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1. THE FOUR SISTERS

It was near Christmas-time. Four girls sat by a warm fire. They
looked through the window at the snow falling outside.
“Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents,” said Jo.

“Being poor makes one so unhappy!” said Meg, looking down
at her old dress.

“1 don’t think it’s fair that some girls should have pretty things
and we should not,” said Amy.

“We've got father and mother . . .” began Beth,

“We haven’t got father, and we shan’t have him for a long time,”
answered Jo.

These four sisters, who did not like being poor, lived in the town
of Concord in the United States of America. Ar this time there was
a war between the North and the South, and their father was away
with the Army helping to take care of the sick and wounded. He had
once been rich but had lost most of his money in trying to help a
friend.

Meg—the eldest, could remember when there was pleaty of
money for everything that was needed. She was now sixteen years
old and very pretty, with light brown hair, large eyes, small hands
and feet. Her fiftcen-year-old sister, Jo, was tall, thin and not very
graceful. Jo had grey eyes and very lovely red-brown hair. She
always wished she was a boy so she did not care how she looked. She

loved to run and climb trees, and do things which boys like doing,
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Beth was thirteen years old, bright-eyed, with a face like a rose.
She was gentle and thoughtful, but was afraid of ralking to people
whom she did not know. In this she was very unlike her youngest
sister, Amy. Amy was only twelve ycars old; she thought that she
was an important person and was very proud of her golden hair, her
white skin and blue eyes. She knew that her nose was rather flat;
but she hoped to grow up to be beautiful and to marry a rich husband.

The girls’ mother, Mrs. March, was giving all her time to
working for the soldiers, making them warm clothes; and the girls
had given up their Christmas presents for the soldiers. That was
why Jo said: “Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents.”

“Mother will be coming soon,” said Beth.

She put her mother’s shoes to warm in front of the fire; then Jo
held them up close to it so as to warm them quickly.

“These shoes are quite worn out,” she said. “Mother must have
new ones.”

“I have got a dollar, 1 thought that I would buy some for her
with that,” said Beth.

“No! T shall,” cried Amy.

Jo stood up: “Father called me the ‘man of the family’ and told
me to take special care of mother. So I will buy the shoes.”

“Let us each get her something for Christmas,” said Beth, “and
not get anything for ourselves.”

Jo began to match up and down with her hands behind her back,
like a man.

“We will let her think that we are getting things for ourseives,
and then surprise her,” she said.

“I was so busy that I could not come home to dinner,” said Mrs.
March as she came in.

4
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She took off her wet clothes and sat down by the fire.

Meg and Jo sct ready the table for their evening meal. Beth
was busy in the kitchen. Amy sat with her hands by her side and gave
orders to everyone but did nothing herself.

VWhen they were all sitting round the fire, Mrs. March said, “I
have something nice for you girls — a letter.”

“A letter from Father!” cried Jo. “How I wish T could be a
soldier and go to help in the War.”

“I don’t,” said Amy. “I should think it would be very
unpleasant.”

“When is he coming homer” asked Beth.

“Not for a very long time unless he is ill,” replied their mother.
“Now come and hear what your father writes to you.”

It was a long letter, and the last part of it was written for the
gitls. “Give them my love,” Mr. March wrote to his wife. “Tell
them how much I think of them and pray for them. It will be a
whole year before I shall see them, tell them not to waste the time, but
to work hard. 1 know that they will be loving children to you and
will do their duty. I hope that each one will try to fight against her
own weakness, so that when I come back I may be proud of my little
women.”

2. CHRISTMAS DAY

It was Christmas morning. The girls dressed quickly and went
down to the sitting-room. There they met Hannah, the old servant
who had lived with the family since Meg was born. Hannah was
loved by them all, motre as a friend than a servant.

“Where is Mother?” asked Meg.
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“Someone came to call her to help a family who have no food,”
said Hannah.

“Oh well,” said Meg, “you bring our breakfast and she will soon
be back.”

By the time Hannah had finished cooking, the girls were very
hungry. Just at that minute their mother came in.

“Happy Christmas,” they said.

“Happy Christmas, my daughters,” said Mrs. March. “Before we
sit down I want to tell you that I have just been to a house where
there are six children. Their mother — Mrs. Hummel — has no fire
to keep them warm and no food to give them. Hannah and T will
take them some wood. Will you come with us and take them your
breakfasts?”

They were all silent for a few minutes. Then Jo said, “What a
good thing we hadn’t begun to eat.”

“May 1 go and help carry the things to the poor little children?”
asked Beth eagerly.

“I shall take the hot cakes,” said Amy, bravely giving up the
food which she most liked.

Meg was already putting the bread and butter into a basket.

“I thought that you would do it,” said Mrs. March, smiling.
“You shall all go and help me, and when we come back we will have
bread and milk for breakfast. We shall cat more at dinner-time so

there will be no real loss.”

In the evening they acted a play which Jo had written and a
few friends came in to see it.

The play went well: the actors made a great deal of noise, and
their friends who were listening shouted and laughed. Just as it was
ending Hannah came into the room and said, “Mrs. March wants
you all to come down and eat something.”
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This was not expected, even by the actors: and when they saw
the table, they looked at one another with delighted surprise. There
were cakes of all sorts; there was fruit, and sweets. It was a wondet-
ful supper. In the middle of the table there was a pot of beautiful
flowers.

“Where did it come from?” they all wanted to know.
“Did the fairies bring it?” asked Amy.

“Father Christmas brought it,” said Beth.

“Mother did it,” said Meg.

“Aunt March felt good for once, and sent us these things,’

’

said
Jo.

“You are all wrong. Old Mr. Laurence in the big house next
door sent it,” replied Mrs. March.

“The Laurence boy’s grandfather!” said Meg. “Why did he do
that? We don’t know him.”

“Hannah told one of his servants that you took your oreakfast
to the poor children. He is rather a strange old gentleman, but that
pleased him. He knew my father many years ago; and this afternoon
he sent me a friendly note: ‘I have hecard what your children did
this morning,” he wrote, ‘and I am sending a little ChYistmas present
to them.” So you have this nice meal to make up for a breakfast of
bread and milk.”

“T suppose it was his grandson who told him to do it,” said Jo.
“1 think his grandson would like to get to know us, and I am sure
that I should like to know him.”

“I like his manners,” said Mrs. March, “and I do not mind your
knowing him when a proper chance comes. He brought the flowers
himsclf; he looked very sad when he went away — hearing your fun
and not having any of his own.”

“We will have another play some time,” said Jo. “Perhaps he
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