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it was cheap ugliness, 1’d say nothing ; I?ut it
Eggt? .asI1f'n]uch as thepotger, and T don’t get any satisfac-
- lt." :
hmﬁ;tﬁeo{}frew back his head, and laughed so heartily at
this attack, that the felt-basin fell off, and Jo walked on
it, which insult only afforded him an opportunity for expa-
tiating on the advantages of a rough—and—ready' cc_Jstur?-l(‘a,
as he folded up the maltreated hat, and stuffed it into his
O‘C‘%‘sn’t Jecture any more, there ’s a good soul! I ha\itfe
enough all through the week, and like to enjoy mysef
when I come home. I’ll get myself up regard_l_ess of
expense, to-morrow, and be a satlsfaf:tlon to my fr 1en(lls.l
«T°]l leave you in peace if you’l only let your hair
grow. I'm not aristoeratic, but I do object to bemg
seen with a person who looks like a young prize-fighter,
o severely.
Obf“e }Fifl(si inaﬁsumin}ig style promotes study ; that ’s why \;)e
adopt it,” returned Laurie, who ce_rtamly ’could noF de
accused of vanity, having voluntarily sacrificed a }kﬁn -
some curly crop to the demand for quarter-of-an-inch-long
Stu‘l‘ﬁlj?»ljthe way, Jo, I think that little Parker is realiy gﬁt-
ting desperate about Amy. He talks of her constantly,
writes poetry, and moons about in a most suspicious 1§an,£
ner. He'd better nip his little passion 1n the bud, had n
he?” added Laurie, in a confidential, elder-brotherly tone,
i ’s silence.
aﬂirgfrigﬁ;t; he had; we don’t want any more marlry-
ing in this family for years to come. Mercy on us, W wit
are the children thinking of ?” and Jo looked as much
scandalized as if Amy and little Parker were not yet in
th%irl:%:r:las.fast age, and T don’t know what we are coming
to, ma’am. You are a mere infant, but you 1 g'q ne}xj:,
Jo, and we 'll be left 1amen:_inig,"t§ald Laurie, shaking his
he degeneracy of the times.
hez‘l‘ch())‘;f’z ;e a]argmed 5 Iy’m not one of the agreeable sort.
Nobody will want me, and it’s a mercy, for there should
always be one old maid in a family.
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“You won’t give any one a chance,” said Laurie, with
a sidelong glance, and a little more color than ‘before
in his sunburnt face. “You won’t show the soft side of
your character ; and if a fellow gets a peep at it by acci-
dent, and can’t help showing that he likes it, you treat
him as Mrs. Gummidge did her sweetheart, — throw cold
water over him,—and get so thorny no one dares touch
or look at you.”

“I don’t like that sort of thing; I’m too busy to be
worried with nonsense, and 1 think it’s dreadful to
break up families so. Now don’t say any more about it ;
Meg’s wedding has turned all our heads, and we talk of
nothing but lovers and such absurdities. I don’t wish to
get cross, so let’s change the subject;” and Jo looked
quite ready to fling cold water on the slightest provo-
cation.

Whatever his feelings might have been, Laurie found
a vent for them in a long low whistle, and the fearful pre-

diction, as they parted at the gate,  Mark my words, Jo,
you 'll go next.”

CHAPTER XXV.
THE FIRST WEDDING.

HE June roses over the porch were awake bright and
early on that morning, rejoicing with all their hearts

in the cloudless sunshine, like friendly little neighbors, as
they were. Quite flushed with excitement were their
ruddy faces, as they swung in the wind, whispering to one
another what they had seen ; for some peeped in at the
dining-room windows, where the feast was spread, some
climbed up to nod and smile at the sisters as they dressed
the bride, others waved a welcome to those who came and
went on various errands in garden, porch, and hall, and
all, from the rosiest full-blown flower to the palest baby-
bud, offered their tribute of beauty and fragrance to
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the gentle mistress who had loved and tended them so
long.
Meg looked very like a rose herself; for all that was

best and sweetest in heart and soul seemed to bloom into ,

her face that day, making it fair and tender, with a charm
more beautiful than beauty. Neither silk, lace, nor orange-
flowers would she have. “I don’t want to look strange
or fixed up to-day,” she said. “I don’t want a fashion-
able wedding, but only those about me whom I love, and
to them I wish to look and be my familiar self.”

So she made her wedding gown herself, sewing into it
the tender hopes and innocent romances of a girlish
heart. Her sisters braided up her pretty hair, and the
only ornaments she wore were the Iilies of the valley,
which “her John ” liked best of all the flowers that grew.

“You 4o look just like our own dear Meg, only so very
sweet and lovely that I should hug you if it wouldn’t
crumple your dress,” cried Amy, surveying her with de-
light, when all was done.

“Then I am satisfied. But please hug and kiss me,
every one, and don’t mind my dress ; I want a great many
crumples of this sort put into it to-day;” and Meg
opened her arms to her sisters, who clung about her with
April faces for a minute, feeling that the new love had not
changed the old.

“Now I’'m going to tie John’s cravat for him, and then
to stay a few minutes with father quietly in the study;”
and Meg ran down to perform these little ceremonies, and
then to follow her mother wherever she went, conscious
that, in spite of the smiles on the motherly face, there
was a secret sorrow hid in the motherly heart at the flight
of the first bird from the nest.

As the younger girls stand together, giving the last
touches to their simple toilet, it may be a good time to
tell of a few changes which three years have wrought in
their appearance ; for all are looking their best just now.

Jo's angles are much softened ; she has learned to cairy
herself with ease, if not grace. The curly crop has length-
ened into a thick coil, more becoming to the small head
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atop of the tall figure. There is a fresh color in her
brown cheeks, a soft shine in her eyes, and only gentle
words fall from her sharp tongue to-day.

Beth has grown slender, pale, and more quiet than
ever ; the beautiful, kind eyes are larger, and in them lies
an expression that saddens one, although it is not sad
itself. It is the shadow of pain which touches the young
face with such pathetic patience ; but Beth seldom com-
plam?:,, and always speaks hopefully of “being better
5001,

Amy is with truth considered “the flower of the family ;
for at sixteen she has the air and bearing of a full-grm:'n
woman — not beautiful, but possessed of that indeseriba-
ble charm called grace. One saw it in the lines of her
figure, the make and motion of her hands, the flow of
her dress, the droop of her hair, —unconscious, yet har-
monious, and as attractive to many as beauty itself.
Amy’s nose still afflicted her, for it never wou/d grow
Grecian ; so did her mouth, being too wide, and having
a decided chin. These offending features gave character
to her whole face, but she never could see it, and consoled
herself with her wonderfully fair complexion, keen blue
eyes, and curls, more golden and abundant than ever,

All three wore suits of thin silver gray (their best gowns
for the summer), with blush-roses in hair and bgsomy-
and all three looked just what they were, — fresh-faced.
happy-hearted girls, pausing a moment in their busy lives
to read with wistful eyes the sweetest chapter in the
romance of womanhood.

‘There were to be no ceremonious performances every-
thing was to be as natural and homelike as possii::le ; SO
when Aunt March arrived, she was scandalized to see’the
bride come running to welcome and lead her in, to find
the bridegroom fastening up a garland that had fallen
down,‘and to catch a glimpse of the paternal minister
marching upstairs with a grave countenance, and a wine-
bottle under each arm.

“Upon my word, here’s a state of things !” cried the
old lady, taking the seat of honor prepared for her, and
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settling the folds of her lavender moire with a great rustle.
“You ought n’t to be seen till the last minute, child.”

“1’m not a show, aunty, and no one is coming to stare
at me, to criticise my dress, or count the cost of my
luncheon. I’'m too happy to care what any one says or
thinks, and I’m going to have my little wedding just as
I like it. John, dear, here’s your hammer;” and away
went Meg to help “that man” in his highly improper
employment.

Mr. Brooke didn’t even say “ Thank you,” but as he
stooped for the unromantic tool, he kissed his little bride
behind the folding-door, with a look that made Aunt
March whisk out her pocket-handkerchief, with a sudden
dew in her sharp old eyes. _

A crash, a cry, and a laugh from Laurie, accompanied
by the indecorous exclamation, “Jupiter Ammon! Jo's
upset the cake again |” caused a momentary flurry, which
was hardly over when a flock of cousins arrived, and
“ the party came in,” as Beth used to say when a child.

“ Don’t let that young giant come near me ; he worries
me worse than mosquitoes,” whispered the old lady to
Amy, as the rooms filled, and Laurie’s black head towered
above the rest.

“ He has promised to be very good to-day, and he can
be perfectly elegant if he likes,” returned Amy, gliding
away to warn Hercules to beware of the dragon, which
warning caused him to haunt the old lady with a devotion
that nearly distracted her. !

There was no bridal procession, but a sudden silence
fell upon the room as Mr. March and the young pair
took their places under the green arch. Mother and sis-
ters gathered close, as if loath to give Meg up ; the fath-

erly voice broke more than once, which only seemed to
make the service more beautiful and solemn ; the bride-
groom’s hand trembled visibly, and no one heard his
replies ; but Meg looked straight up in her husband’s eyes,
and said, “ I will | ” with such tender trust in her own face
and voice that her mother’s heart rejoiced, and Aunt
March sniffed audibly.
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Jo did #of cry, though she was very near it once, and
was only saved from a demonstration by the consciousness
that Laurie was staring fixedly at her, with a comical
mixture of merriment and emotion in his wicked black
eyes. Beth kept her face hidden on her mother’s shoul-
der, but Amy stood like a graceful statue, with a most
becoming ray of sunshine touching her white forehead and
the flower in her hair.

It wasn’t at all the thing, I'm afraid, but the minute she
was fairly married, Meg cried, “The first kiss for Mar-
mee !” and, turning, gave it with her heart on her lips.
During the next fifteen minutes she looked more like a
rose than ever, for every one availed themselves of their
privileges to the fullest extent, from Mr. Laurence to old
Hannah, who, adorned with a head-dress fearfully and
wonderfully made, fell upon her in the hall, crying, with
a sob and a chuckle, “ Bless you, deary, a hundred times !
The cake ain’t hurt a mite, and everything looks lovely.”

Everybody cleared up after that, and said something
brilliant, or tried to, which did just as well, for laughter
is ready when hearts are light. There was no display of
gifts, for they were already in the little house, nor was
there an elaborate breakfast, but a plentiful lunch of cake
and fruit, dressed with flowers. Mr. Laurence and Aunt
March shrugged and smiled at one another when water,
lemonade, and coffee were found to be the only sorts of |
nectar which the three Hebes carried round. No one said
anything, however, till Laurie, who insisted on serving the

bride, appeared before her, with a loaded salver in his
hand and a puzzled expression on his face.

“Has Jo smashed all the bottles by accident?” he
whispered, “or am I merely laboring under a delusion
that I saw some lying about loose this morning? ”

“No ; your grandfather kindly offered us his best, and
Aunt March actually sent some, but father put away a little
for Beth, and despatched the rest to the Soldiers’ Home.
You know he thinks that wine should be used only in
illness, and mother says that neither she nor her daughters
will ever offer it to any young man under her roof.”
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Meg spoke seriously, and expected to see Laurie frown
or laugh ; but he did neither, for after a quick look at her,
he said, in his impetuous way, “I like that! for I’ve seen
enough harm done to wish other women would think as
you do.” ‘

“You are not made wise by experience, I hope?” and
there was an anxious accent in Meg's voice.

“No; I give you my word for it. Don’t think too well
of me, either ; this is not one of my temptations. Being
brought up where wine is as common as water, and almost
as harmless, I don’t care for it; but when a pretty girl
offers it, one does n't like to refuse, you see.”

“But you will, for the sake of others, if not for your
own. Come, Laurie, promise, and give me one more rea-
son to call this the happiest day of my life.”

A demand so sudden and so serious made the young
man hesitate a moment, for ridicule is often harder to
bear than self-denial. Meg knew that if he gave the prom-
ise he would keep it at all costs; and, feeling her power,
used it as a woman may for her friend’s good. She did
not speak, but she looked up at him with a face made
very eloquent by happiness, and a smile which said, “ No
one can refuse me anything to-day.” Laurie certainly
could not; and, with an answering smile, he gave her his
hand, saying heartily, I promise, Mrs. Brooke !

“T thank you, very, very much.”

“And I drink ‘long life to your resolution,’ Teddy,”
cried Jo, baptizing him with a splash of lemonade, as she
waved her glass, and beamed approvingly upon him.

So the toast was drunk, the pledge made, and loyally
kept, in spite of many temptations ; for, with instinctive
wisdom, the girls had seized a happy moment to do their
friend a service, for which he thanked them all his life.

After lunch, people strolled about, by twos and threes,
through house and garden, enjoying the sunshine without
and within. Meg and John happened to be standing
together in the middle of the grass-plot, when Laurie was
seized with an inspiration which put the finishing touch to
this unfashionable wedding.
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“All the married people take hands and dance round
the new-made husband and wife, as the Germans do,
while we bachelors and spinsters prance in couples out-
side !” cried Laurie, promenading down the path with
Amy, with such infectious spirit and skill that every one
else followed their example without a murmur, Mr. and
Mrs. March, Aunt and Uncle Carrol, began it ; others rap-
idly joined in ; even Sallie Moffat, after 2 moment's hesi-
tation, threw her train over her arm, and whisked Ned into
the ring. But the crowning joke was Mr. Laurence and
Aunt March ; for when the stately old gentleman ckasséed
solemnly up to the old lady, she just tucked her cane
under her arm, and hopped briskly away to join hands
with the rest, and dance about the bridal pair, while the
young folks pervaded the garden, like butterflies on a
midsummer day. z

Want of breath brought the impromptu ball to a close,
and then people began to go.

“I wish you well, my dear, I heartily wish you well ;
but I think you’ll be sorry for it,”” said Aunt March to
Meg, adding to the bridegroom, as he led her to the
carriage, “ You ’'ve got a treasure, young man, see that you
deserve it.”

“That is the prettiest wedding I ’ve been to for an age,
Ned, and I don’t see why, for there wasn’t a bit of style
about it,” observed Mrs. Moffat to her husband, as they
drove away.

“ Laurie, my lad, if you ever want to indulge in this
sort of thing, get one of those little girls to help you, and
I shall be perfectly satisfied,” said Mr. Laurence, settling
himself in his easy-chair to rest, after the excitement of
the morning.

“I’ll do my best to gratify you, sir,”” was Laurie’s
unusually dutiful reply, as he carefully unpinned the posy
Jo had put in his button-hole.

_ The little house was not far away, and the only bridal
journey Meg had was the quiet walk with John, from the
old home to the new. When she came down, looking
like a pretty Quakeress in her dove-colored suit and




278 LITTLE WOMEN.

straw bonnet tied with white, they all gathered about her
to say “good-by,” as tenderly as if she had been going to
make the grand tour.

“Don’t feel that I am separated from you, Marmee
dear, or that I love you any the less for loving John so
much,” she said, elinging to her mother, with full eyes, for
a moment. “I shall come every day, father, and expect
to keep my old place in all your hearts, though I em
married. Beth is going to be with me a great deal, and
the other girls will drop in now and then to laugh at my
housekeeping struggles. Thank you all for my happy
wedding-day. Good-by, good-by !”

They stood watching her, with faces full of love and
hope and tender pride, as she walked away, leaning on
her husband’s arm, with her hands full of flowers, and th‘e
June sunshine brightening her happy face, -—an_d so Meg's
married life began.

£

CHAPTER XXVI.

ARTISTIC ATTEMPTS.

T takes people a long time to learn the difference
between talent and genius, especially ambitious young
men and women. Amy was learning this _distinction
through much tribulation ; for, mistaking enthusiasm for
inspiration, she attempted every branch of art with youth-
ful audacity. For a long time there was a lull in th‘e
“ mud-pie *’ business, and she devoted herself to the finest
pen-and-ink drawing, in which she showed such taste and
skill that her graceful handiwork proved both pleasant and
profitable. But overstrained eyes soon caused pen and
ink to be laid aside for a bold attempt at p.oker—sketclung.
While this attack lasted, the family lived in constant fear
of a conflagration ; for the odor of burning wood per_va(led
the house at all hours ; smoke issued from attic and shed
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with alarming frequency, red-hot pokers lay about pro-
miscuously, and Hannah never went to bed without a
pail of water and the dinner-bell at her door, in case of fire.
Raphael’s face was found boldly executed on the under
side of the moulding-board, and Bacchus on the head of
a beer-barrel ; a chanting cherub adorned the cover of the
sugar-bucket, and attempts to portray Romeo and Juliet
supplied kindlings for some time.

From fire to oil was a natural transition for burnt fin-
gers, and Amy fell to painting with undiminished ardor.
An artist friend fitted her out with his cast-off palettes,
brushes, and colors; and she daubed away, producing
pastoral and marine views such as were never seen on
land or sea. Her monstrosities in the way of cattle would
have taken prizes at an agricultural fair; and the perilous
pitching of her vessels would have produced sea-sickness
in the most nautical observer, if the utter disregard to all
known rules of shipbuilding.and rigging had not convulsed
him with laughter at the ffSt glance. Swarthy boys and
dark-eyed Madonnas, staring at you from one corner of
the studio, suggested Murillo ; oily-brown shadows of
faces, with a lurid streak in the wrong place, meant
Rembrandt ; buxom ladies and dropsical infants, Rubens ;
and Turner appeared in tempests of blue thunder, orange .
lightning, brown rain, and purple clouds, with a tomato-
colored splash in the middle, which might be the sun or a
buoy, a sailor’s shirt or a king’s robe, as the spectator
pleased.

Charcoal portraits came next; and the entire family
hung in a row, looking as wild and crocky as if just
evoked from a coal-bin. Softened into crayon sketches,
they did better ; for the likenesses were good, and Amy’s
hair, Jo’s nose, Meg’s mouth, and Laurie’s eyes were
pronounced “wonderfully fine.,” A return to clay and
plaster followed, and ghostly casts of her acquaintances
haunted corners of the house, or tumbled off closet-shelves
on to people’s heads. Children were enticed in as models,
till their incoherent accounts of her mysterious doings
caused Miss Amy to be regarded in the light of a young




