Little Women
by Louisa May Alcott
Chapter 1. Four sisters
'Christmas won't be Christinas without any presents,' said Jo crossly.
'It's so awful to be poor!' agreed Meg, looking at her old dress.
'It's not right for some girls to have pretty things, and others to have nothing at all,' said little Amy.
'We've got Father and Mother, and each other,' said Beth gently.
The four young faces round the fire cheered up as they thought of this, but then Jo said sadly, 'We haven't got Father, and we won't have him for a long time.' She didn't say 'perhaps never', but each silently thought it, remembering that he was away at the war in the South.
Then Meg said, 'Mother says we shouldn't spend money on presents when our men are fighting a war.'
'We can't expect anything from Mother or each other,' said Jo, 'but we only have a dollar each, and that won't help the army much. Let's each buy ourselves what we want, and have a little fun. We work hard to earn it.'
'I do, teaching those awful children,' said Meg.
'What about me?' said Jo. 'I'm shut up all day working for a terrible old lady, who gives me different orders every five seconds!'
'I think washing cups and plates and keeping things tidy is the worst work in the world,' said Beth. 'My hands get too tired to play my music.'
'I have to go to school with girls who laugh at my dresses and say cruel things because my father isn't rich,' said Amy.
'I wish we had the money Father lost when we were little, Jo,' said Meg.
'I wish I was a boy,' said Jo. 'Then I could go and fight beside Father!'
Meg was sixteen and very pretty, with large eyes and soft brown hair, and white hands. Fifteen-year-old Jo was very tall and thin. Her long, dark-red hair was usually pushed up out of the way. Beth was thirteen, a very shy girl who seemed to live in a happy world of her own. Amy was the youngest, but thought herself to be the most important. She had blue eyes, and yellow hair which curled on to her shoulders.
At six o'clock, Beth put a pair of slippers by the fire to warm and Meg lit the lamp. Amy got out of the comfortable chair without being asked, and Jo forgot how tired she was and held the slippers closer to the fire. 'These are old,' she said. 'Mother needs a new pair.'
'I'll get her some with my dollar,' said Beth.
'No, I shall!' cried Amy.
'I'm the oldest-' began Meg.
'I'm the man of the family now Father is away, and I shall buy them,' said Jo.
'Let's each get her something and not get anything for ourselves,' said Beth.
'That's a kind idea!' said Jo. 'What shall we get?'
Everyone thought for a moment, then Meg said, 'I'll give her a nice pair of gloves.'
'The best army slippers,' said Jo.
'Some handkerchiefs,' said Beth.
'A little bottle of perfume,' said Amy. 'It won't cost much, so I'll have some money left to buy something for me.'
'We'll let Mother think we're getting things for ourselves, and then surprise her,' said Jo.
Mrs March arrived home soon after. She took off her wet things and put on her warm slippers. Meg made the tea, Jo brought wood for the fire, Beth was quiet and busy, and Amy gave orders.
'I've got a letter from Father!' cried Mrs March.
It was a letter to cheer them up, and the special message for the girls came at the end:
Give them all my love and a kiss. I think of them every day. I know they will be loving children to you, and that when I come back, I will be prouder than ever of my little women.
A tear dropped off the end of Jo's nose.
Amy hid her face on her mother's shoulder. 'I'm selfish,' she cried, 'but I'll try to be better.'
'We all will!' cried Meg. 'I think too much about the way I look, and hate to work, but I won't anymore.'
'And I'll try to be a "little woman",' said Jo, 'and not be rough and wild.'
Beth said nothing, but she began to work hard at a blue army glove she was making.
So the four girls decided that they would all try very hard to be good. They would never be cross, or lazy, or selfish - and they would all help each other. They talked over their plan that evening, while they made sheets for Aunt March. Then at nine o'clock they stopped to sing a song. Beth played the old piano, and Meg and her mother led the singing. Jo always sang in the wrong place, but the girls never got too old to sing together.
Chapter 2. A Happy Christmas
Jo was the first to wake up on Christmas morning, but soon they were all awake and they went downstairs. 'Where's Mother?' asked Meg.
'I don't know,' said old Hannah. She had lived with the family since Meg was born, and was more like a friend than a servant. 'Some poor woman came to the door and your mother went off to see what was needed.'
'She'll be back soon,' said Meg. She looked at the presents for her mother which were in a basket under a chair, ready to bring out at the right time. 'Where is Amy's bottle of perfume?'
'She went to put some pretty paper round it, I think,' said Jo.
Suddenly, they heard the outside door close.
'Here's Mother! Hide the basket, quick!' said Jo.
But it was Amy. She came in quickly.
'Where have you been, and what's that behind you?' asked Meg.
'I ran to the shop and changed the little bottle of perfume for a big one,' said Amy. 'I spent all my money to get it, and I'm not going to be selfish anymore!'
Meg smiled proudly and put her arms around her sister. Then there was another bang from the outside door, and the basket was pushed back under the chair. The girls ran to the table, ready for their breakfast.
'Happy Christmas, Mother!' they shouted.
'Happy Christmas, little daughters!' said Mrs March.
Then the smile disappeared from her face. 'Girls, listen. Not far away is a poor woman, Mrs Hummel, with a new baby. Her six children are in one bed, trying to keep warm, as they have no wood for a fire. There is nothing to eat and they are hungry and cold. Will you give them your breakfast as a Christmas present?'
For a minute no one spoke. Then Jo said, 'Mother, I'm so glad you came back before we began to eat!' And the girls quickly began to put their breakfast in a basket.
'I knew you would do it,' said Mrs March, smiling.
She took the girls and Hannah to a cold, miserable little room in an old building, where they found a sick mother, a crying baby, and a group of children with white, frightened faces. The children were on the bed under a blanket, trying to keep warm.
The woman almost cried with happiness when she saw the girls. Hannah, who had brought wood, made a fire. Mrs March gave the mother tea and hot food, then she dressed the little baby gently. The girls put the children round the fire and fed them like hungry birds.
It was a very happy meal, although the girls ate none of it. But no one was happier than those hungry young ladies who gave away their breakfast on Christmas morning.
Mrs March was surprised and pleased when she saw her presents later. There was a lot of laughing and kissing and explaining. Then, for the rest of the day, the girls were busy. Jo liked to write plays, and the four of them were going to act one that evening. They had learned their words, and had worked hard to make strange and wonderful clothes for all the different characters in the play.
On Christmas night, some other girls came to watch. At first, there was a lot of whispering and laughing from the four sisters behind the curtains. Then the curtains were opened and the play began.
It was an exciting story about Hugo (acted by Jo wearing a black beard!), beautiful Zara and brave Roderigo. There were also two ghosts, a cruel king, and a tall castle made of paper and wood - which unfortunately fell down just as Roderigo and Zara were escaping from it. There were screams of laughter from everyone, but the actors picked themselves up and carried on through more dangers and mysteries until the happy ending was reached.
All the visitors loved the play, and after the excitement and fun came a surprise for everyone.
'Would the young ladies like to stay for supper?' asked Hannah.
And when the girls saw the supper table, they could not believe their eyes! There was ice-cream, cake, fruit, and French chocolate! And in the middle of the table were flowers for each of the four actors.
'Where did it all come from?' asked Amy.
'From Father Christmas, perhaps?' said Beth.
'Mother did it,' said Meg.
'Aunt March sent it,' said Jo.
'You're all wrong,' laughed Mrs March. 'Old Mr Laurence sent it!'
'The Laurence boy's grandfather?' said Meg. 'But we don't know him.'
'Hannah told his servant about your breakfast party, and that pleased him,' sad Mrs March. 'He knew my father many years ago, and hi sent me a note this afternoon, asking if he could send my children a few small Christmas presents.'
'The idea came from that boy, I know it did!' said Jo. 'I'm sure he wants to know us, but he's shy, and Meg won't let me speak to him when we pass him in the street. She says that it's not at all polite for young ladies to introduce themselves to strangers.'
'You mean the people who live in the big house next door, don't you?' said one of the other girls. 'My mother knows old Mr Laurence. She says he keeps his grandson in the house when the boy isn't riding or walking with his tutor, and makes him study very hard. We invited the boy to our party but he didn't come.'
'That boy needs to have some fun,' said Jo.
Chapter 3. The Laurence boy
'Look!' said Meg, excitedly, a day or two later. She waved a piece of paper at Jo. 'An invitation to a New Year's party at Sallie Gardiner's house, and it's for both of us. Mother says we can go, but what shall we wear?'
'Our best cotton dresses,' said Jo, 'because we haven't got anything else. Yours is as good as new, but mine has a burn and a hole in the back.'
'Then you must keep your back out of sight,' said Meg. 'I'll have a new ribbon for my hair, and my new slippers. And my gloves are all right.'
'Mine are stained, so I'll have to go without.'
'You must wear gloves to a dance, Jo!' cried Meg.
'Then we'll each wear one good one and carry a bad one,' said Jo.
Meg looked worried. 'All right, but you will behave nicely, won't you? Don't stare, or put your hands behind your back.'
On New Year's Eve, the two younger sisters watched the two older girls get ready for the party. There was a lot of running up and down, and laughing and talking. Meg wanted some curls around her face, so Jo began to work on the papered ends of Meg's hair with a pair of hot tongs.
'Should they smoke like that?' asked Beth.
'It's the wetness drying,' said Jo.
'What a strange burning smell!' said Amy.
'I'll take the papers off now,' said Jo, 'and you'll see lots of little curls.'
She took the papers off - and, to her horror, the burnt hair came off with them!
'Oh, oh! What have you done to my hair!' cried Meg.
'I always get things wrong,' said Jo unhappily. 'I'm so sorry. I suppose the tongs were too hot.'
'Don't worry,' Amy told Meg, who was crying. 'Just tie your ribbon so that the ends come on to your forehead a little, and it will look quite fashionable.'
At last, Meg and Jo were ready and went off to the Gardiners' house where Mrs Gardiner welcomed them kindly. Meg immediately began to enjoy herself with Sallie, but Jo wasn't interested in girlish talk and stood with her back carefully against the wall, watching the dancing. Soon Meg was asked to dance, then Jo saw a big red-haired boy coming towards her and she quickly went through a door into a small room. Unfortunately, another shy person was already hiding there and she found herself looking at the 'Laurence boy'.
'Oh dear, I didn't know anyone was here!' Jo said.
The boy laughed. 'Don't go. I came in here because I don't know any people, but I think I've seen you before,' he said. 'You live near us, don't you?'
'Next door,' said Jo. 'We enjoyed your nice Christmas present.'
'My grandfather sent it, Miss March.'
'But you gave your grandfather the idea, didn't you, Mr Laurence?'
'I'm not Mr Laurence, only Laurie,' he said.
'And I'm not Miss March, only Jo,' she said. 'Do you like parties?'
'Sometimes,' he answered. 'I've been abroad a lot recently, and I don't know how you do things here.'
'Abroad!' said Jo. 'Oh, did you go to Paris?'
'We went there last winter.'
'Can you speak French?' she asked.
He said something in French, and Jo listened carefully. 'You asked, "Who is the young lady in the pretty slippers?" It's my sister, Meg, and you knew it was! Do you think she's pretty?'
'Yes,' he said. 'She looks so fresh and quiet.'
This pleased Jo very much, and soon the two of them were talking easily, like old friends. 'I hear you're always studying hard,' said Jo. 'Are you going to college soon?'
'Not for a year or two,' he said. 'I'm sixteen next month, and I won't go before I'm seventeen.'
'I wish I was going to college,' said Jo.
'I hate even the idea of it!' said Laurie.
Jo wanted to know why, but he looked so serious that instead of asking she said, 'Why don't you go and dance?'
'I will if you'll come too,' he answered.
'I can't because-' Jo stopped.
'Because what?'
'You won't tell?'
'Never!'
'I've a bad habit of standing near a fire, and I burn my dresses,' said Jo. 'I have to keep still so that no one will see the burn on this one. Laugh if you like.'
But Laurie didn't laugh. 'Never mind that,' he said gently. 'Please come.'
Jo smiled. 'All right,' she said. Thank you.'
When the music stopped, they sat down and began to talk, but Jo saw Meg waving at her. She went over and followed her sister into a side room.
'I've turned my foot over and hurt my ankle,' said Meg. 'I can't walk on it, and I don't know how I'm going to get home.'
'I'm not surprised you turned your foot over in those stupid high shoes,' said Jo. 'You'll have to get a carriage or stay here all night.'
'A carriage will cost a lot,' said Meg, 'and I can't stay here for the night because the house is full. I'll just rest until Hannah comes to fetch us, then do the best I can.'
'They're going in for supper now,' said Jo. 'I'll stay with you.'
'No, run and bring me some coffee,' said Meg.
Jo found the coffee, but immediately dropped some down the front of her dress. She was cleaning it off with Meg's glove when a friendly voice spoke to her.
'Can I help?' said Laurie. He had a cup of coffee in one hand and a plate with a cake on it in the other.
'I was trying to get something for Meg,' said Jo.
'And I was looking for someone to give this to,' he said. He fetched more coffee and a cake for Jo, then the three of them had a happy time talking together until Hannah arrived. Meg completely forgot about her foot and stood up quickly. She cried out with pain, and when Laurie saw that she could not walk, he immediately offered to take them home in his grandfather's carriage.
'But you can't want to go home yet,' said Jo.
'I always go early,' said Laurie.
He sat with the driver, and the two girls sat with Hannah inside the carriage and talked excitedly about the party.
'I had a wonderful time, did you?' said Jo.
'Yes, until I hurt myself,' said Meg. Sallie's friend, Annie Moffat, has asked me to go and stay with her for a week in the spring, when Sallie does.'
Jo told Meg her adventures, and then they were home. They thanked Laurie and went quietly into the house, hoping to wake no one. But as soon as they opened their bedroom door, two little voices cried out: Tell us about the party! Tell us about the party!'
Chapter 4. The house next door
'It's so nice to go to parties and drive home in carriages,' said Meg, the next morning. 'Other people live like that all the time, and I wish we could. I wish we were rich.'
'Well, we're not,' said Jo. 'So we must do our work with a smile, the way Mother does.'
Mr March had lost most of his money helping a friend. When the two older girls discovered this, they wanted to do something to earn some money for the family, and as soon as they were old enough, they found work. Meg got a job teaching four small children. It was hard for her to be poor because she could remember the time when their home had been beautiful, with everything they wanted. And every day at Mrs King's house she saw pretty dresses, and heard talk of parties and the theatre - all the things which Meg loved.
Jo went to Aunt March, who needed someone to fetch and carry things, and read to her. She was a difficult old lady who complained a lot, but Jo did her best.
Beth was much too shy to go to school with other children, so she studied at home with her father. When he went away, and her mother was busy with war work, Beth continued to study by herself and helped Hannah keep the home tidy for the others. She also spent long, quiet hours alone, talking to her dolls or playing the old piano. Beth loved music and, although the family could not afford music lessons or a good make herself a better musician.
Amy drew the most beautiful pictures and wanted to be a famous painter one day. She was a favourite with everyone, except when she complained about having to wear her cousin's old clothes because her mother could not afford to buy new ones for her.
* * *
One afternoon a week or two later, Jo went outside to clear the snow away from some of the garden so that Beth could walk there when the sun came out. She looked across to the house next door - a big stone house with lovely things inside that Jo occasionally saw through the open curtains at the windows. But it seemed a lonely, lifeless kind of house, as no children played outside, no motherly face smiled at the windows, and not many people went in and out, except the old gentleman and his grandson.
She had not seen the Laurence boy lately and wondered if he was away, but suddenly she saw him looking out of an upstairs window. She threw up a handful of soft snow and called out, 'Are you ill?'
Laurie opened the window. 'I'm almost better, thank you,' he said. 'I've had a bad cold.'
'What do you find to do?' said Jo.
'Nothing,' he said. 'They won't let me.'
'Why don't you get someone to come and see you?'
'I don't know anyone.'
'You know us,' said Jo.
'So I do!' laughed Laurie. 'Will you come, please?'
'I'll come if Mother will let me. I'll go and ask her. Shut the window and wait until I come.'
Laurie was excited and began to get ready for Jo's visit. He brushed his hair and tried to make his room tidy. Soon after, he heard voices downstairs, then a surprised servant ran up to his room.
'There's a young lady to see you, sir,' she said.
A moment later, Jo appeared with a box in one hand and Beth's three small cats in the other. 'Mother sends her love,' she said. 'Meg asked me to bring some of her cake, and Beth thought you would like to play with her cats. Isn't she funny?'
Laurie laughed. 'How kind you all are,' he said.
'Shall I read to you?' said Jo.
'I'd rather talk,' he said.
'I can talk all day,' said Jo, smiling. 'Beth says I never know when to stop.'
'Is Beth the one who stays at home?'
'Yes, that's Beth. She's a good girl.'
'The pretty one is Meg, and the curly-haired one is Amy, is that right?' he said.
'Yes. How did you know?'
Laurie's face became red. 'I hear you calling to each other, and you always seem to be having so much fun. Sometimes, in the evenings, you forget to close your curtains and I can see you sitting round the fire with your mother. I haven't got a mother.'
Jo saw the sadness in his eyes. 'Why don't you come over and see us? Would your grandfather let you?'
'Perhaps, if your mother asked him,' said Laurie. 'He spends a lot of time among his books, and Mr Brooke, my tutor, doesn't live here. So I haven't anyone to go out with. Do you like your school?'
'I don't go to school. I go out to work - to my aunt's,' said Jo. She described the difficult old lady and made him laugh with her stories. She told him all about her sisters, the plays they acted, and their hopes and fears for their father. Then they talked about books, and Jo discovered that Laurie loved them as much as she did.
'Come and see our library,' he said. 'Grandfather is out, so you needn't be afraid.'
'I'm not afraid of anything,' replied Jo.
He took her down to a room where the walls were covered with books and pictures.
'You should be the happiest boy in the world!' said Jo, sitting in a big armchair and looking round.
'A person can't live on books,' he said.
Suddenly, a bell rang.
Jo jumped up out of the chair. 'It's your grandfather!' she said.
'What if it is?' said Laurie, with a smile. 'You're not afraid of anything, remember?'
'Perhaps I am a little bit afraid of him,' said Jo.
The servant came in at that moment. 'The doctor is here to see you, sir,' she said to Laurie.
'Can I leave you for a minute or two, Jo?' he said.
'Yes, I'm very happy here,' said Jo.
He went away and Jo was staring at a large picture of the old gentleman when the door opened again. Without turning, she said, 'I won't be afraid of him, because he's got kind eyes, although his mouth looks hard and cold. He's not as handsome as my grandfather, but I like him.'
'Thank you,' said a deep voice behind her.
She turned quickly - and saw old Mr Laurence!
Jo's face turned a bright red and she wanted to run away. But the old man's eyes looked kinder than those in the picture and seemed to have a smile in them.
'So you're not afraid of me, eh?' he said.
'Not much, sir.'
'But I'm not as handsome as your grandfather?
'Not quite, sir.'
'But you like me.' He laughed and shook hands with her. 'Now, what have you been doing with my grandson?'
'Trying to cheer him up, sir,' said Jo. 'He seems a bit lonely.'
'Then come and have some tea with us.'
Laurie was very surprised to see Jo with his grandfather, but was soon talking and laughing happily with Jo. The old man watched the two young people and noticed the change in his grandson. 'She's right,' he thought. 'The boy does need cheering up.'
After tea, they went into a room where there was a large and beautiful piano.
'Do you play?' Jo asked Laurie.
'Sometimes,' he answered.
'Play now. I want to hear it so I can tell Beth.'
So Laurie played and Jo listened. Afterwards, Mr Laurence said, 'He plays quite well, but I want him to do well in more important things. Now, I hope you'll come again.' He shook hands with her. 'Goodnight, Jo.'
Laurie walked to the door with her. 'He doesn't like to hear me play,' he said.
'Why not?' said Jo.
'I'll tell you one day,' he said.
* * *
When Jo told the family of her afternoon's adventures, they all wanted to go and visit the big house.
'Mother, why doesn't Mr Laurence like to hear Laurie play the piano?' asked Jo.
'Laurie's father married an Italian lady, a musician,' said Mrs March. 'The old man didn't like her, and never saw his son after they were married. Laurie was born in Italy, but his parents died when he was a child, and his grandfather brought him home. Laurie loves music and I expect his grandfather is afraid he'll want to be a musician like his mother.'
'Laurie should be a musician if he wants to be,' said Jo. 'Sending him to college will just make him unhappy.'
Chapter 5. A surprise for Beth
Laurie and the four girls were soon great friends. Mr Brooke complained to the old gentleman that his student was always running across to see the Marches.
'Let him have a bit of a holiday,' said Mr Laurence. 'He can catch up with his studies later.'
What good times they had! Writing and acting plays, happy evenings at the Marches, and little parties at the big house. Only Beth was too shy to go there. When Mr Laurence heard about Beth's shyness, he came to have tea with their mother one day, and began to talk about music and great singers he had heard. Beth found it impossible to stay in her corner and came to listen.
'Laurie hasn't much time for his music,' Mr Laurence told Mrs March, 'so the piano is not used very often. Would any of your girls like to play it sometimes? They needn't see or speak to anyone, and I'll be in my study.' He got up to go. 'But if they don't want to come...'
At this moment, a little hand touched his own. It was Beth's. 'I - I want to come,' she said, her voice shaking. 'Very much.'
'You're the musical girl,' said Mr Laurence, gently.
'I'm Beth. Yes, I love music, and I shall come.'
The next day, Beth waited until the old and the young gentlemen both went out, then she ran across to the big house and found her way to the room with the beautiful piano. As soon as she began to play, she forgot her fears immediately in the delight which the music gave her.
After that, Beth went every day. She never knew that Mr Laurence often opened his study door to hear her playing, or that Laurie stood in the hall to keep the servants away from the shy little girl. But she was so grateful that she asked her mother and sisters to help her make the old gentleman a pair of slippers. After several days' careful sewing, the slippers were finished. Then Beth wrote a short letter and, with Laurie's help, left it with the slippers in the old man's study one morning, before he was up.
The next day, Beth went out for a walk, and when she came back the others were waiting for her. 'Here's a letter for you, Beth!' they called out. 'Come and read it!' She hurried to the house and they took her into the front room. 'Look there!' everyone was saying at once. Beth looked - and got the biggest surprise of her life! For there stood a lovely little piano, with a letter on the top of it, addressed to: 'Miss Elizabeth March'.
'You - you read it, Jo,' whispered Beth. 'I can't.'
So Jo opened the letter and began to read.
'Dear Miss March,' she read, 'I have had many pairs of slippers but none which have pleased me so much as yours. I should like to thank you for your kindness by sending you something that once belonged to my little granddaughter, who died. With many thanks. I am your good friend, James Laurence.'
Jo put an arm around her sister. 'Now try it, Beth,' she said.
Beth sat down and began to play, and everyone thought it was the most perfect piano they had ever heard.
'You'll have to go and thank him,' said Jo, with a smile, knowing that Beth was much too shy to do anything like that.
But Beth surprised them all. 'I'll do it at once,' she said bravely, and away she walked, through the garden and into the big house next door. She went up to the old gentleman's study and knocked on the door.
'Come in,' said Mr Laurence.
Beth went in. 'I came to say thank you, sir,' she began, in her quiet little voice. But he looked so friendly that she ran and put both her arms around his neck and kissed him.
The old gentleman was so surprised that he nearly fell off his chair. But he was very pleased indeed by that shy little kiss, and soon the two of them were talking like old friends. Later, he walked home with Beth. The girls, watching with great interest from the window, could not believe their eyes. 'Well,' Meg said, 'I do believe the world is coming to an end!'
Chapter 6. Amy in trouble
'Where are you going?' Amy asked Meg and Jo one afternoon. 'I want to come, too.'
'You can't, dear, you're not invited,' said Meg.
'You're going somewhere with Laurie, I know you are!'
'Yes, we are,' said Jo. 'Now stop annoying us.'
'You're going to the theatre!' Amy said suddenly. 'I want to go with you!'
'We could take her, I suppose,' began Meg.
'No, Laurie only invited us,' said Jo.
'I shall go,' shouted Amy. 'Meg says I can.'
'You just stay where you are!' said Jo, angrily.
'I'll make you sorry for this, Jo March!' Amy shouted, as Meg and Jo left the house.
The two older sisters enjoyed themselves at the theatre, but Jo couldn't stop worrying as she wondered what Amy would do to 'make her sorry'.
She found out the next afternoon.
Beth, Amy and Meg were sitting together when Jo ran into the room. 'Has anyone taken my notebook?' Jo asked.
Meg and Beth said 'No' at once, but Amy said nothing.
'Amy, you've got it,' said Jo.
'No, I haven't,' said Amy.
'That's a lie!' said Jo. 'Tell me the truth, or I'll make you!'
'Do what you like,' said Amy. 'You'll never see your stupid book again, because I burned it!'
Jo's face went white. 'What! But I worked so hard writing my stories!'
'I said I'd make you sorry, and I have!' said Amy.
Jo jumped at Amy and shook her shoulders. 'You wicked, wicked girl!' cried Jo. 'I'll never, ever forgive you!' And she ran out of the room.
Mrs March came home and heard the story.
'Oh, how could you do that, Amy?' she said. 'That was Jo's book of stories. She wrote them all herself, and was hoping to make them good enough to print.'
Slowly, Amy began to understand the terrible thing she had done, and started to cry. Later, when Jo appeared for tea, Amy begged her sister to forgive her.
'I shall never forgive you,' Jo answered.
It was not a happy evening, and when singing time came, Jo remained silent. Afterwards, she kissed her mother and said 'Goodnight'.
'My dear, don't go to bed feeling so angry with your sister,' whispered Mrs March.
'I'm sorry, Mother, I can't forgive her,' replied Jo.
Next day, Jo wanted to get out of the house, so she picked up her skates and went next door to ask Laurie to take her skating.
Amy heard them going. 'Jo promised to take me with her next time!' she complained.
'It's hard for her to forgive you, Amy,' said Meg. 'Go after them and wait until Jo is enjoying herself, then give her a kiss or do something kind.'
It was not far to the river, but Jo and Laurie were already skating when Amy arrived. Jo saw Amy but turned away. Laurie was carefully skating along the edge of the ice and didn't see the younger girl.
Amy put her skates on and stood on the ice.
'Keep near the edge. The ice isn't safe in the middle,' Laurie called to Jo, then he disappeared round the first bend in the river.
Jo heard, but Amy did not. Jo realized that Amy probably hadn't heard, but she said nothing and skated after Laurie. 'Let Amy look after herself!' Jo thought.
Amy skated out towards the smoother ice in the middle of the river. Jo reached the bend, and for a moment she stood still, a strange feeling in her heart. Something made her turn round - just in time to see Amy throw up her hands and go crashing through the ice into the cold water! Amy gave a cry that made Jo's heart stop with fear. She tried to call Laurie, but her voice was gone, and for a second she could only stand and stare at the little blue hood of Amy's coat above the black water.
Suddenly, Laurie skated past her and shouted, 'Bring a piece of wood from the side of the river, quickly!'
Wild with fear, Jo fetched some wood and pulled it across the ice, while Laurie held Amy's head above the water. Together, they got her out.
She was more frightened than hurt, and was quickly taken home. They covered her in blankets and tried to calm her, and after a little while she fell asleep in front of the warm fire. Later, when everything was quiet, Jo asked her mother, 'Are you sure she's safe?'
'Quite safe, dear. It was sensible to get her home as quickly as you did.'
'Laurie did it all,' said Jo. 'Mother, if she should die, it will be my fault. I get angry so quickly. Oh, why can't I be more like you?'
'I get angry nearly every day of my life, Jo,' said Mrs March, 'but I've learned not to show it. I've learned to stop myself saying the angry words that come to my lips, and you must try to do the same, my dear.'
Amy moved in her sleep and Jo looked at her. 'I refused to forgive her, and today, she nearly died! And it was Laurie who saved her. How could I be so wicked?' Jo began to cry.
Then Amy opened her eyes and held out her arms, with a smile that went straight to Jo's heart. Neither of them said a word, but they held each other close, and everything was forgiven and forgotten.
Chapter 7. Meg hears some gossip
Annie Moffat did not forget her promised invitation, and one April day Meg went to stay at the Moffats' large house. Meg thought it was wonderful. She loved riding in fine carriages, wearing her best dress every day, and doing nothing except enjoy herself. She soon began to talk about fashionable clothes and hairstyles in the way that the other girls did. And the more Meg saw of Annie's pretty things, the more she wished that she, too, was rich.
Annie's older sisters, Belle and Clara, were fine young ladies; Mr Moffat was a fat, friendly gentleman; and Mrs Moffat was a fat, friendly lady. They were all very kind to Meg and did their best to make her feel at home.
When the evening for a 'small party' came, Meg's best dress looked very old next to Sallies new one, but no one said anything about it. The girls were getting ready when a servant brought in a box of flowers.
'For Miss March,' she said. 'And here's a letter.'
'What fun! Who are they from?' said the girls. 'We didn't know you had a young man.'
'The letter is from Mother and the flowers are from Laurie,' said Meg, simply.
'Oh,' said Annie, with a strange look.
Her mother's loving words and Laurie's kindness made Meg feel much happier and she enjoyed the party very much. Annie made her sing, and someone said that Meg had a fine voice. So Meg was having a nice time - until she heard someone say, on the other side of a large table of flowers: 'How old is the Laurence boy?'
'Sixteen or seventeen, I think,' said another voice.
'It would be an excellent thing for one of those girls,' said a third voice. 'Sallie says they are very friendly, and the old man thinks they are all wonderful.'
'I expect Mrs M. has made her plans,' said Mrs Moffat's voice, 'but do you think the girl knows of them?'
'She told that little lie about her mother, and her cheeks went pink. I'm sure the note was from the boy really. Poor thing! She'd be very pretty if she had some nice clothes. Do you think she'll mind if we offer to lend her a dress for Thursday?'
'I shall ask young Laurence to come, and we'll have some fun with her afterwards.'
Meg tried to forget what she'd heard, but could not. The gossip made her angry, and she was glad when the party was over and she was alone in her bed. She cried quietly to herself. Why did people have to say those things? She and Laurie were just friends, but now that friendship felt damaged by the unkind gossip.
The next day, Miss Belle said, 'Meg, dear, we've sent an invitation to your friend, Mr Laurence, for Thursday.' Meg pretended to misunderstand. 'You're very kind, but I'm afraid he won't come. He's nearly seventy.'
Miss Belle laughed. 'I mean the young man.'
'There isn't one,' said Meg. Laurie is only a boy.'
'Isn't he about your age?' said Clara.
'Nearer Jo's,' said Meg. 'I'm seventeen in August.'
'It's nice of him to send you flowers,' said Annie.
'He often does, to all of us,' said Meg. 'My mother and old Mr Laurence are friends, you know.'
'What will you wear on Thursday?' asked Sallie.
'My white dress again, I haven't got any others.'
'No others?' said Sallie. 'How funny-'
'I have a pretty blue dress I can't wear anymore, Meg,' said Belle. 'It will please me if you wear it.'
'You're very kind, but-,' began Meg.
'Please, do,' said Belle. 'You'll look quite beautiful in it.' Meg couldn't refuse this kind offer and, on the Thursday evening, Belle helped to change Meg into a fine lady. She brushed and curled her hair, reddened her lips, then helped her to get into the sky-blue dress. The neck of the dress was cut very low, and Meg was quite shocked when she saw herself in the mirror. A necklace and earrings were added, and Meg was ready for the party.
At first, she felt strange in all the fine clothes, but she soon discovered that people who did not usually notice her now came to speak to her. Several young men who had only stared before now asked to be introduced.
Suddenly, Meg saw Laurie across the room. He was staring at her, and he didn't look very pleased. Meg began to feel uncomfortable, and she wished that she had worn her old dress. As she walked up to Laurie, she saw Belle and Annie watching them both and smiling.
'I'm glad you came,' Meg said to Laurie, in her most grown-up voice. 'I was afraid you wouldn't.'
'Jo wanted me to come and tell her how you looked,' said Laurie.
'What will you tell her?'
'I'll say I didn't know you, because you look so unlike yourself. I'm quite afraid of you,' he said.
'The girls dressed me up for fun,' said Meg. 'Don't you like it?'
'No, I don't,' came the cool reply.
Meg became angry. 'Then I shan't stay with you!' And she walked off towards the window.
A moment or two later, an older man went past her and she heard him say to his friend, 'That girl has been dressed up like a doll.'
'Oh dear,' thought Meg. 'Why didn't I wear my own things?'
She turned and saw Laurie behind her. 'Please forgive me,' he said. 'Come and have something to eat.'
Meg tried to look annoyed.
'Please come,' he said again. 'I don't like your dress, but I do think you are - wonderful.'
Meg smiled and found it impossible to stay angry with him. 'Please don't tell them at home about my dress,' she said. 'They won't understand that it was just for fun, and it will worry Mother. I was stupid to wear it, but I'll tell them myself.'
'I won't say anything,' he promised.
He did not see her again until supper time, when she was drinking wine with two other boys.
'You'll feel ill tomorrow, if you drink much of that, Meg,' Laurie whispered to her.
'I'm not Meg tonight,' she said. 'I'm a doll who does crazy things. Tomorrow, I'll be good again.'
Meg danced and laughed and talked to as many young men as she could manage, but went to bed feeling that she hadn't enjoyed herself as much as she had expected.
She was sick all the next day, and on Saturday went home, quite tired of her fortnight's fun.
'I'm glad to be home,' she said to her mother and Jo, after telling them how she was dressed up like a doll, drank too much wine, and was ill afterwards. She had laughed while telling them the story, but her face still looked worried at the end.
'There is something else, I think,' said Mrs March, smoothing Meg's cheek, which suddenly became rose-red.
'Yes,' Meg said slowly. 'I hate people saying and thinking awful things about us and Laurie.' Then she told them the gossip she had heard.
'What rubbish!' said Jo. 'Just wait until I see Annie Moffat! How stupid to think that Mother has "plans", and that we are kind to Laurie because he is rich and may marry one of us one day. He'll laugh when I tell him!'
'No, Jo,' said her mother. 'You must never repeat wicked gossip.'
'Do you have "plans". Mother?' asked Meg.
'All mothers do, dear,' said Mrs March. 'But my plans are different from Mrs Moffat's, I suspect. I want my daughters to be loved, and I want people to think well of them. I want them to marry well, but not to marry rich men just because they are rich. I'd rather you were poor men's wives, if that meant you had happy, peaceful lives. But your father and I believe that we'll always be proud of our daughters, whether they are married or single.'
'You will, you will!' said Meg and Jo, together.
Chapter 8. All play and no work
'The first of June, and the King family is going on holiday tomorrow!' said Meg. 'I'm free for three months!'
'And Aunt March went away for her holiday today,' said Jo. 'Isn't life wonderful!'
'What will you do all your holiday?' asked Amy.
'I'll stay in bed late, and do nothing,' said Meg.
'I have lots of books to read,' said Jo.
'Let's not do any studying, Beth,' said Amy. 'Let's play all the time, and rest, as Jo and Meg are going to do.'
'I will if Mother doesn't mind,' said Beth.
Mrs March agreed to the plan and said they could try it for a week.
'But,' she added, 'I think by Saturday night you will find that all play and no work is as bad as all work and no play.'
Next day, Meg appeared at ten o'clock and ate breakfast alone. It was a lonely meal and the room was untidy, because Beth had not cleaned it.
Jo went to the river with Laurie, then sat in the apple tree and read a book. Beth began to tidy things in her cupboard, but she got tired and left it half-done. She went to her piano, glad that she did not have to wash the cups and plates. Amy sat in the garden to draw, hoping someone would see her and say something nice about her picture. But no one appeared, so she went for a walk, got caught in the rain and came home very wet.
At tea, everyone said that it had been a delightful but unusually long day. Meg, who had been shopping in the afternoon, now decided that she did not like the dress she had bought. Jo had a headache from reading too long. Beth couldn't find anything in her cupboard, and the rain had made Amy's dress so wet that she couldn't wear it to Katy Brown's party the next day.
Mrs March listened, smiled and said nothing.
The week seemed to get longer and longer with nothing much to do, and by Friday the girls were glad that it was nearly over. Then Mrs March gave Hannah a holiday, and when the girls got up on Saturday, there was no breakfast ready, no fire in the kitchen, and no mother waiting for them.
'What has happened?' said Jo.
Meg ran upstairs, then came down to say that Mother was staying in her room to have a rest. 'She says we must look after ourselves today,' Meg said.
'Good, I want something to do,' said Jo.
Secretly, they were all pleased to have something useful to do again. Beth and Amy put cups and plates on the table while Jo and Meg got the breakfast, then Meg took some tea and an egg up to Mrs March. The tea was too strong and the egg was burned. Mrs March did not complain, but she laughed to herself afterwards.
Jo decided to invite Laurie to dinner. 'There's meat and vegetables and plenty of potatoes,' she told Meg, 'and we can have strawberries, and then coffee.' Her mother said she did not mind at all because she was going out for dinner.
Jo did her best, but the potatoes were still hard in the middle, the vegetables were cooked too long and fell to pieces, and the meat was burned black. The strawberries were not ready for eating, and she put salt on them instead of sugar! Unfortunately, this was not discovered until Laurie began eating them. He pretended everything was all right, but Amy took a spoonful and ran from the table.
'What's wrong?' said Jo.
Meg and Laurie told her. 'Oh, no!' said Jo. Then she saw Laurie start to smile, and she began to laugh. Soon everyone was laughing with her.
'What a terrible day!' said Jo, after they had cleared everything away.
Mrs March returned home later. 'Have you enjoyed your week of all play and no work, girls, or do you want another week of it?' she said.
'I don't!' said Jo.
'Nor do I!' shouted the others.
'Mother, did you go out and leave us just to see how we would manage?' asked Meg.
'Yes,' said Mrs March. 'I wanted you to see that being comfortable depends on us all helping each other and not just thinking of ourselves. Isn't it better to have time for play and time for work, and to make each day useful and enjoyable?'
'Oh, it is, Mother, it is!' said the girls.
* * *
Some days later, all four girls went on a picnic with Laurie and his tutor, Mr Brooke, and some other young people. Sadie Gardiner and her English friend, Miss Kate Vaughn, were among them. It was a sunny day and they had their picnic on a hill, under some trees.
After the meal, most of the young ladies and gentlemen played games, but Miss Kate sat under a tree and began to draw. Meg watched, while Mr Brooke lay on the grass beside her, with a book which he did not read.
'I wish I could draw,' said Meg.
'Why don't you learn?' replied Miss Kate. She was a little older than the other girls and was very much the fashionable young lady.
'I haven't time,' said Meg. 'I have a job, teaching four children in a family.'
'Oh!' said Miss Kate, looking rather shocked. She said no more, but her face showed that she thought being a private teacher was little better than being a servant, and Meg's cheeks quickly became red.
'In America, young ladies prefer to work and earn money for themselves,' said Mr Brooke quickly, 'and not expect others to pay for everything.'
'I see,' said Miss Kate, coldly. Soon after, she took her drawing and moved away.
'There's no place like America for us workers, Miss Meg,' said Mr Brooke, smiling. His brown eyes looked at Meg warmly, and she smiled back at him.
'I wish I liked teaching as much as you do,' she said.
'You would if you were teaching Laurie,' said Mr Brooke. 'I'll be sorry when he goes to college next year. But then I shall become a soldier.'
'I think every young man wants to be a soldier,' said Meg, 'but it's hard for the family who stay at home.'
'I have no family, and not many friends to care if I live or die,' said Mr Brooke, sadly.
'Laurie and his grandfather would care,' said Meg, 'and we would all be very sorry if anything happened to you.'
'Thank you,' said Mr Brooke, cheering up immediately.
Chapter 9. Secrets
One October afternoon, Jo caught a bus into the town and stopped outside a building in one of the busy streets. She went in, looked up the stairs and, after a minute, ran out again. She did this several times, to the great amusement of a young man who was watching from the opposite side of the road. But the fourth time, Jo gave herself a shake and walked up the stairs.
The young man crossed the road and waited. It was Laurie. Ten minutes later, Jo came running out, but did not look pleased to see him.
'What are you doing here?' she said.
'I'm waiting to walk home with you,' he said. 'I've a secret to tell you, but first you must tell me yours.'
'You won't say anything at home, will you?' said Jo.
'Not a word,' promised Laurie.
'I've left two of my stories with a newspaper man,' said Jo, 'but I'll have to wait until next week before I know if they will be printed.'
'Miss March, the famous American writer!' said Laurie, throwing his hat into the air and catching it.
Jo looked pleased. 'Now, what's your secret?'
'You remember Meg lost a glove at the picnic?' said Laurie. 'Well, I know where it is.'
'Is that all?' said Jo, looking disappointed.
'Wait until I tell you where it is,' he said.
'Tell me then,' said Jo.
Laurie whispered three words in Jo's ear.
She stared at him, looking both surprised and displeased. 'How do you know?'
'I saw it.'
'Where?' asked Jo.
'Pocket. What's wrong, don't you like it?'
'Of course not. It's stupid! What would Meg say if she knew?'
'You mustn't tell anyone,' said Laurie.
'I didn't promise,' Jo reminded him.
'I thought you would be pleased,' he said.
'Pleased at the idea of someone coming to take Meg away?' said Jo. 'No, thank you.'
She ran off down the hill, but Laurie came after her and reached the bottom first. She came up behind him, her face red and her hair blowing in the wind.
'That was fun!' she said, forgetting her crossness in the enjoyment of a good run.
At that moment, someone passed by, then stopped and looked back. It was Meg.
'What are you doing here?' she said when she saw Jo. 'You've been running, haven't you? Jo, when will you start to behave like a young lady?'
'Don't make me grow up yet, Meg,' said Jo, looking sad. 'It's hard enough having you change so suddenly.'
Meg was growing into a woman, and Laurie's secret made Jo realize that Meg would leave home one day, perhaps soon.
Two Saturdays after Jo had gone secretly into town, Meg saw Laurie chasing Jo all over the garden before the two of them fell on the grass, laughing and waving a newspaper.
'What can we do with that girl?' said Meg. 'She never will behave like a young lady.'
Minutes later, Jo came in with the newspaper. She sat down and began to read it.
'Are you reading anything interesting?' asked Meg.
'Only a story,' said Jo.
'Read it aloud,' said Amy. 'It may amuse us.'
Jo began to read very fast, and the girls listened. It was a love story about two people called Viola and Angelo, and most of the characters died in the end. But the girls enjoyed it, and Meg even cried a little at the sad parts.
'Who wrote it?' asked Beth, watching Jo's face.
Jo put down the newspaper. 'I did,' she said, her eyes bright and shining.
'You?' said Meg, surprised.
'It's very good,' said Amy.
'I knew it!' said Beth. She ran across and put her arms around her sister. 'Oh, Jo, I am so proud!'
And how proud Mrs March was when she was told.
Everyone began to speak at the same time. 'Tell us all about it.'
'How much did you get for it?'
'What will Father say?'
'Won't Laurie laugh!'
So Jo told them all about it, and that evening there was no happier or prouder family than the Marches.
Chapter 10. A telegram
Mrs March, the girls and Laurie were sitting together on a dull November afternoon when Hannah hurried into the room with a telegram. Mrs March read it, then dropped it to the floor, her face white and her hands shaking. Jo picked up the telegram and read it to the others in a frightened voice. Mrs March: Your husband is very ill. Come at once. S. Hale, Blank Hospital, Washington.
The girls moved close to their mother. All their happiness had disappeared in a moment.
'I shall go at once,' said Mrs March, 'but it may be too late. Oh, my children!'
For several minutes, there was only the sound of crying, then Hannah hurried away to get things ready for the long journey.
'Where's Laurie?' Mrs March asked.
'Here,' said the boy. 'Oh, let me do something!'
'Send a telegram and say that I'll come at once,' said Mrs March. 'The next train goes early in the morning. Now, I must write a note to Aunt March. Jo, give me that pen and paper.'
Jo knew that the money for the journey must be borrowed from Aunt March, and she too wanted to do something - anything - to help her father.
Laurie went off to take the note to Aunt March and to send the telegram. Jo went to fetch some things from the shops, and Amy and Meg helped their mother to get ready.
'Father will need good food and wine to help him get better, and there won't be much at the hospital,' said Mrs March. 'Beth, go and ask Mr Laurence for a couple of bottles of wine. I'm not too proud to beg for Father.'
Mr Laurence came back with Beth. He offered to go with Mrs March, but she wouldn't let the old gentleman make the long, tiring journey, although he could see that she would like to have somebody with her. He went away again, saying, 'I'll be back.'
Soon after, Meg saw Mr Brooke by the door.
'I'm very sorry to hear your news, Miss March,' he said gently. 'Mr Laurence and I think it will be a good idea if I travel with your mother.'
'How kind you all are!' said Meg. 'It will be so good to know that there is someone to take care of Mother. Thank you very much!' She put out her hand and smiled gratefully up into his warm brown eyes.
Laurie came back with a letter and money from Aunt March, but Jo did not return. It was late afternoon when she came walking in and gave her mother some money.
'That's to help make Father comfortable and to bring him home,' she said.
'Twenty-five dollars!' said Mrs March. 'My dear, where did you get it?'
Jo took off her hat.
'Your hair, your beautiful hair!' cried Amy. All Jo's lovely, thick, long hair was cut short.
'Jo, how could you?' cried Meg.
'My dear girl, there was no need for this,' said Mrs March.
'She doesn't look like my Jo, but I love her dearly for doing it!' said Beth, and began to cry.
'Don't cry, Beth,' said Jo. 'I wanted to do something for Father, and selling my hair was the only thing I could think of doing. I'll soon have a curly head again, which will be short and easy to keep tidy.'
But later, when Amy and Beth were asleep and Meg was lying awake, she heard Jo crying.
'Are you crying about Father, Jo?' she asked.
'No, not now. It's my hair,' cried Jo. 'I'd do it again, if I could. But I did love my hair, and the selfish bit of me is making me cry. Don't tell anyone. I'll be all right in the morning.'
During the days after their mother and Mr Brooke went away, Meg and Jo went back to their jobs, and Beth and Amy helped Hannah to keep the house tidy. Everyone tried very hard to be good and hard-working and helpful.
News of their father came through, at first telling them he was dangerously ill, but then saying he was slowly getting better.
Chapter 11. Beth
Ten days after their mother went away, Beth came home late after one of several visits to a sick baby at the Hummels' house. She went straight to her mother's room and shut herself inside. Half an hour later, Jo found her sitting there, looking very ill.
'Beth, what's the matter?' cried Jo.
Beth put out a hand to keep her away. 'You've had scarlet fever, haven't you?' she said.
'Years ago, when Meg did,' said Jo. 'Why?'
'Oh, Jo! Mrs Hummel's baby is dead,' said Beth. 'It died in my arms before Mrs Hummel got home.'
'My poor Beth, how awful for you!' said Jo, putting an arm around her sister. 'What did you do?'
'I just sat and held it until Mrs Hummel came with the doctor. He looked at Heinrich and Minna who were also feeling sick. "It's scarlet fever," he said. Then he told me to come home and take some medicine quickly or I would catch it, too.'
'I'll fetch Hannah,' said Jo.
'Don't let Amy come,' said Beth. 'She hasn't had it, and I don't want to give it to her.'
It was decided that Amy must go to Aunt March's house, so Laurie took her there. Poor Amy did not like this plan at all and only agreed to go when Laurie said he would visit her every day to bring her news of Beth.
When Laurie got back, he asked Jo and Meg if he ought to send a telegram to Mrs March.
'Hannah says Mother can't leave Father and would only worry,' said Meg. 'She says Beth won't be sick long, and that she knows what to do, but it doesn't seem right.'
Mr Laurence was not allowed to see Beth, and Meg felt unhappy writing letters to her mother saying nothing about Beth's illness. Jo nursed Beth night and day, but the time came when Beth did not know her and called for her mother. Jo was frightened, and Meg begged to be allowed to write the truth, but Hannah said there was no danger yet. Then a letter came saying that Mr March was worse and could not think of coming home for a long time.
How dark the days seemed, how sad and lonely. The sisters worked and waited as the shadow of death lay over the once happy home. It was then that Meg realized how rich she had been in the things which really mattered - love, peace, good health. And Jo, watching her little sister, thought about how unselfish Beth always was - living for others and trying to make home a happy place for all who came there. Amy, sad and lonely at Aunt March's house, just wanted to come home so that she could do something to help Beth.
On the first day of December, the doctor came in the morning. He looked at Beth, then said quietly, 'If Mrs March can leave her husband, I think she should come home now.'
Jo threw on her coat and ran out into the snow to send a telegram. When she arrived back, Laurie came with a letter saying that Mr March was getting better again. This was good news, but Jo's face was so unhappy that Laurie asked, 'What is it? Is Beth worse?'
'I've sent for Mother,' said Jo, beginning to cry. 'Beth doesn't know us anymore.'
Laurie held her hand and whispered, 'I'm here, Jo. Hold on to me. Your mother will be here soon, and then everything will be all right.'
'I'm glad Father is better,' said Jo. 'Now Mother won't feel so bad about coming home.'
'You're very tired,' said Laurie. 'But I'll tell you something to cheer you up better than anything.'
'What is it?' said Jo.
Laurie smiled. 'I sent a telegram to your mother yesterday, and Mr Brooke answered that she'd come at once. She'll be here tonight and everything will be all right!' Jo threw her arms around him.
'Oh, Laurie! Oh, Mother! I am so glad!' She did not cry again, but held on to her friend. He was surprised, but he smoothed her hair and followed this with a kiss or two.
Jo pushed him gently away. 'Oh, don't! I didn't mean-!'
'I enjoyed it!' laughed Laurie, then went on, 'Grandfather and I thought your mother ought to know. She wouldn't forgive us if Beth - well, if anything happened. Her train will be in at two o'clock in the morning, and I'll meet her.'
All that day, the snow fell and the hours went slowly by. The doctor came, then said he would come back after midnight when he expected there to be some change in Beth's condition, for better or worse. Hannah fell asleep in a chair beside Beth's bed. Mr Laurence waited downstairs, while Laurie lay on the floor pretending to rest. The girls just waited, unable to sleep.
At twelve o'clock, a change seemed to pass over Beth's face. Hannah slept on, but the girls saw the shadow which seemed to fall upon the little bed. An hour went by and Laurie left quietly for the station.
At two o'clock, Jo was standing at the window, watching the snow. She heard something and turned to see Meg kneeling beside her mother's chair. A cold feeling of fear passed over Jo. 'Beth is dead,' she thought.
She ran to the bed. The pain had gone from Beth's face, and now there was a look of peace instead. Jo kissed her and softly whispered, 'Goodbye, Beth, goodbye!'
Hannah woke up and looked at Beth. 'The fever's gone!' she cried. 'She's sleeping and breathing easily!'
The doctor came soon after. 'I think she'll be all right,' he said. 'Keep the house quiet and let her sleep.'
Meg and Jo held each other close, their hearts too full for words. Beth was lying as she used to, with her cheek on her hand, and breathing quietly.
'I wish Mother would come now,' whispered Jo.
And a moment later, they heard the sound of the door below, a cry from Hannah, then Laurie's happy voice saying, 'Girls, she's come! She's come!'
Chapter 12. Love and Mr Brooke
When Beth woke from her long sleep, she looked into her mother's face and smiled. Then she slept again, but Mrs March held on to her daughter's thin little hand.
Hannah made breakfast while Meg and Jo listened as their mother told them about their father's health, and Mr Brooke's promise to stay with him. Then Meg and Jo closed their tired eyes and were able to rest at last.
Laurie went to give the good news to Amy at Aunt March's house. He, too, was tired after the long night, and just managed to finish telling his story before he fell asleep in the chair.
Amy began to write a short letter to her mother, but before she could finish it, she saw Mrs March coming towards her aunt's house! Amy ran to meet her.
There were probably many happy little girls in the city that day, but Amy was the happiest of them all as she sat on her mother's knee. 'I've been thinking a lot about Beth,' she said. 'Everyone loves her because she isn't selfish. People wouldn't feel half so bad about me if I was sick, but I'd like to be loved and missed. I'm going to try and be like Beth as much as I can.'
Her mother kissed her. 'I'm sure you will succeed,' she said. 'Now I must go back to Beth. Be patient, little daughter, and we'll soon have you home again.'
That evening, while Meg was writing to her father, Jo went upstairs to Beth's room and found her mother beside the bed, as the little girl slept.
'I want to tell you something, Mother,' said Jo.
'Is it about Meg?' said Mrs March.
'How quickly you guessed!' said Jo. 'Yes, it's about her. Last summer, Meg lost one of her gloves at the Laurences' picnic, and later Laurie told me that Mr Brooke had it, and kept it in his coat pocket. It fell out once, and Laurie saw it. Mr Brooke told Laurie that he liked Meg but was afraid to tell her because she was so young and he was so poor. Isn't it all awful?'
'Do you think Meg likes and cares about him?' asked Mrs March, with a worried look.
'I don't know anything about love!' said Jo.
'Do you think she's not interested in John?' said Mrs March.
'Who?' said Jo, staring.
'Mr Brooke,' said her mother. 'I call him John because we became good friends at the hospital.'
'Oh, dear!' said Jo. 'He's been good to Father, and now you'll let Meg marry him, if she wants to.'
'My dear, don't be angry,' said Mrs March. 'John told us quite honestly that he loved Meg, but said he would earn enough money for a comfortable home before he asked her to marry him. He wants very much to make her love him if he can. He's an excellent young man, but your father and I will not agree to Meg marrying before she is twenty.'
'I want her to marry Laurie, and be rich,' said Jo.
'I'm afraid Laurie isn't grown-up enough for Meg,' said Mrs March. 'Don't make plans, Jo. Let time and their own hearts bring your friends together.'
Meg came in with the letter for her father.
'Beautifully written, my dear,' said her mother, looking at the letter. 'Please add that I send my love to John.'
'Do you call him John?' said Meg, smiling.
'Yes, he's been like a son to us and we are very fond of him,' said Mrs March, watching her daughter closely.
'I'm glad of that, because he's so lonely,' was Meg's quiet answer. 'Goodnight, Mother dear.'
Mrs March kissed her gently. 'She does not love John yet,' she thought, 'but she will soon learn to.'
Chapter 13. Laurie makes trouble and Jo makes peace
Laurie quickly realized that Jo was keeping a secret which she refused to tell him, but he guessed the secret was about Meg and Mr Brooke, and was annoyed that his tutor had said nothing. He began to make some private plans of his own.
Meg, meanwhile, was busy getting things ready for her father's return, but a change suddenly seemed to come over her. For a day or two, she jumped when she was spoken to, and there was a worried look on her face.
Then a letter arrived for her, and a few minutes later Mrs March and Jo saw Meg staring at it with a frightened face.
'My child, what is it?' said Mrs March.
'It's a mistake - he didn't send it. Jo, how could you do it?' Meg hid her face in her hands and cried.
'Me? I've done nothing,' said Jo. 'What's she talking about?'
Meg pulled another letter from her pocket and threw it at Jo. 'You wrote it, and that bad boy helped you. How could you be so cruel and mean to us both?'
Jo and her mother read the letter which had been in Meg's pocket.
My dearest Meg, I can no longer bide my love for you, and must know your answer before I return. I cannot tell your parents yet, but I think they will agree if they know that we love one another. Mr Laurence will help me find a good job, and then, my sweet girl, you will make me happy. Say nothing to your family yet, but send a word of hope to me through Laurie.
Your loving John.
'That terrible boy!' said Jo. 'I'll make him sorry.'
But her mother said, 'Wait, Jo. Are you sure this is nothing to do with you?'
'I never saw the letter before!' said Jo. 'But Mr Brooke wouldn't write stupid things like that.'
'It's like his writing,' said Meg unhappily, looking at the second letter in her hand.
'Oh, Meg, you didn't answer it?' said Mrs March.
'Yes, I did!' cried Meg, hiding her face again.
'Let me get that wicked boy!' shouted Jo.
Mrs March sat beside Meg. 'Tell me everything.'
'Laurie brought the first letter,' said Meg. 'He didn't seem to know anything about it. I was going to tell you, but I remembered how you liked Mr Brooke and thought it would be all right to keep my little secret for a while. Now I can never look him in the face again.'
'What did you write to him?' asked Mrs March.
'I only said that I was too young to do anything, and that I didn't wish to have secrets from you so he must speak to Father. I thanked him for his kindness and said I would be his friend, but nothing more, for a long time.' Mrs March smiled and looked pleased.
Jo laughed. 'What did he reply to that?'
'He writes here that he never sent any love letter, and is sorry that my sister Jo should play games with us like this,' said Meg
'It's a very kind letter, but imagine how awful I feel.'
'I don't believe Brooke saw either of those letters,' said Jo. 'Laurie wrote them both and he's keeping yours because I won't tell him my secret.'
'Go and fetch Laurie, Jo,' said Mrs March. 'I'll put a stop to all this at once.'
Away ran Jo, and Mrs March gently told Meg Mr Brooke's real feelings. 'Now, dear, do you love him enough to wait until he can make a home for you?'
'I'm frightened and worried,' answered Meg. 'I don't want anything to do with love for a long time - perhaps never. If John doesn't know about all this, don't tell him, and please make Jo and Laurie keep quiet.'
Mrs March tried to calm her daughter, but as soon as Meg heard Laurie coming back with Jo, she ran out of the room, and Mrs March saw the boy alone. When Laurie saw Mrs March's angry face, he guessed the reason. Jo waited outside the room as, inside, the voices rose and fell for half an hour. But the girls never knew what was said.
When they were called in, Laurie apologized to Meg, and told her that Mr Brooke knew nothing about either of the two letters. 'Please forgive me, Meg,' he said.
'I'll try,' said Meg, 'but I didn't think you could be so unkind.'
Laurie looked so sorry that Jo wanted to forgive him straight away, but she said nothing and refused even to look at him. When he went away, looking hurt and unhappy, Jo wished she had been more forgiving. She could never stay angry for long, so after a while she hurried over to the big house, taking with her as an excuse one of Mr Laurence's books that she had borrowed.
'Is Mr Laurence in?' Jo asked a servant.
'Yes, miss, but you can't see him,' said the servant.
'Why? Is he ill?' said Jo.
'No, miss, but he's been arguing with Mr Laurie.'
'Where's Laurie?' said Jo.
'He's shut in his room, and he won't come out.'
'I'll go and see what's the matter,' said Jo. 'I'm not afraid of either of them.'
She went upstairs and knocked on Laurie's door.
'Stop that!' shouted Laurie.
Jo immediately knocked again and the door flew open. She stepped inside before Laurie could stop her. 'I've come to say that I forgive you,' she said, 'and I won't stay angry with you.'
'Oh,' said Laurie. 'Thank you.'
'What's wrong?' she said, seeing his unhappy face.
'I wouldn't tell Grandfather why your mother wanted to see me, because I promised her not to tell anyone,' he said. 'But then Grandfather tried to shake the truth out of me, so I came up here and shut myself in.'
'I expect he's sorry he did that,' said Jo. 'Go down and say you're sorry. I'll help you.'
'No, I won't!' said Laurie angrily. 'I was sorry about Meg, and I asked her to forgive me, but I won't do it again when I'm not the one who is wrong. He ought to believe me when I say I can't tell him something. I don't like being shaken like that, and I won't go down until he apologizes.'
'Listen, if I get your grandfather to apologize for shaking you, will you go down?' said Jo.
'Yes, but you won't do it,' answered Laurie.
'If I can manage the young one, then I can manage the old one,' Jo said to herself as she went downstairs.
'Come in!' said Mr Laurence, when she knocked on his door.
'It's me, sir,' said Jo. 'I'm returning a book.'
'Do you want any more?' said the old man, looking annoyed but trying not to show it.
'Yes, please,' said Jo. And she pretended to look for another book while Mr Laurence stared at her crossly.
'What's that boy been doing?' he asked suddenly. 'He won't tell me.'
'He did do something wrong and we forgave him,' said Jo, 'but we all promised not to say a word to anyone.'
'He must not hide behind a promise from you softhearted girls,' said the old gentleman. 'Tell me, Jo.'
'I can't, sir, because Mother has ordered me not to,' said Jo. 'And if I tell you, it will make trouble for someone else, not Laurie.'
This seemed to calm the old man. 'Then I'll forgive him,' he said after a moment. 'He's a difficult boy and hard to manage, you know.'
'So am I,' said Jo, 'but a kind word always helps.'
'You think I'm not kind to him?' he said sharply.
'Too kind, very often,' said Jo, a little afraid, 'but just a bit quick to be angry with him sometimes.'
The old gentleman looked a little ashamed. 'You're right, I am. Although I love the boy, I find it hard to be patient with him sometimes. Bring him down and tell him it's all right. I'm sorry I shook him.'
'Why not write him an apology, sir?' said Jo. 'He says he won't come down until he's got one.'
Mr Laurence gave her another sharp look, but then smiled and put on his glasses. 'Here, give me a bit of paper,' he said.
The words were written and Jo kissed the old man's cheek. Then she went upstairs and put the letter under Laurie's door. But he came out before she was gone.
'Well done, Jo,' he said. 'Did he shout at you?'
'No, he was quite calm,' said Jo. 'Now, go and eat your dinner. You'll both feel better after it.'
Everyone thought the matter was ended, but although others forgot it, Meg remembered. She never talked about Laurie's tutor but she thought of him often and dreamed her dreams. And once, when Jo was looking for something in her sister's desk, she found a bit of paper with 'Mrs John Brooke' written on it over and over again.
'Oh, dear!' said Jo.
Chapter 14. Happier days
Christmas Day was very different that year. Beth felt much better and was carried to the window to see the snowman which Jo and Laurie had made. It had a basket of fruit and flowers in one hand and a new piece of music in the other. Laurie ran up and down, bringing in the presents, and Jo sang a funny song.
'I'm so happy!' laughed Beth, as Jo carried her back to the other room to rest after the fun. 'Oh, I do wish that Father was here too!'
Half an hour later, Laurie came to the house and opened the door quietly. 'Here's another Christmas present for the March family!' he called out.
He moved away, and in his place appeared a tall man holding the arm of another tall man, who tried to say something but couldn't.
'Father!' cried Meg and Jo together - and Mr March disappeared under lots of loving arms and kisses. Mr Brooke kissed Meg - by mistake, as he tried to explain.
Suddenly, the door to the other room opened, and there was Beth, running straight into her father's arms. There were tears of happiness on many faces before all the excitement died down. Then Mrs March thanked Mr Brooke for taking care of her husband, and he and Laurie left the family to themselves.
Mr March and Beth sat in one big armchair, and the others sat around them. 'I wanted to surprise you all, and the doctor let Mr Brooke bring me home,' said Mr March. 'John has been so good to me. He is an excellent young man.' Mr March looked at Meg, who was staring at the fire, then he smiled at his wife. She smiled back. Jo understood exactly what the smiles were saying, and went out to the kitchen complaining to herself about 'excellent young men with brown eyes!'
There never was a Christmas dinner like the one they had that day. Mr Laurence and his grandson ate with them, and so did Mr Brooke. Jo gave the tutor many black looks and would not speak to him, which amused Laurie.
The guests left early and the happy family sat together around the fire.
'A year ago we were complaining about the awful Christmas we expected to have, do you remember?' said Jo.
'It's been quite a good year,' said Meg, thinking about Mr Brooke.
'I think it's been a hard one,' said Amy.
'I'm glad it's over, because we've got Father back,' whispered Beth, who was sitting on his knee.
'I've discovered several things about you young ladies today,' said Mr March.
'Oh, tell us what they are!' cried Meg.
'Here's one,' he said, taking her hand. It had a small bum on the back and two or three little hard places on the front.
'I remember when this hand was white and smooth. It was pretty then, but to me it's much prettier now. I'm proud of this hard-working hand, Meg.'
'What about Jo?' whispered Beth. 'She's tried so hard, and has been very, very good to me.'
He smiled and looked at Jo sitting opposite. 'Her hair may be short, but I see a young lady now. Her face is thin and white from worrying, but it has grown gentler. Perhaps I'll miss my wild girl, but I'm sure I'll love the warm-hearted woman who has taken her place.'
Jo's face was red in the firelight as she listened.
'Now Beth,' said Amy.
'She's not as shy as she used to be,' said her father lovingly, and he held Beth close when he remembered how near they had come to losing her. Then he looked down at Amy by his feet. 'I've noticed today that Amy has helped everyone patiently and with a smile. She's learned to think more about other people, and less about herself.'
Beth moved out of her father's arms and went to the piano. She touched the keys softly and began to sing. Soon, the others joined her in a happy Christmas song.
The next afternoon, Jo and Meg were sitting at the window when Laurie went by. When he saw Meg, he fell on one knee in the snow, beat his chest, and put out his arms towards her. When Meg told him to go away, he pretended to cry before walking away looking miserable.
Meg laughed. 'What was he doing?' she said.
'He was showing you how your John will act,' answered Jo, crossly.
'Don't say my John, it isn't right.' But Meg said the words again silently inside her head.
'If he asks you to marry him, you'll cry or look stupid, instead of saying a loud No,' said Jo.
'No, I won't,' said Meg. 'I'll say, "Thank you, Mr Brooke, you are very kind, but I am too young to marry you. Please let us be friends, as we were.'"
'I don't believe it,' said Jo.
'It's true. Then I'll walk out of the room with my head high.' Meg got up and pretended to do it - but ran back to her seat when she heard someone knock on the door.
Jo opened it with an angry look.
'Good afternoon,' said Mr Brooke. 'I came to get my umbrella, which I left behind yesterday.'
'I'll get it,' said Jo, pushing past him. 'Now Meg can tell him,' she thought.
But Meg was moving to the door. 'I expect Mother will want to see you,' she said. 'I'll call her.'
'Don't go,' he said. 'Are you afraid of me, Meg?'
'How can I be afraid when you've been so kind to Father,' said Meg. 'I wish I could thank you for it.'
'You can,' he said. And he took Meg's small hand in his and looked at her lovingly.
'Oh, please don't,' she said, looking frightened.
'I only want to know if you love me a little, Meg,' he said gently. 'I love you so much.'
This was the moment to repeat the words she had told Jo, but Meg forgot them all. 'I don't know,' she said, so softly that John had to move closer to hear her reply.
He smiled gratefully. 'Will you try to find out?'
'I'm too young,' she said, hesitating but feeling her heart beating rather fast.
'I'll wait while you learn to like me,' he said. 'Will it be very difficult?'
'Not if I choose to learn,' she said.
'Please choose, Meg. I love to teach, and this is easier than German,' said John, taking her other hand.
She looked at him and saw that he was smiling. He seemed so sure of success that Meg became a little annoyed. She felt excited and strange, and taking her hands away from his, she said, 'I don't choose. Please go away!'
Poor Mr Brooke looked shocked. 'Do you mean that?'
'Yes,' she said, rather enjoying the game she was playing. 'I don't want to think about these things. It's too soon.'
'I'll wait until you've had more time,' he said, and looked so unhappy that Meg began to feel sorry for him.
It was at this moment that Aunt March came in. She had come to see Mr March and was hoping to surprise the family. She did surprise two of them. Meg, with her face bright red, just stared at her aunt, while Mr Brooke hurried into another room.
'Goodness me, what's all this?' cried Aunt March.
'It's Father's friend,' said Meg hurriedly. 'I'm so surprised to see you, Aunt March.'
'I can see that,' said Aunt March, sitting down. 'What has he said to make your face turn pink?'
'Mr Brooke and I were just... talking,' said Meg.
'Brooke? The boy's tutor? I understand now. I know all about it because I made Jo tell me. You haven't promised to marry him have you, Meg? If you have, you won't get one bit of my money, do you hear?'
It was exactly the wrong thing to say. When Meg was ordered not to marry John Brooke, she immediately decided that she would. 'I'll marry whoever I want to. Aunt March, and you can give your money to anyone you like!' she said.
'You'll be sorry!' said Aunt March. 'Why don't you marry a rich man to help your family?'
'Father and Mother like John, although he is poor,' said Meg.
'Be sensible, Meg,' said her aunt. 'He knows I have money, and that's why he likes you, I suspect.'
'Don't say that!' said Meg. 'My John wouldn't marry for money any more than I would! We'll work and wait and I'll be happy with him because he loves me, and-'
Meg stopped as she remembered that she had told 'her John' to go away.
Aunt March was very angry. 'Just don't expect anything from me when you are married!' she said. And she went out of the room, banging the door behind her.
Meg didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Before she could decide, Mr Brooke came back in from the next room and put his arms around her. 'Oh Meg, I could hear your voices,' he said. 'Thank you for proving that you do love me a little.'
'I didn't know how much until she said those things about you,' said Meg.
'So I can stay, and be happy?' he said.
'Yes, John,' she whispered, and hid her face on John's chest.
Jo returned and found them like that. Meg jumped and turned round, but John Brooke laughed and kissed the shocked Jo, saying, 'Sister Jo. Wish us luck!'
Jo ran upstairs to find her parents. 'Go down quickly!' she said. 'John Brooke is behaving terribly and Meg likes it!'
Mr and Mrs March left the room in a hurry, while Jo threw herself on the bed and told the awful news to Beth and Amy. But the little girls thought it was all most interesting and delightful.
Nobody knew what was said that afternoon, but a lot of talking was done. The quiet Mr Brooke managed to persuade his friends that his plans were good and sensible, then he proudly took Meg in to supper. Everyone looked so happy that Jo tried to look pleased too.
After supper, Laurie arrived with some flowers for 'Mrs John Brooke', then he followed Jo into the corner of the room while the others went to welcome old Mr Laurence.
'What's the matter, Jo?' said Laurie. 'You don't look very happy.'
'Nothing will ever be the same again,' said Jo sadly. 'I've lost my dearest friend.'
'You've got me,' said Laurie. 'I'm not good for much, but I promise I'll always be your friend, Jo.'
'I know you will,' answered Jo, gratefully.
'Then don't be sad,' he said. 'I'll be back from college in three years' time, and then we'll go abroad, or on a nice trip somewhere. Wouldn't that cheer you up?'
'Anything can happen in three years,' said Jo.
'That's true,' said Laurie. 'Don't you wish you knew what was going to happen?'
'I don't think so,' said Jo. 'It may be something sad, and everyone looks so happy now.' As she spoke, she looked round the room, and her face brightened at the sight.
Father and Mother sat happily together. Amy was drawing a picture of Meg and John, who were looking lovingly at each other. Beth lay on the floor, talking to her old friend, Mr Laurence. Jo sat in her favourite chair with a serious, quiet look on her face. Laurie smiled at her in the long mirror that was opposite them both. And Jo smiled back.
- THE END -
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