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1. Playing Pilgrims

During a winter afternoon the four March girls were sitting by the fireside
talking. It was a comfortable room. Though the furniture was plain and the
carpet almost worn out, a few good pictures hung upon the walls, and there
were several shelves filled with books. Flowers stood in pots near the win-
dows, and there was a pleasant feeling of peace over all.

The firelight shone on the girls as they talked. Margaret, called Meg by
the family, was sixteen years old and very pretty. Fifteen-year—old Josephine,
or Jo, was tall and thin, with long thick hair—her only beauty, she used to
say. She wanted to write stories, and cared little for the things that girls of
her age usually care for. Next came Elizabeth, or Beth, a quiet bright-eyed
girl of thirteen, who loved music and was loved by everybody. What she most
desired was to play the piano well. Amy, the youngest, was twelve, and, in
her own opinion, a very important person. She had golden hair and blue
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eyes, and wanted to be an artist.

The girls were talking about Christmas; what they were going to do, and
what presents they would be given. Meg was speaking, “You know, girls,
that Mother proposed us not having presents this Christmas, because it is go-
ing to be a hard winter for everybody, and she thinks we ought not to spend
money for pleasure when our men are suffering in the army.”

“It won’ t be like Christmas without presents,” said Jo.

“lt is so awful to be poor,” said Meg, looking at the old dress she was
wearing.

“We have each got a dollar,” said Jo, “but | think that would not do
much good to the army even if we gave it. So | will agree not to expect a
present from Mother or from you others, but | would like to buy a story book
for myself which | have wanted for so long.”

“| planned to spend my dollar on new music,” said Beth.

“] shall get a box of good drawing pencils. | really need them,” said
Amy.
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“Well,” said Jo, “Mother did not say anything about how we should
spend our money, and she won’t want us to give up everything. Let us each
buy what we want and have some fun. | am sure we work hard enough to
earn it.”

“Yes,” replied Meg, who went out daily to teach the children of some
rich friends.

“You don’t have nearly such a hard time as | do,” said Jo. She
worked as companion and help the old Miss March, their father’ s aunt.
“How would you like to stay for hours with an old lady who is never satisfied,
who is always complaining, and who worries you until you feel like crying or
jumping out of the window?”

“Well, | suppose its wrong to complain, but | do think that washing dish—
es and keeping house too is the worst work in the world. it makes my hands
so rough and stiff, | can’t play the piano well at all.” Beth looked at her
rough hands as she spoke.

“| don’ t believe any of you suffer as | do,” cried Amy , “for you don’t
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have to go to school and be with girls you don’t like, who laugh at your
dresses, and say unkind things to you about your father.”

The sisters continued talking in this way, until the clock struck six, the
time for their mother to return from her visiting, and they all became more
cheerful to welcome her. Meg lit the lamp, Beth put her mother’ s soft shoes
to warm by the fire, Amy got out of the comfortable chair without being
asked, and Jo forgot how tired she was as she held the shoes nearer the
fire.

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

“] thought | would get her some with my dollar,” said Beth.

“No. | shall,” cried Amy.

“I” m the eldest,” began Meg, but Jo went on.

“| take the place of the man of the family now Father is away, and |
shall provide the shoes. He told me to take special care of mother while he

was away.”
Then Beth said,
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“Let us each get Mother something for Christmas, and nothing for our-
selves.”

“That’ s good of you, dear,” said Jo, “now what shall we get ?”

They all thought for a minute. Then Meg, looking at her own pretty
hands, said, “l shall give her a pair of gloves.”

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

“Some pretty handkerchiefs,” said Beth.

“] shall buy her a little bottle of scent, Mother likes it, and it won’t cost
much, and | shall have some money left to buy my pencils,” said Amy.

Having decided what presents they would give, Jo said that they must
now think about practicing their parts in a play to be acted on Christmas
night.

“I don’t mean to act any more after this time,” said Meg, “I’ m get-
ting too old for such things.” But Meg really loved acting.

“You are the best actress of us all and must not give up acting ,and |
know you never will, Meg, while you can walk about in a silk dress and wear
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false jewels,” said Jo. “Now, Amy, come here and practise the fainting
scene. You are much too stiff in that.”

“l can’ t do it, Jo, because I’ ve never seen anybody faint, and | don’ t
like falling on the floor. If | can go down easily, | will; if | can’t, | shall fall
into a chair.”

“Do it this way, Amy: hold your hands together and stagger across the
room, crying out, “Save me, save me,” and away went Jo with a very real
cry of fear. Amy tried to copy her sister, but she could not act well.

“Oh dear!” said Jo, “that’ s no use. You must do the best you can,
and, if the audience laughs, don’ t blame me.” “Oh, Jo, | don’t know how
you can write and act such splendid things,” said Beth, who believed that
her sister was wonderfully clever in everything.

“Its the best play we’ ve had yet,” said Meg, and the girls went on
talking and laughing, until the door opened and a voice said, “I’m glad to
find you so merry, my girls!”
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They turned to welcome their mother, a tall fine—looking woman. She was
not dressed in the newest fashion, but her daughters thought her the most
splendid mother in the world.

“Well, my dears, how have you got on today? I’ m sorry | could not get
home sooner.” Mrs. March spoke lovingly to each girl as she took off her
outdoor clothes. She sat down in the comfortable chair, put on her warm
shoes, and then, drawing Amy towards her, prepared to enjoy the happiest
hour of her busy day.

The girls, each in her own way, tried to make things comfortable for their
tired mother. Meg arranged the tea-table, Jo put chairs ready, in her excite—
ment dropping or upsetting everything she touched. Beth moved, quiet and
busy, between the sitting—room and kitchen, while Amy sat by her mother with
hands folded and told the others what to do.”

When they had all sat down to tea, Mrs. March said, “I have a nice sur—
prise for you, after tea.”

“l know,” said Jo, “it’ s a letter from Father.”
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“Yes, a nice long letter. He is well, and thinks he will get through the
cold season better than we feared.”

“l think it was so splendid of Father to go as a minister, when he was
too old and not strong enough to be a fighting soldier,” said Meg. “When
will he come home, Mother?” asked Beth, in a trembling voice.

“Not for many months, dear, unless he is ill. He will stay and do his
work faithfully as long as he can. We must not ask for him back a minute
sooner than he can be spared. But now listen to the letter.”

They all went close to the fireplace. Mrs. March sat in the big chair, with
Beth on the floor at her feet, Meg and Amy on either arm of the chair, and
Jo leaning on the back where nobody would see if any part of the letter
made her cry.

In his letter, Mr. March said little of the hardships and dangers of war,
but gave a cheerful account of camp life and news of the soldiers. Only at
the end did he show how full his heart was of love for his family and how
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much he wanted to be with them.

“Give my dear girls my love, and each a kiss. Tell them | think of them
by day and pray for them at night. | know that they will remember all that |
said to them when 1| left them. They will be loving children, do their daily du-—
ties well, fight each her own particular fauit, and conquer so well that when |
come back to them | may be prouder than ever of my little women.”

The girls felt sad as their mother read the last part. Even Jo was not
ashamed of the big tear that dropped off the end of her nose, and Amy hid
her head on her mother’ s shoulder and cried, saying, “i am a selfish girl,
but | will try to be better, so that he may not be disappointed in me.”

“We all will,” said Meg. I think too much of myself and hate work.”

“Ill try to be what he loved to call me, ‘a little woman’ I’ Il not be
rude; I’ Il try to do my duty here, instead of always wanting to do big things
somewhere else,” said Jo, thinking that to keep her temper at home was
much harder than to face an enemy in battle.
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Beth said nothing, but wiped away her tears with the sock she was mak-
ing, and thought that she too would try hard to be all that father hoped to
find her when at last he was home again.”

The girls had been quiet for a little while, thinking of their father’ s letter,
when Mrs. March said cheerfully, “Do you remember how you used to play
Pilgrim’> s Progress when you were very young? How delighted you used to
be when | tied bags on your backs for burdens and let you travel up through
the house from the bottom, which you pretended to be the City of Destruc-
tion, to the top where you had all the beautiful things you could collect to
make a Celestial City?”

“Oh yes, Mother, it was all such fun,” said Jo.

“| liked best the place where nur bundies fell off, and we came out at
the top to the roof and stood and sang for joy in the sunshine,” said Beth,
smiling.

«| don’t remember much about it, except that | was always afraid of
the dark stairs, but | liked the cake and milk we had when we got to the
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top,” said Amy, “and if | wasn’t too old now for such things, | would like
to play it all over again.”

“Well, my dear girls,” said their mother, ‘what do you say to playing
Pilgrim’ s Progress once more during the time your father is away? Each of
us must try to do the best she can with bearing our daily burdens, and we
shall see how far we can get towards the Celestial City before he comes
home again.”

“Oh, yes, do let us, Mother,” they all cried; and Meg said thoughtfully,
“Yes, it only means trying to be good, which is very hard sometimes, and
this story game may help us when we forget to do our best.”

“Presently, Hannah, the dearly loved servant who had lived with the
March family since the girls were very small, came into the room and took
away the dishes. The girls brought out their needlework, dull uninteresting
sewing, making sheets for Aunt March—but tonight nobody complained. They
divided the long edges into four parts, calling them Europe, Asia, Africa and
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