af­ter a dusty walk, for the side­long peeps showed her sev­er­al pro­pi­tious omens. Mr. Bhaer’s face had lost the ab­sent­mind­ed ex­pres­sion, and looked all alive with in­ter­est in the present mo­ment, ac­tu­al­ly young and hand­some, she thought, for­get­ting to com­pare him with Lau­rie, as she usu­al­ly did strange men, to their great detri­ment. Then he seemed quite in­spired, though the buri­al cus­toms of the an­cients, to which the con­ver­sa­tion had strayed, might not be con­sid­ered an ex­hil­a­rat­ing top­ic. Jo quite glowed with tri­umph when Ted­dy got quenched in an ar­gu­ment, and thought to her­self, as she watched her fa­ther’s ab­sorbed face, “How he would en­joy hav­ing such a man as my Pro­fes­sor to talk with ev­ery day!” Last­ly, Mr. Bhaer was dressed in a new suit of black, which made him look more like a gen­tle­man than ev­er. His bushy hair had been cut and smooth­ly brushed, but didn’t stay in or­der long, for, in ex­cit­ing mo­ments, he rum­pled it up in the droll way he used to do; and Jo liked it ram­pant­ly erect bet­ter than flat, be­cause she thought it gave his fine fore­head a Jove-like as­pect. Poor Jo, how she did glo­ri­fy that plain man, as she sat knit­ting away so qui­et­ly, yet let­ting noth­ing es­cape her, not even the fact that Mr. Bhaer ac­tu­al­ly had gold sleeve-but­tons in his im­mac­u­late wrist­bands!

			“Dear old fel­low! He couldn’t have got him­self up with more care if he’d been go­ing a-woo­ing,” said Jo to her­self; and then a sud­den thought, born of the words, made her blush so dread­ful­ly that she had to drop her ball, and go down af­ter it to hide her face.

			The ma­neu­ver did not suc­ceed as well as she ex­pect­ed, how­ev­er; for, though just in the act of set­ting fire to a fu­ner­al-pile, the Pro­fes­sor dropped his torch, metaphor­i­cal­ly speak­ing, and made a dive af­ter the lit­tle blue ball. Of course they bumped their heads smart­ly to­geth­er, saw stars, and both came up flushed and laugh­ing, with­out the ball, to re­sume their seats, wish­ing they had not left them.

			No­body knew where the evening went to; for Han­nah skil­ful­ly ab­stract­ed the ba­bies at an ear­ly hour, nod­ding like two rosy pop­pies, and Mr. Lau­rence went home to rest. The oth­ers sat round the fire, talk­ing away, ut­ter­ly re­gard­less of the lapse of time, till Meg, whose ma­ter­nal mind was im­pressed with a firm con­vic­tion that Daisy had tum­bled out of bed, and De­mi set his night­gown afire study­ing the struc­ture of match­es, made a move to go.

			“We must have our sing, in the good old way, for we are all to­geth­er again once more,” said Jo, feel­ing that a good shout would be a safe and pleas­ant vent for the ju­bi­lant emo­tions of her soul.

			They were not all there. But no one found the words thought­less or un­true; for Beth still seemed among them, a peace­ful pres­ence, in­vis­i­ble, but dear­er than ev­er, since death could not break the house­hold league that love made in­dis­sol­u­ble. The lit­tle chair stood in its old place; the tidy bas­ket, with the bit of work she left un­fin­ished when the nee­dle grew “so heavy,” was still on its ac­cus­tomed shelf; the beloved in­stru­ment, sel­dom touched now, had not been moved; and above it Beth’s face, serene and smil­ing, as in the ear­ly days, looked down up­on them, seem­ing to say, “Be hap­py. I am here.”

			“Play some­thing, Amy. Let them hear how much you have im­proved,” said Lau­rie, with par­don­able pride in his promis­ing pupil.

			But Amy whis­pered, with full eyes, as she twirled the fad­ed stool—

			“Not tonight, dear. I can’t show off tonight.”

			But she did show some­thing bet­ter than bril­lian­cy or skill; for she sung Beth’s songs with a ten­der mu­sic in her voice which the best mas­ter could not have taught, and touched the lis­ten­ers’ hearts with a sweet­er pow­er than any oth­er in­spi­ra­tion could have giv­en her. The room was very still, when the clear voice failed sud­den­ly at the last line of Beth’s fa­vorite hymn. It was hard to say—

			
				
					“Earth hath no sor­row that heav­en can­not heal;”
				

			

			and Amy leaned against her hus­band, who stood be­hind her, feel­ing that her wel­come home was not quite per­fect with­out Beth’s kiss.

			“Now, we must fin­ish with Mignon’s song; for Mr. Bhaer sings that,” said Jo, be­fore the pause grew painful. And Mr. Bhaer cleared his throat with a grat­i­fied “Hem!” as he stepped in­to the cor­ner where Jo stood, say­ing—

			“You will sing with me? We go ex­cel­lent­ly well to­geth­er.”

			A pleas­ing fic­tion, by the way; for Jo had no more idea of mu­sic than a grasshop­per. But she would have con­sent­ed if he had pro­posed to sing a whole opera, and war­bled away, bliss­ful­ly re­gard­less of time and tune. It didn’t much mat­ter; for Mr. Bhaer sang like a true Ger­man, hearti­ly and well; and Jo soon sub­sid­ed in­to a sub­dued hum, that she might lis­ten to the mel­low voice that seemed to sing for her alone.

			
				
					“Know’st thou the land
					

					where the cit­ron blooms,”
				

			

			used to be the Pro­fes­sor’s fa­vorite line, for “das land” meant Ger­many to him; but now he seemed to dwell, with pe­cu­liar warmth and melody, up­on the words—

			
				
					“There, oh there, might I with thee,
					

					O my beloved, go!”
				

			

			and one lis­ten­er was so thrilled by the ten­der in­vi­ta­tion that she longed to say she did know the land, and would joy­ful­ly de­part thith­er when­ev­er he liked.

			The song was con­sid­ered a great suc­cess, and the singer re­tired cov­ered with lau­rels. But a few min­utes af­ter­ward, he for­got his man­ners en­tire­ly, and stared at Amy putting on her bon­net; for she had been in­tro­duced sim­ply as “my sis­ter,” and no one had called her by her new name since he came. He for­got him­self still fur­ther when Lau­rie said, in his most gra­cious man­ner, at part­ing—

			“My wife and I are very glad to meet you, sir. Please re­mem­ber that there is al­ways a wel­come wait­ing for you over the way.”

			Then the Pro­fes­sor thanked him so hearti­ly, and looked so sud­den­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed with sat­is­fac­tion, that Lau­rie thought him the most de­light­ful­ly demon­stra­tive old fel­low he ev­er met.

			“I too shall go; but I shall glad­ly come again, if you will gif me leave, dear madame, for a lit­tle busi­ness in the city will keep me here some days.”

			He spoke to Mrs. March, but he looked at Jo; and the moth­er’s voice gave as cor­dial an as­sent as did the daugh­ter’s eyes; for Mrs. March was not so blind to her chil­dren’s in­ter­est as Mrs. Mof­fat sup­posed.

			“I sus­pect that is a wise man,” re­marked Mr. March, with placid sat­is­fac­tion, from the hearthrug, af­ter the last guest had gone.

			“I know he is a good one,” added Mrs. March, with de­cid­ed ap­proval, as she wound up the clock.

			“I thought you’d like him,” was all Jo said, as she slipped away to her bed.

			She won­dered what the busi­ness was that brought Mr. Bhaer to the city, and fi­nal­ly de­cid­ed that he had been ap­point­ed to some great hon­or, some­where, but had been too mod­est to men­tion the fact. If she had seen his face when, safe in his own room, he looked at the pic­ture of a se­vere and rigid young la­dy, with a good deal of hair, who ap­peared to be gaz­ing dark­ly in­to fu­tu­ri­ty, it might have thrown some light up­on the sub­ject, es­pe­cial­ly when he turned off the gas, and kissed the pic­ture in the dark.

		
	
		
			
				XLIV

				My Lord and La­dy

			
			“Please, Madam Moth­er, could you lend me my wife for half an hour? The lug­gage has come, and I’ve been mak­ing hay of Amy’s Paris fin­ery, try­ing to find some things I want,” said Lau­rie, com­ing in the next day to find Mrs. Lau­rence sit­ting in her moth­er’s lap, as if be­ing made “the ba­by” again.

			“Cer­tain­ly. Go, dear; I for­get that you have any home but this,” and Mrs. March pressed the white hand that wore the wed­ding-ring, as if ask­ing par­don for her ma­ter­nal cov­etous­ness.

			“I shouldn’t have come over if I could have helped it; but I can’t get on with­out my lit­tle wom­an any more than a—”

			“Weath­er­cock can with­out wind,” sug­gest­ed Jo, as he paused for a sim­i­le; Jo had grown quite her own saucy self again since Ted­dy came home.

			“Ex­act­ly; for Amy keeps me point­ing due west most of the time, with on­ly an oc­ca­sion­al whif­fle round to the south, and I haven’t had an east­er­ly spell since I was mar­ried; don’t know any­thing about the north, but am al­to­geth­er salu­bri­ous and balmy, hey, my la­dy?”

			“Love­ly weath­er so far; I don’t know how long it will last, but I’m not afraid of storms, for I’m learn­ing how to sail my ship. Come home, dear, and I’ll find your boot­jack; I sup­pose that’s what you are rum­mag­ing af­ter among my things. Men are so help­less, moth­er,” said Amy, with a ma­tron­ly air, which de­light­ed her hus­band.

			“What are you go­ing to do with your­selves af­ter you get set­tled?” asked Jo, but­ton­ing Amy’s cloak as she used to but­ton her pinafores.

			“We have our plans; we don’t mean to say much about them yet, be­cause we are such very new brooms, but we don’t in­tend to be idle. I’m go­ing in­to busi­ness with a de­vo­tion that shall de­light grand­fa­ther, and prove to him that I’m not spoilt. I need some­thing of the sort to keep me steady. I’m tired of dawdling, and mean to work like a man.”

			“And Amy, what is she go­ing to do?” asked Mrs. March, well pleased at Lau­rie’s de­ci­sion, and the en­er­gy with which he spoke.

			“Af­ter do­ing the civ­il all round, and air­ing our best bon­net, we shall as­ton­ish you by the el­e­gant hos­pi­tal­i­ties of our man­sion, the bril­liant so­ci­ety we shall draw about us, and the ben­e­fi­cial in­flu­ence we shall ex­ert over the world at large. That’s about it, isn’t it, Madame Ré­cami­er?” asked Lau­rie, with a quizzi­cal look at Amy.

			“Time will show. Come away, Im­per­ti­nence, and don’t shock my fam­i­ly by call­ing me names be­fore their faces,” an­swered Amy, re­solv­ing that there should be a home with a good wife in it be­fore she set up a sa­lon as a queen of so­ci­ety.

			“How hap­py those chil­dren seem to­geth­er!” ob­served Mr. March, find­ing it dif­fi­cult to be­come ab­sorbed in his Aris­to­tle af­ter the young cou­ple had gone.

			“Yes, and I think it will last,” added Mrs. March, with the rest­ful ex­pres­sion of a pi­lot who has brought a ship safe­ly in­to port.

			“I know it will. Hap­py Amy!” and Jo sighed, then smiled bright­ly as Pro­fes­sor Bhaer opened the gate with an im­pa­tient push.

			Lat­er in the evening, when his mind had been set at rest about the boot­jack, Lau­rie said sud­den­ly to his wife, who was flit­ting about, ar­rang­ing her new art trea­sures—

			“Mrs. Lau­rence.”

			“My lord!”

			“That man in­tends to mar­ry our Jo!”

			“I hope so; don’t you, dear?”

			“Well, my love, I con­sid­er him a trump, in the fullest sense of that ex­pres­sive word, but I do wish he was a lit­tle younger and a good deal rich­er.”

			“Now, Lau­rie, don’t be too fas­tid­i­ous and world­ly-mind­ed. If they love one an­oth­er it doesn’t mat­ter a par­ti­cle how old they are nor how poor. Wom­en nev­er should mar­ry for mon­ey—” Amy caught her­self up short as the words es­caped her, and looked at her hus­band, who replied, with ma­li­cious grav­i­ty—

			“Cer­tain­ly not, though you do hear charm­ing girls say that they in­tend to do it some­times. If my mem­o­ry serves me, you once thought it your du­ty to make a rich match; that ac­counts, per­haps, for your mar­ry­ing a good-for-noth­ing like me.”

			“O my dear­est boy, don’t, don’t say that! I for­got you were rich when I said ‘Yes.’ I’d have mar­ried you if you hadn’t a pen­ny, and I some­times wish you were poor that I might show how much I love you;” and Amy, who was very dig­ni­fied in pub­lic and very fond in pri­vate, gave con­vinc­ing proofs of the truth of her words.

			“You don’t re­al­ly think I am such a mer­ce­nary crea­ture as I tried to be once, do you? It would break my heart if you didn’t be­lieve that I’d glad­ly pull in the same boat with you, even if you had to get your liv­ing by row­ing on the lake.”

			“Am I an id­iot and a brute? How could I think so, when you re­fused a rich­er man for me, and won’t let me give you half I want to now, when I have the right? Girls do it ev­ery day, poor things, and are taught to think it is their on­ly sal­va­tion; but you had bet­ter lessons, and, though I trem­bled for you at one time, I was not dis­ap­point­ed, for the daugh­ter was true to the moth­er’s teach­ing. I told mam­ma so yes­ter­day, and she looked as glad and grate­ful as if I’d giv­en her a check for a mil­lion, to be spent in char­i­ty. You are not lis­ten­ing to my moral re­marks, Mrs. Lau­rence;” and Lau­rie paused, for Amy’s eyes had an ab­sent look, though fixed up­on his face.

			“Yes, I am, and ad­mir­ing the dim­ple in your chin at the same time. I don’t wish to make you vain, but I must con­fess that I’m proud­er of my hand­some hus­band than of all his mon­ey. Don’t laugh, but your nose is such a com­fort to me;” and Amy soft­ly ca­ressed the well-cut fea­ture with artis­tic sat­is­fac­tion.

			Lau­rie had re­ceived many com­pli­ments in his life, but nev­er one that suit­ed him bet­ter, as he plain­ly showed, though he did laugh at his wife’s pe­cu­liar taste, while she said slow­ly—

			“May I ask you a ques­tion, dear?”

			“Of course you may.”

			“Shall you care if Jo does mar­ry Mr. Bhaer?”

			“Oh, that’s the trou­ble, is it? I thought there was some­thing in the dim­ple that didn’t suit you. Not be­ing a dog in the manger, but the hap­pi­est fel­low alive, I as­sure you I can dance at Jo’s wed­ding with a heart as light as my heels. Do you doubt it, my dar­ling?”

			Amy looked up at him, and was sat­is­fied; her last lit­tle jeal­ous fear van­ished for­ev­er, and she thanked him, with a face full of love and con­fi­dence.

			“I wish we could do some­thing for that cap­i­tal old Pro­fes­sor. Couldn’t we in­vent a rich re­la­tion, who shall oblig­ing­ly die out there in Ger­many, and leave him a tidy lit­tle for­tune?” said Lau­rie, when they be­gan to pace up and down the long draw­ing-room, arm-in-arm, as they were fond of do­ing, in mem­o­ry of the château gar­den.

			“Jo would find us out, and spoil it all; she is very proud of him, just as he is, and said yes­ter­day that she thought pover­ty was a beau­ti­ful thing.”

			“Bless her dear heart! she won’t think so when she has a lit­er­ary hus­band, and a dozen lit­tle pro­fes­sors and pro­fes­sorins to sup­port. We won’t in­ter­fere now, but watch our chance, and do them a good turn in spite of them­selves. I owe Jo for a part of my ed­u­ca­tion, and she be­lieves in peo­ple’s pay­ing their hon­est debts, so I’ll get round her in that way.”

			“How de­light­ful it is to be able to help oth­ers, isn’t it? That was al­ways one of my dreams, to have the pow­er of giv­ing freely; and, thanks to you, the dream has come true.”

			“Ah! we’ll do quan­ti­ties of good, won’t we? There’s one sort of pover­ty that I par­tic­u­lar­ly like to help. Out-and-out beg­gars get tak­en care of, but poor gen­tle­folks fare bad­ly, be­cause they won’t ask, and peo­ple don’t dare to of­fer char­i­ty; yet there are a thou­sand ways of help­ing them, if one on­ly knows how to do it so del­i­cate­ly that it does not of­fend. I must say, I like to serve a de­cayed gen­tle­man bet­ter than a blar­ney­ing beg­gar; I sup­pose it’s wrong, but I do, though it is hard­er.”

			“Be­cause it takes a gen­tle­man to do it,” added the oth­er mem­ber of the do­mes­tic ad­mi­ra­tion so­ci­ety.

			“Thank you, I’m afraid I don’t de­serve that pret­ty com­pli­ment. But I was go­ing to say that while I was dawdling about abroad, I saw a good many tal­ent­ed young fel­lows mak­ing all sorts of sac­ri­fices, and en­dur­ing re­al hard­ships, that they might re­al­ize their dreams. Splen­did fel­lows, some of them, work­ing like he­roes, poor and friend­less, but so full of courage, pa­tience, and am­bi­tion, that I was ashamed of my­self, and longed to give them a right good lift. Those are peo­ple whom it’s a sat­is­fac­tion to help, for if they’ve got ge­nius, it’s an hon­or to be al­lowed to serve them, and not let it be lost or de­layed for want of fu­el to keep the pot boil­ing; if they haven’t, it’s a plea­sure to com­fort the poor souls, and keep them from de­spair when they find it out.”

			“Yes, in­deed; and there’s an­oth­er class who can’t ask, and who suf­fer in si­lence. I know some­thing of it, for I be­longed to it be­fore you made a princess of me, as the king does the beg­gar-maid in the old sto­ry. Am­bi­tious girls have a hard time, Lau­rie, and of­ten have to see youth, health, and pre­cious op­por­tu­ni­ties go by, just for want of a lit­tle help at the right minute. Peo­ple have been very kind to me; and when­ev­er I see girls strug­gling along, as we used to do, I want to put out my hand and help them, as I was helped.”

			“And so you shall, like an an­gel as you are!” cried Lau­rie, re­solv­ing, with a glow of phil­an­thropic zeal, to found and en­dow an in­sti­tu­tion for the ex­press ben­e­fit of young wom­en with artis­tic ten­den­cies. “Rich peo­ple have no right to sit down and en­joy them­selves, or let their mon­ey ac­cu­mu­late for oth­ers to waste. It’s not half so sen­si­ble to leave lega­cies when one dies as it is to use the mon­ey wise­ly while alive, and en­joy mak­ing one’s fel­low-crea­tures hap­py with it. We’ll have a good time our­selves, and add an ex­tra rel­ish to our own plea­sure by giv­ing oth­er peo­ple a gen­er­ous taste. Will you be a lit­tle Dor­cas, go­ing about emp­ty­ing a big bas­ket of com­forts, and fill­ing it up with good deeds?”

			“With all my heart, if you will be a brave St. Mar­tin, stop­ping, as you ride gal­lant­ly through the world, to share your cloak with the beg­gar.”

			“It’s a bar­gain, and we shall get the best of it!”

			So the young pair shook hands up­on it, and then paced hap­pi­ly on again, feel­ing that their pleas­ant home was more home­like be­cause they hoped to bright­en oth­er homes, be­liev­ing that their own feet would walk more up­right­ly along the flow­ery path be­fore them, if they smoothed rough ways for oth­er feet, and feel­ing that their hearts were more close­ly knit to­geth­er by a love which could ten­der­ly re­mem­ber those less blest than they.

		
	
		
			
				XLV

				Daisy and De­mi

			
			I can­not feel that I have done my du­ty as hum­ble his­to­ri­an of the March fam­i­ly, with­out de­vot­ing at least one chap­ter to the two most pre­cious and im­por­tant mem­bers of it. Daisy and De­mi had now ar­rived at years of dis­cre­tion; for in this fast age ba­bies of three or four as­sert their rights, and get them, too, which is more than many of their el­ders do. If there ev­er were a pair of twins in dan­ger of be­ing ut­ter­ly spoilt by ado­ra­tion, it was these prat­tling Brookes. Of course they were the most re­mark­able chil­dren ev­er born, as will be shown when I men­tion that they walked at eight months, talked flu­ent­ly at twelve months, and at two years they took their places at ta­ble, and be­haved with a pro­pri­ety which charmed all be­hold­ers. At three, Daisy de­mand­ed a “needler,” and ac­tu­al­ly made a bag with four stitch­es in it; she like­wise set up house­keep­ing in the side­board, and man­aged a mi­cro­scop­ic cook­ing-stove with a skill that brought tears of pride to Han­nah’s eyes, while De­mi learned his let­ters with his grand­fa­ther, who in­vent­ed a new mode of teach­ing the al­pha­bet by form­ing the let­ters with his arms and legs, thus unit­ing gym­nas­tics for head and heels. The boy ear­ly de­vel­oped a me­chan­i­cal ge­nius which de­light­ed his fa­ther and dis­tract­ed his moth­er, for he tried to im­i­tate ev­ery ma­chine he saw, and kept the nurs­ery in a chaot­ic con­di­tion, with his “sewin-sheen,”—a mys­te­ri­ous struc­ture of string, chairs, clothes­pins, and spools, for wheels to go “wound and wound;” al­so a bas­ket hung over the back of a big chair, in which he vain­ly tried to hoist his too con­fid­ing sis­ter, who, with fem­i­nine de­vo­tion, al­lowed her lit­tle head to be bumped till res­cued, when the young in­ven­tor in­dig­nant­ly re­marked, “Why, mar­mar, dat’s my lel­ly­wait­er, and me’s try­ing to pull her up.”

			Though ut­ter­ly un­like in char­ac­ter, the twins got on re­mark­ably well to­geth­er, and sel­dom quar­relled more than thrice a day. Of course, De­mi tyr­an­nized over Daisy, and gal­lant­ly de­fend­ed her from ev­ery oth­er ag­gres­sor; while Daisy made a gal­ley-slave of her­self, and adored her broth­er as the one per­fect be­ing in the world. A rosy, chub­by, sun­shiny lit­tle soul was Daisy, who found her way to ev­ery­body’s heart, and nes­tled there. One of the cap­ti­vat­ing chil­dren, who seem made to be kissed and cud­dled, adorned and adored like lit­tle god­dess­es, and pro­duced for gen­er­al ap­proval on all fes­tive oc­ca­sions. Her small virtues were so sweet that she would have been quite an­gel­ic if a few small naugh­ti­ness­es had not kept her de­light­ful­ly hu­man. It was all fair weath­er in her world, and ev­ery morn­ing she scram­bled up to the win­dow in her lit­tle night­gown to look out, and say, no mat­ter whether it rained or shone, “Oh, pit­ty day, oh, pit­ty day!” Ev­ery­one was a friend, and she of­fered kiss­es to a stranger so con­fid­ing­ly that the most in­vet­er­ate bach­e­lor re­lent­ed, and ba­by-lovers be­came faith­ful wor­ship­pers.

			“Me loves evvy­body,” she once said, open­ing her arms, with her spoon in one hand, and her mug in the oth­er, as if ea­ger to em­brace and nour­ish the whole world.

			As she grew, her moth­er be­gan to feel that the Dove­cote would be blest by the pres­ence of an in­mate as serene and lov­ing as that which had helped to make the old house home, and to pray that she might be spared a loss like that which had late­ly taught them how long they had en­ter­tained an an­gel un­awares. Her grand­fa­ther of­ten called her “Beth,” and her grand­moth­er watched over her with un­tir­ing de­vo­tion, as if try­ing to atone for some past mis­take, which no eye but her own could see.

			De­mi, like a true Yan­kee, was of an in­quir­ing turn, want­ing to know ev­ery­thing, and of­ten get­ting much dis­turbed be­cause he could not get sat­is­fac­to­ry an­swers to his per­pet­u­al “What for?”

			He al­so pos­sessed a philo­soph­ic bent, to the great de­light of his grand­fa­ther, who used to hold So­crat­ic con­ver­sa­tions with him, in which the pre­co­cious pupil oc­ca­sion­al­ly posed his teach­er, to the undis­guised sat­is­fac­tion of the wom­en­folk.

			“What makes my legs go, dran­pa?” asked the young philoso­pher, sur­vey­ing those ac­tive por­tions of his frame with a med­i­ta­tive air, while rest­ing af­ter a go-to-bed frol­ic one night.

			“It’s your lit­tle mind, De­mi,” replied the sage, stroking the yel­low head re­spect­ful­ly.

			“What is a lit­tle mine?”

			“It is some­thing which makes your body move, as the spring made the wheels go in my watch when I showed it to you.”

			“Open me; I want to see it go wound.”

			“I can’t do that any more than you could open the watch. God winds you up, and you go till He stops you.”

			“Does I?” and De­mi’s brown eyes grew big and bright as he took in the new thought. “Is I wound­ed up like the watch?”

			“Yes; but I can’t show you how; for it is done when we don’t see.”

			De­mi felt of his back, as if ex­pect­ing to find it like that of the watch, and then grave­ly re­marked—

			“I dess Dod does it when I’s asleep.”

			A care­ful ex­pla­na­tion fol­lowed, to which he lis­tened so at­ten­tive­ly that his anx­ious grand­moth­er said—

			“My dear, do you think it wise to talk about such things to that ba­by? He’s get­ting great bumps over his eyes, and learn­ing to ask the most unan­swer­able ques­tions.”

			“If he is old enough to ask the ques­tions he is old enough to re­ceive true an­swers. I am not putting the thoughts in­to his head, but help­ing him un­fold those al­ready there. These chil­dren are wis­er than we are, and I have no doubt the boy un­der­stands ev­ery word I have said to him. Now, De­mi, tell me where you keep your mind?”

			If the boy had replied like Al­cib­i­ades, “By the gods, Socrates, I can­not tell,” his grand­fa­ther would not have been sur­prised; but when, af­ter stand­ing a mo­ment on one leg, like a med­i­ta­tive young stork, he an­swered, in a tone of calm con­vic­tion, “In my lit­tle bel­ly,” the old gen­tle­man could on­ly join in grand­ma’s laugh, and dis­miss the class in meta­physics.

			There might have been cause for ma­ter­nal anx­i­ety, if De­mi had not giv­en con­vinc­ing proofs that he was a true boy, as well as a bud­ding philoso­pher; for, of­ten, af­ter a dis­cus­sion which caused Han­nah to proph­esy, with omi­nous nods, “That child ain’t long for this world,” he would turn about and set her fears at rest by some of the pranks with which dear, dirty, naughty lit­tle ras­cals dis­tract and de­light their par­ents’ souls.

			Meg made many moral rules, and tried to keep them; but what moth­er was ev­er proof against the win­ning wiles, the in­ge­nious eva­sions, or the tran­quil au­dac­i­ty of the minia­ture men and wom­en who so ear­ly show them­selves ac­com­plished Art­ful Dodgers?

			“No more raisins, De­mi, they’ll make you sick,” says mam­ma to the young per­son who of­fers his ser­vices in the kitchen with un­fail­ing reg­u­lar­i­ty on plum-pud­ding day.

			“Me likes to be sick.”

			“I don’t want to have you, so run away and help Daisy make pat­ty-cakes.”

			He re­luc­tant­ly de­parts, but his wrongs weigh up­on his spir­it; and, by and by, when an op­por­tu­ni­ty comes to re­dress them, he out­wits mam­ma by a shrewd bar­gain.

			“Now you have been good chil­dren, and I’ll play any­thing you like,” says Meg, as she leads her as­sis­tant cooks up­stairs, when the pud­ding is safe­ly bounc­ing in the pot.

			“Tru­ly, mar­mar?” asks De­mi, with a bril­liant idea in his well-pow­dered head.

			“Yes, tru­ly; any­thing you say,” replies the short­sight­ed par­ent, pre­par­ing her­self to sing “The Three Lit­tle Kit­tens” half a dozen times over, or to take her fam­i­ly to “Buy a pen­ny bun,” re­gard­less of wind or limb. But De­mi cor­ners her by the cool re­ply—

			“Then we’ll go and eat up all the raisins.”

			Aunt Do­do was chief play­mate and con­fi­dante of both chil­dren, and the trio turned the lit­tle house top­sy-turvy. Aunt Amy was as yet on­ly a name to them, Aunt Beth soon fad­ed in­to a pleas­ant­ly vague mem­o­ry, but Aunt Do­do was a liv­ing re­al­i­ty, and they made the most of her, for which com­pli­ment she was deeply grate­ful. But when Mr. Bhaer came, Jo ne­glect­ed her playfel­lows, and dis­may and des­o­la­tion fell up­on their lit­tle souls. Daisy, who was fond of go­ing about ped­dling kiss­es, lost her best cus­tomer and be­came bank­rupt; De­mi, with in­fan­tile pen­e­tra­tion, soon dis­cov­ered that Do­do liked to play with “the bear-man” bet­ter than she did with him; but, though hurt, he con­cealed his an­guish, for he hadn’t the heart to in­sult a ri­val who kept a mine of choco­late-drops in his waist­coat-pock­et, and a watch that could be tak­en out of its case and freely shak­en by ar­dent ad­mir­ers.

			Some per­sons might have con­sid­ered these pleas­ing lib­er­ties as bribes; but De­mi didn’t see it in that light, and con­tin­ued to pa­tron­ize the “bear-man” with pen­sive af­fa­bil­i­ty, while Daisy be­stowed her small af­fec­tions up­on him at the third call, and con­sid­ered his shoul­der her throne, his arm her refuge, his gifts trea­sures of sur­pass­ing worth.

			Gen­tle­men are some­times seized with sud­den fits of ad­mi­ra­tion for the young rel­a­tives of ladies whom they hon­or with their re­gard; but this coun­ter­feit philo­pro­gen­i­tive­ness sits un­easi­ly up­on them, and does not de­ceive any­body a par­ti­cle. Mr. Bhaer’s de­vo­tion was sin­cere, how­ev­er like­wise ef­fec­tive—for hon­esty is the best pol­i­cy in love as in law; he was one of the men who are at home with chil­dren, and looked par­tic­u­lar­ly well when lit­tle faces made a pleas­ant con­trast with his man­ly one. His busi­ness, what­ev­er it was, de­tained him from day to day, but evening sel­dom failed to bring him out to see—well, he al­ways asked for Mr. March, so I sup­pose he was the at­trac­tion. The ex­cel­lent pa­pa la­bored un­der the delu­sion that he was, and rev­elled in long dis­cus­sions with the kin­dred spir­it, till a chance re­mark of his more ob­serv­ing grand­son sud­den­ly en­light­ened him.

			Mr. Bhaer came in one evening to pause on the thresh­old of the study, as­ton­ished by the spec­ta­cle that met his eye. Prone up­on the floor lay Mr. March, with his re­spectable legs in the air, and be­side him, like­wise prone, was De­mi, try­ing to im­i­tate the at­ti­tude with his own short, scar­let-stockinged legs, both grov­ellers so se­ri­ous­ly ab­sorbed that they were un­con­scious of spec­ta­tors, till Mr. Bhaer laughed his sonorous laugh, and Jo cried out, with a scan­dal­ized face—

			“Fa­ther, fa­ther, here’s the Pro­fes­sor!”

			Down went the black legs and up came the gray head, as the pre­cep­tor said, with undis­turbed dig­ni­ty—

			“Good evening, Mr. Bhaer. Ex­cuse me for a mo­ment; we are just fin­ish­ing our les­son. Now, De­mi, make the let­ter and tell its name.”

			“I knows him!” and, af­ter a few con­vul­sive ef­forts, the red legs took the shape of a pair of com­pass­es, and the in­tel­li­gent pupil tri­umphant­ly shout­ed, “It’s a We, dran­pa, it’s a We!”

			“He’s a born Weller,” laughed Jo, as her par­ent gath­ered him­self up, and her nephew tried to stand on his head, as the on­ly mode of ex­press­ing his sat­is­fac­tion that school was over.

			“What have you been at to­day, bübchen?” asked Mr. Bhaer, pick­ing up the gym­nast.

			“Me went to see lit­tle Mary.”

			“And what did you there?”

			“I kissed her,” be­gan De­mi, with art­less frank­ness.

			“Prut! thou be­ginnest ear­ly. What did the lit­tle Mary say to that?” asked Mr. Bhaer, con­tin­u­ing to con­fess the young sin­ner, who stood up­on his knee, ex­plor­ing the waist­coat-pock­et.

			“Oh, she liked it, and she kissed me, and I liked it. Don’t lit­tle boys like lit­tle girls?” added De­mi, with his mouth full, and an air of bland sat­is­fac­tion.

			“You pre­co­cious chick! Who put that in­to your head?” said Jo, en­joy­ing the in­no­cent rev­e­la­tions as much as the Pro­fes­sor.

			“ ’Tisn’t in mine head; it’s in mine mouf,” an­swered lit­er­al De­mi, putting out his tongue, with a choco­late-drop on it, think­ing she al­lud­ed to con­fec­tionery, not ideas.

			“Thou shouldst save some for the lit­tle friend: sweets to the sweet, mannling;” and Mr. Bhaer of­fered Jo some, with a look that made her won­der if choco­late was not the nec­tar drunk by the gods. De­mi al­so saw the smile, was im­pressed by it, and art­less­ly in­quired—“Do great boys like great girls, too, ’Fes­sor?”

			Like young Wash­ing­ton, Mr. Bhaer “couldn’t tell a lie;” so he gave the some­what vague re­ply that he be­lieved they did some­times, in a tone that made Mr. March put down his clothes-brush, glance at Jo’s re­tir­ing face, and then sink in­to his chair, look­ing as if the “pre­co­cious chick” had put an idea in­to his head that was both sweet and sour.

			Why Do­do, when she caught him in the chi­na-clos­et half an hour af­ter­ward, near­ly squeezed the breath out of his lit­tle body with a ten­der em­brace, in­stead of shak­ing him for be­ing there, and why she fol­lowed up this nov­el per­for­mance by the un­ex­pect­ed gift of a big slice of bread and jel­ly, re­mained one of the prob­lems over which De­mi puz­zled his small wits, and was forced to leave un­solved for­ev­er.

		
	
		
			
				XLVI

				Un­der the Um­brel­la

			
			While Lau­rie and Amy were tak­ing con­ju­gal strolls over vel­vet car­pets, as they set their house in or­der, and planned a bliss­ful fu­ture, Mr. Bhaer and Jo were en­joy­ing prom­e­nades of a dif­fer­ent sort, along mud­dy roads and sod­den fields.

			“I al­ways do take a walk to­ward evening, and I don’t know why I should give it up, just be­cause I of­ten hap­pen to meet the Pro­fes­sor on his way out,” said Jo to her­self, af­ter two or three en­coun­ters; for, though there were two paths to Meg’s, which­ever one she took she was sure to meet him, ei­ther go­ing or re­turn­ing. He was al­ways walk­ing rapid­ly, and nev­er seemed to see her till quite close, when he would look as if his short­sight­ed eyes had failed to rec­og­nize the ap­proach­ing la­dy till that mo­ment. Then, if she was go­ing to Meg’s, he al­ways had some­thing for the ba­bies; if her face was turned home­ward, he had mere­ly strolled down to see the riv­er, and was just about re­turn­ing, un­less they were tired of his fre­quent calls.

			Un­der the cir­cum­stances, what could Jo do but greet him civil­ly, and in­vite him in? If she was tired of his vis­its, she con­cealed her weari­ness with per­fect skill, and took care that there should be cof­fee for sup­per, “as Friedrich—I mean Mr. Bhaer—doesn’t like tea.”

			By the sec­ond week, ev­ery­one knew per­fect­ly well what was go­ing on, yet ev­ery­one tried to look as if they were stone-blind to the changes in Jo’s face. They nev­er asked why she sang about her work, did up her hair three times a day, and got so bloom­ing with her evening ex­er­cise; and no one seemed to have the slight­est sus­pi­cion that Pro­fes­sor Bhaer, while talk­ing phi­los­o­phy with the fa­ther, was giv­ing the daugh­ter lessons in love.

			Jo couldn’t even lose her heart in a deco­rous man­ner, but stern­ly tried to quench her feel­ings; and, fail­ing to do so, led a some­what ag­i­tat­ed life. She was mor­tal­ly afraid of be­ing laughed at for sur­ren­der­ing, af­ter her many and ve­he­ment dec­la­ra­tions of in­de­pen­dence. Lau­rie was her es­pe­cial dread; but, thanks to the new man­ag­er, he be­haved with praise­wor­thy pro­pri­ety, nev­er called Mr. Bhaer “a cap­i­tal old fel­low” in pub­lic, nev­er al­lud­ed, in the re­motest man­ner, to Jo’s im­proved ap­pear­ance, or ex­pressed the least sur­prise at see­ing the Pro­fes­sor’s hat on the March­es’ hall-ta­ble near­ly ev­ery evening. But he ex­ult­ed in pri­vate and longed for the time to come when he could give Jo a piece of plate, with a bear and a ragged staff on it as an ap­pro­pri­ate coat-of-arms.

			For a fort­night, the Pro­fes­sor came and went with lover-like reg­u­lar­i­ty; then he stayed away for three whole days, and made no sign—a pro­ceed­ing which caused ev­ery­body to look sober, and Jo to be­come pen­sive, at first, and then—alas for ro­mance!—very cross.

			“Dis­gust­ed, I dare say, and gone home as sud­den­ly as he came. It’s noth­ing to me, of course; but I should think he would have come and bid us good­bye, like a gen­tle­man,” she said to her­self, with a de­spair­ing look at the gate, as she put on her things for the cus­tom­ary walk, one dull af­ter­noon.

			“You’d bet­ter take the lit­tle um­brel­la, dear; it looks like rain,” said her moth­er, ob­serv­ing that she had on her new bon­net, but not al­lud­ing to the fact.

			“Yes, Marmee; do you want any­thing in town? I’ve got to run in and get some pa­per,” re­turned Jo, pulling out the bow un­der her chin be­fore the glass as an ex­cuse for not look­ing at her moth­er.

			“Yes; I want some twilled sile­sia, a pa­per of num­ber nine nee­dles, and two yards of nar­row laven­der rib­bon. Have you got your thick boots on, and some­thing warm un­der your cloak?”

			“I be­lieve so,” an­swered Jo ab­sent­ly.

			“If you hap­pen to meet Mr. Bhaer, bring him home to tea. I quite long to see the dear man,” added Mrs. March.

			Jo heard that, but made no an­swer, ex­cept to kiss her moth­er, and walk rapid­ly away, think­ing with a glow of grat­i­tude, in spite of her heartache—

			“How good she is to me! What do girls do who haven’t any moth­ers to help them through their trou­bles?”

			The dry-goods stores were not down among the count­ing­hous­es, banks, and whole­sale ware­rooms, where gen­tle­men most do con­gre­gate; but Jo found her­self in that part of the city be­fore she did a sin­gle er­rand, loi­ter­ing along as if wait­ing for some­one, ex­am­in­ing en­gi­neer­ing in­stru­ments in one win­dow and sam­ples of wool in an­oth­er with most un­fem­i­nine in­ter­est; tum­bling over bar­rels, be­ing half-smoth­ered by de­scend­ing bales, and hus­tled un­cer­e­mo­ni­ous­ly by busy men who looked as if they won­dered “how the deuce she got there.” A drop of rain on her cheek re­called her thoughts from baf­fled hopes to ru­ined rib­bons; for the drops con­tin­ued to fall, and, be­ing a wom­an as well as a lover, she felt that, though it was too late to save her heart, she might her bon­net. Now she re­mem­bered the lit­tle um­brel­la, which she had for­got­ten to take in her hur­ry to be off; but re­gret was un­avail­ing, and noth­ing could be done but bor­row one or sub­mit to a drench­ing. She looked up at the low­er­ing sky, down at the crim­son bow al­ready flecked with black, for­ward along the mud­dy street, then one long, lin­ger­ing look be­hind, at a cer­tain grimy ware­house, with “Hoff­mann, Swartz, & Co.” over the door, and said to her­self, with a stern­ly re­proach­ful air—

			“It serves me right! What busi­ness had I to put on all my best things and come phi­lan­der­ing down here, hop­ing to see the Pro­fes­sor? Jo, I’m ashamed of you! No, you shall not go there to bor­row an um­brel­la, or find out where he is, from his friends. You shall trudge away, and do your er­rands in the rain; and if you catch your death and ru­in your bon­net, it’s no more than you de­serve. Now then!”

			With that she rushed across the street so im­petu­ous­ly that she nar­row­ly es­caped an­ni­hi­la­tion from a pass­ing truck, and pre­cip­i­tat­ed her­self in­to the arms of a state­ly old gen­tle­man, who said, “I beg par­don, ma’am,” and looked mor­tal­ly of­fend­ed. Some­what daunt­ed, Jo right­ed her­self, spread her hand­ker­chief over the de­vot­ed rib­bons, and, putting temp­ta­tion be­hind her, hur­ried on, with in­creas­ing damp­ness about the an­kles, and much clash­ing of um­brel­las over­head. The fact that a some­what di­lap­i­dat­ed blue one re­mained sta­tion­ary above the un­pro­tect­ed bon­net, at­tract­ed her at­ten­tion; and, look­ing up, she saw Mr. Bhaer look­ing down.

			“I feel to know the strong-mind­ed la­dy who goes so brave­ly un­der many horse-noses, and so fast through much mud. What do you down here, my friend?”

			“I’m shop­ping.”

			Mr. Bhaer smiled, as he glanced from the pick­le-fac­to­ry on one side, to the whole­sale hide and leather con­cern on the oth­er; but he on­ly said po­lite­ly—

			“You haf no um­brel­la. May I go al­so, and take for you the bun­dles?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			Jo’s cheeks were as red as her rib­bon, and she won­dered what he thought of her; but she didn’t care, for in a minute she found her­self walk­ing away arm-in-arm with her Pro­fes­sor, feel­ing as if the sun had sud­den­ly burst out with un­com­mon bril­lian­cy, that the world was all right again, and that one thor­ough­ly hap­py wom­an was pad­dling through the wet that day.

			“We thought you had gone,” said Jo hasti­ly, for she knew he was look­ing at her. Her bon­net wasn’t big enough to hide her face, and she feared he might think the joy it be­trayed un­maid­en­ly.

			“Did you be­lieve that I should go with no farewell to those who haf been so heav­en­ly kind to me?” he asked so re­proach­ful­ly that she felt as if she had in­sult­ed him by the sug­ges­tion, and an­swered hearti­ly—

			“No, I didn’t; I knew you were busy about your own af­fairs, but we rather missed you—fa­ther and moth­er es­pe­cial­ly.”

			“And you?”

			“I’m al­ways glad to see you, sir.”

			In her anx­i­ety to keep her voice quite calm, Jo made it rather cool, and the frosty lit­tle mono­syl­la­ble at the end seemed to chill the Pro­fes­sor, for his smile van­ished, as he said grave­ly—

			“I thank you, and come one time more be­fore I go.”

			“You are go­ing, then?”

			“I haf no longer any busi­ness here; it is done.”

			“Suc­cess­ful­ly, I hope?” said Jo, for the bit­ter­ness of dis­ap­point­ment was in that short re­ply of his.

			“I ought to think so, for I haf a way opened to me by which I can make my bread and gif my Jnglings much help.”

			“Tell me, please! I like to know all about the—the boys,” said Jo ea­ger­ly.

			“That is so kind, I glad­ly tell you. My friends find for me a place in a col­lege, where I teach as at home, and earn enough to make the way smooth for Franz and Emil. For this I should be grate­ful, should I not?”

			“In­deed you should. How splen­did it will be to have you do­ing what you like, and be able to see you of­ten, and the boys!” cried Jo, cling­ing to the lads as an ex­cuse for the sat­is­fac­tion she could not help be­tray­ing.

			“Ah! but we shall not meet of­ten, I fear; this place is at the West.”

			“So far away!” and Jo left her skirts to their fate, as if it didn’t mat­ter now what be­came of her clothes or her­self.

			Mr. Bhaer could read sev­er­al lan­guages, but he had not learned to read wom­en yet. He flat­tered him­self that he knew Jo pret­ty well, and was, there­fore, much amazed by the con­tra­dic­tions of voice, face, and man­ner, which she showed him in rapid suc­ces­sion that day, for she was in half a dozen dif­fer­ent moods in the course of half an hour. When she met him she looked sur­prised, though it was im­pos­si­ble to help sus­pect­ing that she had come for that ex­press pur­pose. When he of­fered her his arm, she took it with a look that filled him with de­light; but when he asked if she missed him, she gave such a chilly, for­mal re­ply that de­spair fell up­on him. On learn­ing his good for­tune she al­most clapped her hands: was the joy all for the boys? Then, on hear­ing his des­ti­na­tion, she said, “So far away!” in a tone of de­spair that lift­ed him on to a pin­na­cle of hope; but the next minute she tum­bled him down again by ob­serv­ing, like one en­tire­ly ab­sorbed in the mat­ter—

			“Here’s the place for my er­rands; will you come in? It won’t take long.”

			Jo rather prid­ed her­self up­on her shop­ping ca­pa­bil­i­ties, and par­tic­u­lar­ly wished to im­press her es­cort with the neat­ness and despatch with which she would ac­com­plish the busi­ness. But, ow­ing to the flut­ter she was in, ev­ery­thing went amiss; she up­set the tray of nee­dles, for­got the sile­sia was to be “twilled” till it was cut off, gave the wrong change, and cov­ered her­self with con­fu­sion by ask­ing for laven­der rib­bon at the cal­i­co counter. Mr. Bhaer stood by, watch­ing her blush and blun­der; and, as he watched, his own be­wil­der­ment seemed to sub­side, for he was be­gin­ning to see that on some oc­ca­sions wom­en, like dreams, go by con­traries.

			When they came out, he put the par­cel un­der his arm with a more cheer­ful as­pect, and splashed through the pud­dles as if he rather en­joyed it, on the whole.

			“Should we not do a lit­tle what you call shop­ping for the ba­bies, and haf a farewell feast tonight if I go for my last call at your so pleas­ant home?” he asked, stop­ping be­fore a win­dow full of fruit and flow­ers.

			“What will we buy?” said Jo, ig­nor­ing the lat­ter part of his speech, and sniff­ing the min­gled odors with an af­fec­ta­tion of de­light as they went in.

			“May they haf or­anges and figs?” asked Mr. Bhaer, with a pa­ter­nal air.

			“They eat them when they can get them.”

			“Do you care for nuts?”

			“Like a squir­rel.”

			“Ham­burg grapes; yes, we shall sure­ly drink to the Fa­ther­land in those?”

			Jo frowned up­on that piece of ex­trav­a­gance, and asked why he didn’t buy a frail of dates, a cask of raisins, and a bag of al­monds, and done with it? Where­at Mr. Bhaer con­fis­cat­ed her purse, pro­duced his own, and fin­ished the mar­ket­ing by buy­ing sev­er­al pounds of grapes, a pot of rosy daisies, and a pret­ty jar of hon­ey, to be re­gard­ed in the light of a demi­john. Then, dis­tort­ing his pock­ets with the knob­by bun­dles, and giv­ing her the flow­ers to hold, he put up the old um­brel­la, and they trav­elled on again.

			“Miss Marsch, I haf a great fa­vor to ask of you,” be­gan the Pro­fes­sor, af­ter a moist prom­e­nade of half a block.

			“Yes, sir;” and Jo’s heart be­gan to beat so hard she was afraid he would hear it.

			“I am bold to say it in spite of the rain, be­cause so short a time re­mains to me.”

			“Yes, sir;” and Jo near­ly crushed the small flow­er­pot with the sud­den squeeze she gave it.

			“I wish to get a lit­tle dress for my Tina, and I am too stupid to go alone. Will you kind­ly gif me a word of taste and help?”

			“Yes, sir;” and Jo felt as calm and cool, all of a sud­den, as if she had stepped in­to a re­frig­er­a­tor.

			“Per­haps al­so a shawl for Tina’s moth­er, she is so poor and sick, and the hus­band is such a care. Yes, yes, a thick, warm shawl would be a friend­ly thing to take the lit­tle moth­er.”

			“I’ll do it with plea­sure, Mr. Bhaer. I’m go­ing very fast and he’s get­ting dear­er ev­ery minute,” added Jo to her­self; then, with a men­tal shake, she en­tered in­to the busi­ness with an en­er­gy which was pleas­ant to be­hold.

			Mr. Bhaer left it all to her, so she chose a pret­ty gown for Tina, and then or­dered out the shawls. The clerk, be­ing a mar­ried man, con­de­scend­ed to take an in­ter­est in the cou­ple, who ap­peared to be shop­ping for their fam­i­ly.

			“Your la­dy may pre­fer this; it’s a su­pe­ri­or ar­ti­cle, a most de­sir­able col­or, quite chaste and gen­teel,” he said, shak­ing out a com­fort­able gray shawl, and throw­ing it over Jo’s shoul­ders.

			“Does this suit you, Mr. Bhaer?” she asked, turn­ing her back to him, and feel­ing deeply grate­ful for the chance of hid­ing her face.

			“Ex­cel­lent­ly well; we will haf it,” an­swered the Pro­fes­sor, smil­ing to him­self as he paid for it, while Jo con­tin­ued to rum­mage the coun­ters like a con­firmed bar­gain-hunter.

			“Now shall we go home?” he asked, as if the words were very pleas­ant to him.

			“Yes; it’s late, and I’m so tired.” Jo’s voice was more pa­thet­ic than she knew; for now the sun seemed to have gone in as sud­den­ly as it came out, the world grew mud­dy and mis­er­able again, and for the first time she dis­cov­ered that her feet were cold, her head ached, and that her heart was cold­er than the for­mer, fuller of pain than the lat­ter. Mr. Bhaer was go­ing away; he on­ly cared for her as a friend; it was all a mis­take, and the soon­er it was over the bet­ter. With this idea in her head, she hailed an ap­proach­ing om­nibus with such a hasty ges­ture that the daisies flew out of the pot and were bad­ly dam­aged.

			“This is not our om­ni­boos,” said the Pro­fes­sor, wav­ing the load­ed ve­hi­cle away, and stop­ping to pick up the poor lit­tle flow­ers.

			“I beg your par­don, I didn’t see the name dis­tinct­ly. Nev­er mind, I can walk. I’m used to plod­ding in the mud,” re­turned Jo, wink­ing hard, be­cause she would have died rather than open­ly wipe her eyes.

			Mr. Bhaer saw the drops on her cheeks, though she turned her head away; the sight seemed to touch him very much, for, sud­den­ly stoop­ing down, he asked in a tone that meant a great deal—

			“Heart’s dear­est, why do you cry?”

			Now, if Jo had not been new to this sort of thing she would have said she wasn’t cry­ing, had a cold in her head, or told any oth­er fem­i­nine fib prop­er to the oc­ca­sion; in­stead of which that undig­ni­fied crea­ture an­swered, with an ir­re­press­ible sob—

			“Be­cause you are go­ing away.”

			“Ach, mein Gott, that is so good!” cried Mr. Bhaer, man­ag­ing to clasp his hands in spite of the um­brel­la and the bun­dles. “Jo, I haf noth­ing but much love to gif you; I came to see if you could care for it, and I wait­ed to be sure that I was some­thing more than a friend. Am I? Can you make a lit­tle place in your heart for old Fritz?” he added, all in one breath.

			“Oh, yes!” said Jo; and he was quite sat­is­fied, for she fold­ed both hands over his arm, and looked up at him with an ex­pres­sion that plain­ly showed how hap­py she would be to walk through life be­side him, even though she had no bet­ter shel­ter than the old um­brel­la, if he car­ried it.

			It was cer­tain­ly propos­ing un­der dif­fi­cul­ties, for, even if he had de­sired to do so, Mr. Bhaer could not go down up­on his knees, on ac­count of the mud; nei­ther could he of­fer Jo his hand, ex­cept fig­u­ra­tive­ly, for both were full; much less could he in­dulge in ten­der demon­stra­tions in the open street, though he was near it: so the on­ly way in which he could ex­press his rap­ture was to look at her, with an ex­pres­sion which glo­ri­fied his face to such a de­gree that there ac­tu­al­ly seemed to be lit­tle rain­bows in the drops that sparkled on his beard. If he had not loved Jo very much, I don’t think he could have done it then, for she looked far from love­ly, with her skirts in a de­plorable state, her rub­ber boots splashed to the an­kle, and her bon­net a ru­in. For­tu­nate­ly, Mr. Bhaer con­sid­ered her the most beau­ti­ful wom­an liv­ing, and she found him more “Jove-like” than ev­er, though his hat-brim was quite limp with the lit­tle rills trick­ling thence up­on his shoul­ders (for he held the um­brel­la all over Jo), and ev­ery fin­ger of his gloves need­ed mend­ing.

			Passers­by prob­a­bly thought them a pair of harm­less lu­natics, for they en­tire­ly for­got to hail a bus, and strolled leisure­ly along, obliv­i­ous of deep­en­ing dusk and fog. Lit­tle they cared what any­body thought, for they were en­joy­ing the hap­py hour that sel­dom comes but once in any life, the mag­i­cal mo­ment which be­stows youth on the old, beau­ty on the plain, wealth on the poor, and gives hu­man hearts a fore­taste of heav­en. The Pro­fes­sor looked as if he had con­quered a king­dom, and the world had noth­ing more to of­fer him in the way of bliss; while Jo trudged be­side him, feel­ing as if her place had al­ways been there, and won­der­ing how she ev­er could have cho­sen any oth­er lot. Of course, she was the first to speak—in­tel­li­gi­bly, I mean, for the emo­tion­al re­marks which fol­lowed her im­petu­ous “Oh, yes!” were not of a co­her­ent or re­portable char­ac­ter.

			“Friedrich, why didn’t you—”

			“Ah, heav­en, she gifs me the name that no one speaks since Min­na died!” cried the Pro­fes­sor, paus­ing in a pud­dle to re­gard her with grate­ful de­light.

			“I al­ways call you so to my­self—I for­got; but I won’t, un­less you like it.”

			“Like it? it is more sweet to me than I can tell. Say ‘thou,’ al­so, and I shall say your lan­guage is al­most as beau­ti­ful as mine.”

			“Isn’t ‘thou’ a lit­tle sen­ti­men­tal?” asked Jo, pri­vate­ly think­ing it a love­ly mono­syl­la­ble.

			“Sen­ti­men­tal? Yes. Thank Gott, we Ger­mans be­lieve in sen­ti­ment, and keep our­selves young mit it. Your Eng­lish ‘you’ is so cold, say ‘thou,’ heart’s dear­est, it means so much to me,” plead­ed Mr. Bhaer, more like a ro­man­tic stu­dent than a grave pro­fes­sor.

			“Well, then, why didn’t thou tell me all this soon­er?” asked Jo bash­ful­ly.

			“Now I shall haf to show thee all my heart, and I so glad­ly will, be­cause thou must take care of it here­after. See, then, my Jo—ah, the dear, fun­ny lit­tle name!—I had a wish to tell some­thing the day I said good­bye, in New York; but I thought the hand­some friend was be­trothed to thee, and so I spoke not. Wouldst thou have said ‘Yes,’ then, if I had spo­ken?”

			“I don’t know; I’m afraid not, for I didn’t have any heart just then.”

			“Prut! that I do not be­lieve. It was asleep till the fairy prince came through the wood, and waked it up. Ah, well, ‘Die er­ste Liebe ist die beste;’ but that I should not ex­pect.”

			“Yes, the first love is the best; so be con­tent­ed, for I nev­er had an­oth­er. Ted­dy was on­ly a boy, and soon got over his lit­tle fan­cy,” said Jo, anx­ious to cor­rect the Pro­fes­sor’s mis­take.

			“Good! then I shall rest hap­py, and be sure that thou givest me all. I haf wait­ed so long, I am grown self­ish, as thou wilt find, Pro­fes­sorin.”

			“I like that,” cried Jo, de­light­ed with her new name. “Now tell me what brought you, at last, just when I most want­ed you?”

			“This;” and Mr. Bhaer took a lit­tle worn pa­per out of his waist­coat-pock­et.

			Jo un­fold­ed it, and looked much abashed, for it was one of her own con­tri­bu­tions to a pa­per that paid for po­et­ry, which ac­count­ed for her send­ing it an oc­ca­sion­al at­tempt.

			“How could that bring you?” she asked, won­der­ing what he meant.

			“I found it by chance; I knew it by the names and the ini­tials, and in it there was one lit­tle verse that seemed to call me. Read and find him; I will see that you go not in the wet.”

			Jo obeyed, and hasti­ly skimmed through the lines which she had chris­tened—

			
				
					“In the Gar­ret.

				
				
					“Four lit­tle chests all in a row,
					

					Dim with dust, and worn by time,
					

					All fash­ioned and filled, long ago,
					

					By chil­dren now in their prime.
					

					Four lit­tle keys hung side by side,
					

					With fad­ed rib­bons, brave and gay
					

					When fas­tened there, with child­ish pride,
					

					Long ago, on a rainy day.
					

					Four lit­tle names, one on each lid,
					

					Carved out by a boy­ish hand,
					

					And un­der­neath there li­eth hid
					

					His­to­ries of the hap­py band
					

					Once play­ing here, and paus­ing oft
					

					To hear the sweet re­frain,
					

					That came and went on the roof aloft,
					

					In the fall­ing sum­mer rain.
				

				
					“ ‘Meg’ on the first lid, smooth and fair.
					

					I look in with lov­ing eyes,
					

					For fold­ed here, with well-known care,
					

					A good­ly gath­er­ing lies,
					

					The record of a peace­ful life—
					

					Gifts to gen­tle child and girl,
					

					A bridal gown, lines to a wife,
					

					A tiny shoe, a ba­by curl.
					

					No toys in this first chest re­main,
					

					For all are car­ried away,
					

					In their old age, to join again
					

					In an­oth­er small Meg’s play.
					

					Ah, hap­py moth­er! well I know
					

					You hear, like a sweet re­frain,
					

					Lul­la­bies ev­er soft and low
					

					In the fall­ing sum­mer rain.
				

				
					“ ‘Jo’ on the next lid, scratched and worn,
					

					And with­in a mot­ley store
					

					Of head­less dolls, of school­books torn,
					

					Birds and beasts that speak no more;
					

					Spoils brought home from the fairy ground
					

					On­ly trod by youth­ful feet,
					

					Dreams of a fu­ture nev­er found,
					

					Mem­o­ries of a past still sweet;
					

					Half-writ po­ems, sto­ries wild,
					

					April let­ters, warm and cold,
					

					Di­aries of a wil­ful child,
					

					Hints of a wom­an ear­ly old;
					

					A wom­an in a lone­ly home,
					

					Hear­ing, like a sad re­frain—
					

					‘Be wor­thy love, and love will come,’
					

					In the fall­ing sum­mer rain.
				

				
					“My Beth! the dust is al­ways swept
					

					From the lid that bears your name,
					

					As if by lov­ing eyes that wept,
					

					By care­ful hands that of­ten came.
					

					Death can­on­ized for us one saint,
					

					Ev­er less hu­man than di­vine,
					

					And still we lay, with ten­der plaint,
					

					Relics in this house­hold shrine.—
					

					The sil­ver bell, so sel­dom rung,
					

					The lit­tle cap which last she wore,
					

					The fair, dead Cather­ine that hung
					

					By an­gels borne above her door;
					

					The songs she sang, with­out lament,
					

					In her prison-house of pain,
					

					For­ev­er are they sweet­ly blent
					

					With the fall­ing sum­mer rain.
				

				
					“Up­on the last lid’s pol­ished field—
					

					Leg­end now both fair and true—
					

					A gal­lant knight bears on his shield,
					

					‘Amy,’ in let­ters gold and blue.
					

					With­in lie snoods that bound her hair,
					

					Slip­pers that have danced their last,
					

					Fad­ed flow­ers laid by with care,
					

					Fans whose airy toils are past;
					

					Gay valen­tines, all ar­dent flames,
					

					Tri­fles that have borne their part
					

					In girl­ish hopes and fears and shames—
					

					The record of a maid­en heart
					

					Now learn­ing fair­er, truer spells,
					

					Hear­ing, like a blithe re­frain,
					

					The sil­ver sound of bridal bells
					

					In the fall­ing sum­mer rain.
				

				
					“Four lit­tle chests all in a row,
					

					Dim with dust, and worn by time,
					

					Four wom­en, taught by weal and woe
					

					To love and la­bor in their prime.
					

					Four sis­ters, part­ed for an hour,
					

					None lost, one on­ly gone be­fore,
					

					Made by love’s im­mor­tal pow­er,
					

					Near­est and dear­est ev­er­more.
					

					Oh, when these hid­den stores of ours
					

					Lie open to the Fa­ther’s sight,
					

					May they be rich in gold­en hours,
					

					Deeds that show fair­er for the light,
					

					Lives whose brave mu­sic long shall ring,
					

					Like a spir­it-stir­ring strain,
					

					Souls that shall glad­ly soar and sing
					

					In the long sun­shine af­ter rain.
				

				
					“J. M.”

				
			

			“It’s very bad po­et­ry, but I felt it when I wrote it, one day when I was very lone­ly, and had a good cry on a rag­bag. I nev­er thought it would go where it could tell tales,” said Jo, tear­ing up the vers­es the Pro­fes­sor had trea­sured so long.

			“Let it go, it has done its du­ty, and I will haf a fresh one when I read all the brown book in which she keeps her lit­tle se­crets,” said Mr. Bhaer, with a smile, as he watched the frag­ments fly away on the wind. “Yes,” he added earnest­ly, “I read that, and I think to my­self, She has a sor­row, she is lone­ly, she would find com­fort in true love. I haf a heart full, full for her; shall I not go and say, ‘If this is not too poor a thing to gif for what I shall hope to re­ceive, take it in Gott’s name’?”

			“And so you came to find that it was not too poor, but the one pre­cious thing I need­ed,” whis­pered Jo.

			“I had no courage to think that at first, heav­en­ly kind as was your wel­come to me. But soon I be­gan to hope, and then I said, ‘I will haf her if I die for it,’ and so I will!” cried Mr. Bhaer, with a de­fi­ant nod, as if the walls of mist clos­ing round them were bar­ri­ers which he was to sur­mount or valiant­ly knock down.

			Jo thought that was splen­did, and re­solved to be wor­thy of her knight, though he did not come pranc­ing on a charg­er in gor­geous ar­ray.

			“What made you stay away so long?” she asked present­ly, find­ing it so pleas­ant to ask con­fi­den­tial ques­tions and get de­light­ful an­swers that she could not keep silent.

			“It was not easy, but I could not find the heart to take you from that so hap­py home un­til I could haf a prospect of one to give you, af­ter much time, per­haps, and hard work. How could I ask you to gif up so much for a poor old fel­low, who has no for­tune but a lit­tle learn­ing?”

			“I’m glad you are poor; I couldn’t bear a rich hus­band,” said Jo de­cid­ed­ly, adding, in a soft­er tone, “Don’t fear pover­ty; I’ve known it long enough to lose my dread, and be hap­py work­ing for those I love; and don’t call your­self old—forty is the prime of life. I couldn’t help lov­ing you if you were sev­en­ty!”

			The Pro­fes­sor found that so touch­ing that he would have been glad of his hand­ker­chief, if he could have got at it; as he couldn’t, Jo wiped his eyes for him, and said, laugh­ing, as she took away a bun­dle or two—

			“I may be strong-mind­ed, but no one can say I’m out of my sphere now, for wom­an’s spe­cial mis­sion is sup­posed to be dry­ing tears and bear­ing bur­dens. I’m to car­ry my share, Friedrich, and help to earn the home. Make up your mind to that, or I’ll nev­er go,” she added res­o­lute­ly, as he tried to re­claim his load.

			“We shall see. Haf you pa­tience to wait a long time, Jo? I must go away and do my work alone. I must help my boys first, be­cause, even for you, I may not break my word to Min­na. Can you forgif that, and be hap­py while we hope and wait?”

			“Yes, I know I can; for we love one an­oth­er, and that makes all the rest easy to bear. I have my du­ty, al­so, and my work. I couldn’t en­joy my­self if I ne­glect­ed them even for you, so there’s no need of hur­ry or im­pa­tience. You can do your part out West, I can do mine here, and both be hap­py hop­ing for the best, and leav­ing the fu­ture to be as God wills.”

			“Ah! thou gifest me such hope and courage, and I haf noth­ing to gif back but a full heart and these emp­ty hands,” cried the Pro­fes­sor, quite over­come.

			Jo nev­er, nev­er would learn to be prop­er; for when he said that as they stood up­on the steps, she just put both hands in­to his, whis­per­ing ten­der­ly, “Not emp­ty now;” and, stoop­ing down, kissed her Friedrich un­der the um­brel­la. It was dread­ful, but she would have done it if the flock of drag­gle-tailed spar­rows on the hedge had been hu­man be­ings, for she was very far gone in­deed, and quite re­gard­less of ev­ery­thing but her own hap­pi­ness. Though it came in such a very sim­ple guise, that was the crown­ing mo­ment of both their lives, when, turn­ing from the night and storm and lone­li­ness to the house­hold light and warmth and peace wait­ing to re­ceive them, with a glad “Wel­come home!” Jo led her lover in, and shut the door.

		
	
		
			
				XLVII

				Har­vest Time

			
			For a year Jo and her Pro­fes­sor worked and wait­ed, hoped and loved, met oc­ca­sion­al­ly, and wrote such vo­lu­mi­nous let­ters that the rise in the price of pa­per was ac­count­ed for, Lau­rie said. The sec­ond year be­gan rather sober­ly, for their prospects did not bright­en, and Aunt March died sud­den­ly. But when their first sor­row was over—for they loved the old la­dy in spite of her sharp tongue—they found they had cause for re­joic­ing, for she had left Plum­field to Jo, which made all sorts of joy­ful things pos­si­ble.

			“It’s a fine old place, and will bring a hand­some sum; for of course you in­tend to sell it,” said Lau­rie, as they were all talk­ing the mat­ter over, some weeks lat­er.

			“No, I don’t,” was Jo’s de­cid­ed an­swer, as she pet­ted the fat poo­dle, whom she had adopt­ed, out of re­spect to his for­mer mis­tress.

			“You don’t mean to live there?”

			“Yes, I do.”

			“But, my dear girl, it’s an im­mense house, and will take a pow­er of mon­ey to keep it in or­der. The gar­den and or­chard alone need two or three men, and farm­ing isn’t in Bhaer’s line, I take it.”

			“He’ll try his hand at it there, if I pro­pose it.”

			“And you ex­pect to live on the pro­duce of the place? Well, that sounds par­a­disi­a­cal, but you’ll find it des­per­ate hard work.”

			“The crop we are go­ing to raise is a prof­itable one;” and Jo laughed.

			“Of what is this fine crop to con­sist, ma’am?”

			“Boys. I want to open a school for lit­tle lads—a good, hap­py, home­like school, with me to take care of them, and Fritz to teach them.”

			“There’s a tru­ly Joian plan for you! Isn’t that just like her?” cried Lau­rie, ap­peal­ing to the fam­i­ly, who looked as much sur­prised as he.

			“I like it,” said Mrs. March de­cid­ed­ly.

			“So do I,” added her hus­band, who wel­comed the thought of a chance for try­ing the So­crat­ic method of ed­u­ca­tion on mod­ern youth.

			“It will be an im­mense care for Jo,” said Meg, stroking the head of her one all-ab­sorb­ing son.

			“Jo can do it, and be hap­py in it. It’s a splen­did idea. Tell us all about it,” cried Mr. Lau­rence, who had been long­ing to lend the lovers a hand, but knew that they would refuse his help.

			“I knew you’d stand by me, sir. Amy does too—I see it in her eyes, though she pru­dent­ly waits to turn it over in her mind be­fore she speaks. Now, my dear peo­ple,” con­tin­ued Jo earnest­ly, “just un­der­stand that this isn’t a new idea of mine, but a long-cher­ished plan. Be­fore my Fritz came, I used to think how, when I’d made my for­tune, and no one need­ed me at home, I’d hire a big house, and pick up some poor, for­lorn lit­tle lads, who hadn’t any moth­ers, and take care of them, and make life jol­ly for them be­fore it was too late. I see so many go­ing to ru­in, for want of help at the right minute; I love so to do any­thing for them; I seem to feel their wants, and sym­pa­thize with their trou­bles, and, oh, I should so like to be a moth­er to them!”

			Mrs. March held out her hand to Jo, who took it, smil­ing, with tears in her eyes, and went on in the old en­thu­si­as­tic way, which they had not seen for a long while.

			“I told my plan to Fritz once, and he said it was just what he would like, and agreed to try it when we got rich. Bless his dear heart, he’s been do­ing it all his life—help­ing poor boys, I mean, not get­ting rich; that he’ll nev­er be; mon­ey doesn’t stay in his pock­et long enough to lay up any. But now, thanks to my good old aunt, who loved me bet­ter than I ev­er de­served, I’m rich, at least I feel so, and we can live at Plum­field per­fect­ly well, if we have a flour­ish­ing school. It’s just the place for boys, the house is big, and the fur­ni­ture strong and plain. There’s plen­ty of room for dozens in­side, and splen­did grounds out­side. They could help in the gar­den and or­chard: such work is healthy, isn’t it, sir? Then Fritz can train and teach in his own way, and fa­ther will help him. I can feed and nurse and pet and scold them; and moth­er will be my stand­by. I’ve al­ways longed for lots of boys, and nev­er had enough; now I can fill the house full, and rev­el in the lit­tle dears to my heart’s con­tent. Think what lux­u­ry—Plum­field my own, and a wilder­ness of boys to en­joy it with me!”

			As Jo waved her hands, and gave a sigh of rap­ture, the fam­i­ly went off in­to a gale of mer­ri­ment, and Mr. Lau­rence laughed till they thought he’d have an apoplec­tic fit.

			“I don’t see any­thing fun­ny,” she said grave­ly, when she could be heard. “Noth­ing could be more nat­u­ral or prop­er than for my Pro­fes­sor to open a school, and for me to pre­fer to re­side on my own es­tate.”

			“She is putting on airs al­ready,” said Lau­rie, who re­gard­ed the idea in the light of a cap­i­tal joke. “But may I in­quire how you in­tend to sup­port the es­tab­lish­ment? If all the pupils are lit­tle raga­muffins, I’m afraid your crop won’t be prof­itable in a world­ly sense, Mrs. Bhaer.”

			“Now don’t be a wet-blan­ket, Ted­dy. Of course I shall have rich pupils, al­so—per­haps be­gin with such al­to­geth­er; then, when I’ve got a start, I can take a raga­muf­fin or two, just for a rel­ish. Rich peo­ple’s chil­dren of­ten need care and com­fort, as well as poor. I’ve seen un­for­tu­nate lit­tle crea­tures left to ser­vants, or back­ward ones pushed for­ward, when it’s re­al cru­el­ty. Some are naughty through mis­man­age­ment or ne­glect, and some lose their moth­ers. Be­sides, the best have to get through the hob­blede­hoy age, and that’s the very time they need most pa­tience and kind­ness. Peo­ple laugh at them, and hus­tle them about, try to keep them out of sight, and ex­pect them to turn, all at once, from pret­ty chil­dren in­to fine young men. They don’t com­plain much—plucky lit­tle souls—but they feel it. I’ve been through some­thing of it, and I know all about it. I’ve a spe­cial in­ter­est in such young bears, and like to show them that I see the warm, hon­est, well-mean­ing boys’ hearts, in spite of the clum­sy arms and legs and the top­sy-turvy heads. I’ve had ex­pe­ri­ence, too, for haven’t I brought up one boy to be a pride and hon­or to his fam­i­ly?”

			“I’ll tes­ti­fy that you tried to do it,” said Lau­rie, with a grate­ful look.

			“And I’ve suc­ceed­ed be­yond my hopes; for here you are, a steady, sen­si­ble busi­ness man, do­ing heaps of good with your mon­ey, and lay­ing up the bless­ings of the poor, in­stead of dol­lars. But you are not mere­ly a busi­ness man: you love good and beau­ti­ful things, en­joy them your­self, and let oth­ers go halves, as you al­ways did in the old times. I am proud of you, Ted­dy, for you get bet­ter ev­ery year, and ev­ery­one feels it, though you won’t let them say so. Yes, and when I have my flock, I’ll just point to you, and say, ‘There’s your mod­el, my lads.’ ”

			Poor Lau­rie didn’t know where to look; for, man though he was, some­thing of the old bash­ful­ness came over him as this burst of praise made all faces turn ap­prov­ing­ly up­on him.

			“I say, Jo, that’s rather too much,” he be­gan, just in his old boy­ish way. “You have all done more for me than I can ev­er thank you for, ex­cept by do­ing my best not to dis­ap­point you. You have rather cast me off late­ly, Jo, but I’ve had the best of help, nev­er­the­less; so, if I’ve got on at all, you may thank these two for it;” and he laid one hand gen­tly on his grand­fa­ther’s white head, the oth­er on Amy’s gold­en one, for the three were nev­er far apart.

			“I do think that fam­i­lies are the most beau­ti­ful things in all the world!” burst out Jo, who was in an un­usu­al­ly up­lift­ed frame of mind just then. “When I have one of my own, I hope it will be as hap­py as the three I know and love the best. If John and my Fritz were on­ly here, it would be quite a lit­tle heav­en on earth,” she added more qui­et­ly. And that night, when she went to her room, af­ter a bliss­ful evening of fam­i­ly coun­sels, hopes, and plans, her heart was so full of hap­pi­ness that she could on­ly calm it by kneel­ing be­side the emp­ty bed al­ways near her own, and think­ing ten­der thoughts of Beth.

			It was a very as­ton­ish­ing year al­to­geth­er, for things seemed to hap­pen in an un­usu­al­ly rapid and de­light­ful man­ner. Al­most be­fore she knew where she was, Jo found her­self mar­ried and set­tled at Plum­field. Then a fam­i­ly of six or sev­en boys sprung up like mush­rooms, and flour­ished sur­pris­ing­ly, poor boys as well as rich; for Mr. Lau­rence was con­tin­u­al­ly find­ing some touch­ing case of des­ti­tu­tion, and beg­ging the Bhaers to take pity on the child, and he would glad­ly pay a tri­fle for its sup­port. In this way the sly old gen­tle­man got round proud Jo, and fur­nished her with the style of boy in which she most de­light­ed.

			Of course it was up­hill work at first, and Jo made queer mis­takes; but the wise Pro­fes­sor steered her safe­ly in­to calmer wa­ters, and the most ram­pant raga­muf­fin was con­quered in the end. How Jo did en­joy her “wilder­ness of boys,” and how poor, dear Aunt March would have lament­ed had she been there to see the sa­cred precincts of prim, well-or­dered Plum­field over­run with Toms, Dicks, and Har­rys! There was a sort of po­et­ic jus­tice about it, af­ter all, for the old la­dy had been the ter­ror of the boys for miles round; and now the ex­iles feast­ed freely on for­bid­den plums, kicked up the grav­el with pro­fane boots un­re­proved, and played crick­et in the big field where the ir­ri­ta­ble “cow with a crum­pled horn” used to in­vite rash youths to come and be tossed. It be­came a sort of boys’ par­adise, and Lau­rie sug­gest­ed that it should be called the “Bhaer-garten,” as a com­pli­ment to its mas­ter and ap­pro­pri­ate to its in­hab­i­tants.

			It nev­er was a fash­ion­able school, and the Pro­fes­sor did not lay up a for­tune; but it was just what Jo in­tend­ed it to be—“a hap­py, home­like place for boys, who need­ed teach­ing, care, and kind­ness.” Ev­ery room in the big house was soon full; ev­ery lit­tle plot in the gar­den soon had its own­er; a reg­u­lar menagerie ap­peared in barn and shed, for pet an­i­mals were al­lowed; and, three times a day, Jo smiled at her Fritz from the head of a long ta­ble lined on ei­ther side with rows of hap­py young faces, which all turned to her with af­fec­tion­ate eyes, con­fid­ing words, and grate­ful hearts, full of love for “Moth­er Bhaer.” She had boys enough now, and did not tire of them, though they were not an­gels, by any means, and some of them caused both Pro­fes­sor and Pro­fes­sorin much trou­ble and anx­i­ety. But her faith in the good spot which ex­ists in the heart of the naugh­ti­est, sauci­est, most tan­ta­liz­ing lit­tle raga­muf­fin gave her pa­tience, skill, and, in time, suc­cess; for no mor­tal boy could hold out long with Fa­ther Bhaer shin­ing on him as benev­o­lent­ly as the sun, and Moth­er Bhaer for­giv­ing him sev­en­ty times sev­en. Very pre­cious to Jo was the friend­ship of the lads; their pen­i­tent sniffs and whis­pers af­ter wrong­do­ing; their droll or touch­ing lit­tle con­fi­dences; their pleas­ant en­thu­si­asms, hopes, and plans; even their mis­for­tunes, for they on­ly en­deared them to her all the more. There were slow boys and bash­ful boys; fee­ble boys and ri­otous boys; boys that lisped and boys that stut­tered; one or two lame ones; and a mer­ry lit­tle quadroon, who could not be tak­en in else­where, but who was wel­come to the “Bhaer-garten,” though some peo­ple pre­dict­ed that his ad­mis­sion would ru­in the school.

			Yes; Jo was a very hap­py wom­an there, in spite of hard work, much anx­i­ety, and a per­pet­u­al rack­et. She en­joyed it hearti­ly, and found the ap­plause of her boys more sat­is­fy­ing than any praise of the world; for now she told no sto­ries ex­cept to her flock of en­thu­si­as­tic be­liev­ers and ad­mir­ers. As the years went on, two lit­tle lads of her own came to in­crease her hap­pi­ness—Rob, named for grand­pa, and Ted­dy, a hap­py-go-lucky ba­by, who seemed to have in­her­it­ed his pa­pa’s sun­shiny tem­per as well as his moth­er’s live­ly spir­it. How they ev­er grew up alive in that whirlpool of boys was a mys­tery to their grand­ma and aunts; but they flour­ished like dan­de­lions in spring, and their rough nurs­es loved and served them well.

			There were a great many hol­i­days at Plum­field, and one of the most de­light­ful was the year­ly ap­ple-pick­ing; for then the March­es, Lau­rences, Brookes, and Bhaers turned out in full force, and made a day of it. Five years af­ter Jo’s wed­ding, one of these fruit­ful fes­ti­vals oc­curred—a mel­low Oc­to­ber day, when the air was full of an ex­hil­a­rat­ing fresh­ness which made the spir­its rise, and the blood dance healthi­ly in the veins. The old or­chard wore its hol­i­day at­tire; gold­en­rod and asters fringed the mossy walls; grasshop­pers skipped briskly in the sere grass, and crick­ets chirped like fairy pipers at a feast; squir­rels were busy with their small har­vest­ing; birds twit­tered their adieux from the alders in the lane; and ev­ery tree stood ready to send down its show­er of red or yel­low ap­ples at the first shake. Ev­ery­body was there; ev­ery­body laughed and sang, climbed up and tum­bled down; ev­ery­body de­clared that there nev­er had been such a per­fect day or such a jol­ly set to en­joy it; and ev­ery­one gave them­selves up to the sim­ple plea­sures of the hour as freely as if there were no such things as care or sor­row in the world.

			Mr. March strolled placid­ly about, quot­ing Tuss­er, Cow­ley, and Col­umel­la to Mr. Lau­rence, while en­joy­ing—

			
				“The gen­tle ap­ple’s winey juice.”

			

			The Pro­fes­sor charged up and down the green aisles like a stout Teu­ton­ic knight, with a pole for a lance, lead­ing on the boys, who made a hook and lad­der com­pa­ny of them­selves, and per­formed won­ders in the way of ground and lofty tum­bling. Lau­rie de­vot­ed him­self to the lit­tle ones, rode his small daugh­ter in a bushel-bas­ket, took Daisy up among the birds’ nests, and kept ad­ven­tur­ous Rob from break­ing his neck. Mrs. March and Meg sat among the ap­ple piles like a pair of Pomonas, sort­ing the con­tri­bu­tions that kept pour­ing in; while Amy, with a beau­ti­ful moth­er­ly ex­pres­sion in her face, sketched the var­i­ous groups, and watched over one pale lad, who sat ador­ing her with his lit­tle crutch be­side him.

			Jo was in her el­e­ment that day, and rushed about, with her gown pinned up, her hat any­where but on her head, and her ba­by tucked un­der her arm, ready for any live­ly ad­ven­ture which might turn up. Lit­tle Ted­dy bore a charmed life, for noth­ing ev­er hap­pened to him, and Jo nev­er felt any anx­i­ety when he was whisked up in­to a tree by one lad, gal­loped off on the back of an­oth­er, or sup­plied with sour rus­sets by his in­dul­gent pa­pa, who la­bored un­der the Ger­man­ic delu­sion that ba­bies could di­gest any­thing, from pick­led cab­bage to but­tons, nails, and their own small shoes. She knew that lit­tle Ted would turn up again in time, safe and rosy, dirty and serene, and she al­ways re­ceived him back with a hearty wel­come, for Jo loved her ba­bies ten­der­ly.

			At four o’clock a lull took place, and bas­kets re­mained emp­ty, while the ap­ple-pick­ers rest­ed, and com­pared rents and bruis­es. Then Jo and Meg, with a de­tach­ment of the big­ger boys, set forth the sup­per on the grass, for an out-of-door tea was al­ways the crown­ing joy of the day. The land lit­er­al­ly flowed with milk and hon­ey on such oc­ca­sions, for the lads were not re­quired to sit at ta­ble, but al­lowed to par­take of re­fresh­ment as they liked—free­dom be­ing the sauce best beloved by the boy­ish soul. They availed them­selves of the rare priv­i­lege to the fullest ex­tent, for some tried the pleas­ing ex­per­i­ment of drink­ing milk while stand­ing on their heads, oth­ers lent a charm to leapfrog by eat­ing pie in the paus­es of the game, cook­ies were sown broad­cast over the field, and ap­ple-turnovers roost­ed in the trees like a new style of bird. The lit­tle girls had a pri­vate tea-par­ty, and Ted roved among the ed­i­bles at his own sweet will.

			When no one could eat any more, the Pro­fes­sor pro­posed the first reg­u­lar toast, which was al­ways drunk at such times—“Aunt March, God bless her!” A toast hearti­ly giv­en by the good man, who nev­er for­got how much he owed her, and qui­et­ly drunk by the boys, who had been taught to keep her mem­o­ry green.

			“Now, grand­ma’s six­ti­eth birth­day! Long life to her, with three times three!”

			That was giv­en with a will, as you may well be­lieve; and the cheer­ing once be­gun, it was hard to stop it. Ev­ery­body’s health was pro­posed, from Mr. Lau­rence, who was con­sid­ered their spe­cial pa­tron, to the as­ton­ished guinea-pig, who had strayed from its prop­er sphere in search of its young mas­ter. De­mi, as the old­est grand­child, then pre­sent­ed the queen of the day with var­i­ous gifts, so nu­mer­ous that they were trans­port­ed to the fes­tive scene in a wheel­bar­row. Fun­ny presents, some of them, but what would have been de­fects to oth­er eyes were or­na­ments to grand­ma’s—for the chil­dren’s gifts were all their own. Ev­ery stitch Daisy’s pa­tient lit­tle fin­gers had put in­to the hand­ker­chiefs she hemmed was bet­ter than em­broi­dery to Mrs. March; De­mi’s shoe­box was a mir­a­cle of me­chan­i­cal skill, though the cov­er wouldn’t shut; Rob’s foot­stool had a wig­gle in its un­even legs, that she de­clared was very sooth­ing; and no page of the cost­ly book Amy’s child gave her was so fair as that on which ap­peared, in tip­sy cap­i­tals, the words—“To dear Grand­ma, from her lit­tle Beth.”

			Dur­ing this cer­e­mo­ny the boys had mys­te­ri­ous­ly dis­ap­peared; and, when Mrs. March had tried to thank her chil­dren, and bro­ken down, while Ted­dy wiped her eyes on his pinafore, the Pro­fes­sor sud­den­ly be­gan to sing. Then, from above him, voice af­ter voice took up the words, and from tree to tree echoed the mu­sic of the un­seen choir, as the boys sung, with all their hearts, the lit­tle song Jo had writ­ten, Lau­rie set to mu­sic, and the Pro­fes­sor trained his lads to give with the best ef­fect. This was some­thing al­to­geth­er new, and it proved a grand suc­cess; for Mrs. March couldn’t get over her sur­prise, and in­sist­ed on shak­ing hands with ev­ery one of the feath­er­less birds, from tall Franz and Emil to the lit­tle quadroon, who had the sweet­est voice of all.

			Af­ter this, the boys dis­persed for a fi­nal lark, leav­ing Mrs. March and her daugh­ters un­der the fes­ti­val tree.

			“I don’t think I ev­er ought to call my­self ‘Un­lucky Jo’ again, when my great­est wish has been so beau­ti­ful­ly grat­i­fied,” said Mrs. Bhaer, tak­ing Ted­dy’s lit­tle fist out of the milk-pitch­er, in which he was rap­tur­ous­ly churn­ing.

			“And yet your life is very dif­fer­ent from the one you pic­tured so long ago. Do you re­mem­ber our cas­tles in the air?” asked Amy, smil­ing as she watched Lau­rie and John play­ing crick­et with the boys.

			“Dear fel­lows! It does my heart good to see them for­get busi­ness, and frol­ic for a day,” an­swered Jo, who now spoke in a ma­ter­nal way of all mankind. “Yes, I re­mem­ber; but the life I want­ed then seems self­ish, lone­ly, and cold to me now. I haven’t giv­en up the hope that I may write a good book yet, but I can wait, and I’m sure it will be all the bet­ter for such ex­pe­ri­ences and il­lus­tra­tions as these;” and Jo point­ed from the live­ly lads in the dis­tance to her fa­ther, lean­ing on the Pro­fes­sor’s arm, as they walked to and fro in the sun­shine, deep in one of the con­ver­sa­tions which both en­joyed so much, and then to her moth­er, sit­ting en­throned among her daugh­ters, with their chil­dren in her lap and at her feet, as if all found help and hap­pi­ness in the face which nev­er could grow old to them.

			“My cas­tle was the most near­ly re­al­ized of all. I asked for splen­did things, to be sure, but in my heart I knew I should be sat­is­fied, if I had a lit­tle home, and John, and some dear chil­dren like these. I’ve got them all, thank God, and am the hap­pi­est wom­an in the world;” and Meg laid her hand on her tall boy’s head, with a face full of ten­der and de­vout con­tent.

			“My cas­tle is very dif­fer­ent from what I planned, but I would not al­ter it, though, like Jo, I don’t re­lin­quish all my artis­tic hopes, or con­fine my­self to help­ing oth­ers ful­fil their dreams of beau­ty. I’ve be­gun to mod­el a fig­ure of ba­by, and Lau­rie says it is the best thing I’ve ev­er done. I think so my­self, and mean to do it in mar­ble, so that, what­ev­er hap­pens, I may at least keep the im­age of my lit­tle an­gel.”

			As Amy spoke, a great tear dropped on the gold­en hair of the sleep­ing child in her arms; for her one well-beloved daugh­ter was a frail lit­tle crea­ture and the dread of los­ing her was the shad­ow over Amy’s sun­shine. This cross was do­ing much for both fa­ther and moth­er, for one love and sor­row bound them close­ly to­geth­er. Amy’s na­ture was grow­ing sweet­er, deep­er, and more ten­der; Lau­rie was grow­ing more se­ri­ous, strong, and firm; and both were learn­ing that beau­ty, youth, good for­tune, even love it­self, can­not keep care and pain, loss and sor­row, from the most blest; for—

			
				
					“In­to each life some rain must fall,
					

					Some days must be dark and sad and drea­ry.”
				

			

			“She is grow­ing bet­ter, I am sure of it, my dear. Don’t de­spond, but hope and keep hap­py,” said Mrs. March, as ten­der­heart­ed Daisy stooped from her knee, to lay her rosy cheek against her lit­tle cousin’s pale one.

			“I nev­er ought to, while I have you to cheer me up, Marmee, and Lau­rie to take more than half of ev­ery bur­den,” replied Amy warm­ly. “He nev­er lets me see his anx­i­ety, but is so sweet and pa­tient with me, so de­vot­ed to Beth, and such a stay and com­fort to me al­ways, that I can’t love him enough. So, in spite of my one cross, I can say with Meg, ‘Thank God, I’m a hap­py wom­an.’ ”

			“There’s no need for me to say it, for ev­ery­one can see that I’m far hap­pi­er than I de­serve,” added Jo, glanc­ing from her good hus­band to her chub­by chil­dren, tum­bling on the grass be­side her. “Fritz is get­ting gray and stout; I’m grow­ing as thin as a shad­ow, and am thir­ty; we nev­er shall be rich, and Plum­field may burn up any night, for that in­cor­ri­gi­ble Tom­my Bangs will smoke sweet-fern cigars un­der the bed­clothes, though he’s set him­self afire three times al­ready. But in spite of these un­ro­man­tic facts, I have noth­ing to com­plain of, and nev­er was so jol­ly in my life. Ex­cuse the re­mark, but liv­ing among boys, I can’t help us­ing their ex­pres­sions now and then.”

			“Yes, Jo, I think your har­vest will be a good one,” be­gan Mrs. March, fright­en­ing away a big black crick­et that was star­ing Ted­dy out of coun­te­nance.

			“Not half so good as yours, moth­er. Here it is, and we nev­er can thank you enough for the pa­tient sow­ing and reap­ing you have done,” cried Jo, with the lov­ing im­petu­os­i­ty which she nev­er could out­grow.

			“I hope there will be more wheat and few­er tares ev­ery year,” said Amy soft­ly.

			“A large sheaf, but I know there’s room in your heart for it, Marmee dear,” added Meg’s ten­der voice.

			Touched to the heart, Mrs. March could on­ly stretch out her arms, as if to gath­er chil­dren and grand­chil­dren to her­self, and say, with face and voice full of moth­er­ly love, grat­i­tude, and hu­mil­i­ty—

			“O, my girls, how­ev­er long you may live, I nev­er can wish you a greater hap­pi­ness than this!”

		
	
		
			
				Colophon

				[image: The Standard Ebooks logo.]
			
			Lit­tle Wom­en

			was pub­lished in 1868 and 1869 by

			Louisa May Al­cott.

			This ebook was pro­duced for

			Stan­dard Ebooks

			by

			Alex Ca­bal and Ali­na Py­zows­ki,

			and is based on tran­scrip­tions pro­duced in 2011 by

			David Ed­wards, Ernest Schaal, and The On­line Dis­trib­uted Proof­read­ing Team

			for

			Project Guten­berg

			and on dig­i­tal scans from the

			In­ter­net Ar­chive.

			The cov­er page is adapt­ed from

			They All Drew to the Fire,

			a paint­ing com­plet­ed in 1915 by

			Jessie Will­cox Smith.

			The cov­er and ti­tle pages fea­ture the

			League Spar­tan and Sorts Mill Goudy

			type­faces cre­at­ed in 2014 and 2009 by

			The League of Move­able Type.

			This edi­tion was re­leased on

			March 14, 2024, 3:12 a.m.

			and is based on

			re­vi­sion c557f39.

			The first edi­tion of this ebook was re­leased on

			May 6, 2016, 4:48 a.m.

			You can check for up­dates to this ebook, view its re­vi­sion his­to­ry, or down­load it for dif­fer­ent eread­ing sys­tems at

			stan­dard­e­books.org/ebooks/louisa-may-al­cott/lit­tle-wom­en.

			The vol­un­teer-driv­en Stan­dard Ebooks project re­lies on read­ers like you to sub­mit ty­pos, cor­rec­tions, and oth­er im­prove­ments. Any­one can con­trib­ute at stan­dard­e­books.org.

		
	
		
			Uncopyright

			
				
					May you do good and not evil.
					

					May you find for­give­ness for your­self and for­give oth­ers.
					

					May you share freely, nev­er tak­ing more than you give.
				

			

			Copy­right pages ex­ist to tell you that you can’t do some­thing. Un­like them, this Un­copy­right page ex­ists to tell you that the writ­ing and art­work in this ebook are be­lieved to be in the Unit­ed States pub­lic do­main; that is, they are be­lieved to be free of copy­right re­stric­tions in the Unit­ed States. The Unit­ed States pub­lic do­main rep­re­sents our col­lec­tive cul­tur­al her­itage, and items in it are free for any­one in the Unit­ed States to do al­most any­thing at all with, with­out hav­ing to get per­mis­sion.

			Copy­right laws are dif­fer­ent all over the world, and the source text or art­work in this ebook may still be copy­right­ed in oth­er coun­tries. If you’re not lo­cat­ed in the Unit­ed States, you must check your lo­cal laws be­fore us­ing this ebook. Stan­dard Ebooks makes no rep­re­sen­ta­tions re­gard­ing the copy­right sta­tus of the source text or art­work in this ebook in any coun­try oth­er than the Unit­ed States.

			Non-au­thor­ship ac­tiv­i­ties per­formed on items that are in the pub­lic do­main—so-called “sweat of the brow” work—don’t cre­ate a new copy­right. That means that no­body can claim a new copy­right on an item that is in the pub­lic do­main for, among oth­er things, work like dig­i­ti­za­tion, markup, or ty­pog­ra­phy. Re­gard­less, the con­trib­u­tors to this ebook re­lease their con­tri­bu­tions un­der the terms in the CC0 1.0 Uni­ver­sal Pub­lic Do­main Ded­i­ca­tion, thus ded­i­cat­ing to the world­wide pub­lic do­main all of the work they’ve done on this ebook, in­clud­ing but not lim­it­ed to meta­da­ta, the ti­tlepage, im­print, colophon, this Un­copy­right, and any changes or en­hance­ments to, or markup on, the orig­i­nal text and art­work. This ded­i­ca­tion doesn’t change the copy­right sta­tus of the source text or art­work. We make this ded­i­ca­tion in the in­ter­est of en­rich­ing our glob­al cul­tur­al her­itage, to pro­mote free and li­bre cul­ture around the world, and to give back to the un­re­strict­ed cul­ture that has giv­en all of us so much.

		
	OEBPS/Images/cover00360.jpeg
LITTLE WOMEN

{
1

LOUISA MAY ALCOTT





OEBPS/Images/image00359.png
LITTLE WOMEN
LOUISA MAY ALCOTT





OEBPS/Images/image00358.png





