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    A young woman steps into the world with nothing but her resolve to earn her own bread and shape her own destiny.

Work endures as a classic because it dares to center women’s economic and moral agency at a moment when both were contested in public life. Louisa May Alcott transforms the domestic novel by sending her heroine beyond parlors and hearths into workshops, boardinghouses, and social reform circles. The result is a narrative that treats labor not only as livelihood but as a crucible for identity, conscience, and community. Its clarity of purpose, humane vision, and carefully drawn scenes of everyday struggle have ensured the book a lasting place in American literature and in the study of gender, class, and work.

Written by Louisa May Alcott and first published in 1873, during the post–Civil War and Reconstruction era, Work follows a young woman who leaves the safety of home to support herself and seek a meaningful place in society. Alcott, already renowned for Little Women, brings a mature lens to questions of independence, duty, and self-culture. Without depending on sensational intrigue, she traces an inner and outer journey through the kinds of employment open to women in the nineteenth century. Her purpose is clear: to explore the dignity of labor, the testing of ideals in daily toil, and the possibilities of a life chosen rather than assigned.

The book is structured as a story of experience, an episodic bildungsroman in which experiments in earning one’s living become experiments in living well. Each setting introduces fresh demands—practical, ethical, and social—and asks whether the heroine’s principles can withstand fatigue, discouragement, and the pressure to conform. Alcott’s tone is sympathetic yet exacting, balancing warmth with critique. Character is revealed through habits and decisions, not grand declarations. The reader witnesses how work shapes temperament, how discouragement is resisted or embraced, and how companionship softens hardship. In tracing these arcs, Alcott offers a portrait of growth grounded in the ordinary heroism of perseverance.

Historically, the novel speaks from and to a United States reshaped by war, industrial expansion, and reform movements. The widening of labor markets brought new possibilities and fresh exploitations, especially for women who sought wages outside the home. Questions of respectability, class mobility, and mutual aid pressed on every decision. Alcott situates her heroine within this dynamic environment and tests the era’s prescriptions for womanhood against the realities of rent, illness, and limited opportunity. The book thereby maps the moral geography of the nineteenth-century city and countryside, tracing the invisible boundaries between charity and justice, dependence and solidarity, aspiration and survival.

Alcott’s own commitments inform the narrative. A lifelong worker who supported her family through her pen, she knew the strain and pride of self-support. Her service as a Civil War nurse and her engagement with abolitionist and suffrage circles gave her a close view of care, discipline, and reformist energy. Those experiences surface here not as memoir but as ethical texture: a clear respect for competence, a refusal to sentimentalize poverty, and a belief that work can be both trial and teacher. The novel’s authority rests on this lived understanding, which anchors its exhortations in observed detail and humane, unsparing observation.

Stylistically, Work blends accessible realism with the moral inquiry associated with the so-called sentimental tradition. Alcott’s prose is direct and lucid; her humor keeps instruction from hardening into sermon. She draws attention to the routines of labor—the timing, the posture, the social codes—as carefully as to the aspirations that animate it. Scenes of conversation and quiet observation do as much narrative work as pivotal choices, revealing a world regulated by etiquette and expectation. Through this balance of scene and reflection, Alcott invites readers to evaluate motives alongside outcomes and to recognize that independence is achieved in increments, not in a single dramatic stroke.

The book’s classic status rests also on its critical afterlife. While long overshadowed by Alcott’s more famous domestic narrative, Work has been embraced by scholars and general readers for its clear-eyed attention to women’s wage labor and its insistence that character is tested in the marketplace as surely as in the home. It helped broaden the scope of American realism by legitimizing the everyday struggles of self-support as worthy literary terrain. In classrooms and reading groups, it remains a touchstone for discussions about how fiction can illuminate the ethics of earning, the costs of respectability, and the social networks that sustain resilience.

At its core, the novel asks what kind of person work makes us become. It examines the tension between self-reliance and community, the difference between service and servility, and the possibility that vocation encompasses more than a job description. Friendship, mentorship, and intergenerational care temper the risks of isolation. Idealism is tested by fatigue; ambition meets conscience; pleasure and duty negotiate uneasy truces. Alcott refuses easy prescriptions, showing that dignity depends as much on how we labor as on what we accomplish, and that the search for purpose requires attention to both inner motives and outer conditions.

Readers will find a heroine whose courage is practical, whose missteps are instructive, and whose persistence is contagious. The narrative neither romanticizes hardship nor reduces it to statistics; instead, it dwells on the textures of effort, the small economies of time and coin, and the subtle pressures that shape choices. Alcott’s compassionate clarity allows contemporary audiences to recognize themselves in nineteenth-century rooms and routines. The book’s accessible voice invites reflection rather than deference, encouraging readers to assess their own definitions of success, to honor the skills that sustain communities, and to imagine solidarities that make independence more than a solitary achievement.

Today, when debates about equitable pay, care work, precarious employment, and meaningful careers animate public life, Work feels freshly relevant. Its questions echo in gig economies and professional offices alike: What is fair exchange for labor, and what do we owe one another beyond wages. The novel also speaks to the search for purpose amid churn, reminding readers that dignity grows from competence, kindness, and shared endeavor as much as from advancement. By tracing the moral education of a worker, Alcott offers a framework for thinking about resilience, boundaries, and belonging in a world where the conditions of work continue to change.

Work persists because it marries narrative pleasure with ethical inquiry, portraying labor as a site of growth, solidarity, and self-definition. Written by Louisa May Alcott in the early 1870s, it invites readers to follow a young woman’s experiment in self-support and to consider the social arrangements that enable or impede such experiments. Its themes—independence, responsibility, compassion, and the dignity of ordinary effort—retain their power. In these pages, experience is both story and teacher, and the lessons extend beyond their century. That enduring resonance makes this novel not merely historical, but continually alive to readers’ minds and circumstances.
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    Work follows Christie Devon, a young New England woman who leaves the safety of her relatives’ home to earn her own living in the city. Seeking independence and self-respect, she resolves to discover what kind of labor will sustain both body and spirit. The narrative proceeds through her successive employments, presenting a broad view of mid-nineteenth-century women’s work. Each stage introduces new settings, companions, and tests of character. Through Christie’s choices and experiences, the story focuses on practical realities—wages, hours, and conditions—and the inner demands of conscience, purpose, and dignity, tracing how she learns to define a meaningful life through her own efforts.

Christie’s first position is in domestic service, where she encounters strict hierarchies and expectations within a prosperous household. She performs her duties capably yet observes the social distance that separates employer and servant. Although she appreciates the security the job provides, she recognizes how dependence can limit initiative and self-direction. Conflicts between pride, propriety, and autonomy arise, and she questions whether such work will allow the self-reliance she seeks. The experience acquaints her with the respectability and constraints of “good places” while revealing the subtler costs of obedience and invisibility. She departs determined to keep looking for employment truer to her aims.

Turning to needlework and millinery, Christie enters the crowded world of shops and workrooms. Long hours, tight deadlines, and modest pay test her stamina. She forms acquaintances among seamstresses who share techniques, small comforts, and occasional humor amid monotonous tasks. Yet the strain of close quarters and the risk of ill health are evident. Christie learns the economics of piecework, the precariousness of seasonal demand, and the limits of advancement for women without capital. Though she gains skill and discipline, she also sees how such labor can narrow one’s prospects. She moves on, bearing practical lessons about industry, thrift, and comradeship.

Curious about the stage, Christie experiments with acting and discovers the tension between performance’s promise and its risks. Rehearsals, touring schedules, and constant scrutiny offer excitement but also expose her to moral and financial uncertainties. She observes colleagues’ varied motives—ambition, necessity, artistry—and meets figures who caution her about the profession’s demands. The theater cultivates poise, voice, and presence, yet it also magnifies publicity and insecurity. While she respects the talent and diligence she encounters, Christie questions whether this path will sustain her principles and health. She withdraws with a clearer sense of her capacities and the importance of steady, honorable employment.

Christie next serves as a governess and companion, entering the private, refined sphere of a wealthy family. The role requires tact, patience, and constant self-command. She experiences the isolation that can accompany respectable positions and the ambiguity of status within a household that is not her own. Educational duties reward her love of learning, but conflicting expectations—devotion without authority, visibility without voice—prove burdensome. The position sharpens her understanding of class distinctions and the subtle pressures of dependence. Aware that quiet endurance may not fulfill her, Christie relinquishes the post and continues her search, now more alert to the cost of unseen labor.

A period of illness and discouragement follows, when work grows scarce and hope dims. Christie confronts solitude and doubts her usefulness, but kind acquaintances and a thoughtful clergyman encourage reflection rather than retreat. Through charitable activity and small tasks, she tests the idea that service to others can restore strength and purpose. National events intensify the call to useful labor, and Christie commits to relief work that demands patience, skill, and fortitude. This transition marks a turn from employment as mere livelihood to employment as duty, linking her personal struggles with broader needs and clarifying the kind of effort she most values.

Engaged in wartime nursing and aid, Christie witnesses hardship and resilience in hospital wards and relief rooms. Organization, economy, and compassion become daily disciplines. She meets reform-minded men and women whose cooperation steadies her resolve and enlarges her sympathies. Among them is a reserved, principled worker whose quiet integrity leaves a deep impression, though Christie remains focused on service rather than sentiment. The experience reinforces her belief that purposeful labor can unite people across class and circumstance. Through challenges and recovery, she learns to measure success by usefulness, not applause, and to balance endurance with humane attention to those in her care.

After the war, Christie seeks a life that integrates paid labor, public contribution, and private affection. She participates in efforts that support working women, promote temperance, and encourage education, finding mentors and protégées within reform circles. A personal turning point tests her stability and deepens her sense of responsibility; details remain private, but its effect is clear in her renewed dedication. She learns to evaluate opportunities by their capacity to serve others without diminishing self-respect. The question is no longer which job to try next, but how to shape a vocation that honors duty, friendship, and the steady claims of ordinary days.

By tracing Christie’s varied employments, Work presents a practical exploration of what honest labor can mean for women seeking independence and moral purpose. The narrative emphasizes perseverance, mutual aid, and the dignity of service, suggesting that worthwhile work blends competency with compassion. Without dwelling on spectacle or final outcomes, it concludes with an affirmation of balanced living: industry joined to conscience, self-reliance tempered by community, and personal fulfillment aligned with the common good. Christie’s experience implies that the true measure of success lies less in station or reward than in the integrity and usefulness of one’s daily efforts.
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    Set primarily in New England, Work unfolds across boardinghouses, parlors, workshops, theatres, and hospitals in and around Boston, Massachusetts, from the 1850s through the early 1870s. The region’s industrial and reform centers frame the heroine’s search for livelihood and meaning. Boston, a hotbed of antislavery and women’s activism, expanded rapidly—its population rose to roughly 178,000 by 1860, linked by rail to mill towns like Lowell and Lawrence. The city’s commercial core, wharves, and publishing houses shaped the urban economy that drew single women into waged work. Rural Concord’s intellectual milieu and nearby reform networks also inform the novel’s moral landscape and practical experiments in independent living.

The time and place are marked by intense social transition. The ideology of separate spheres still constrained women to domesticity, yet economic necessity and rising reform movements pushed many into paid labor as servants, seamstresses, teachers, companions, or performers. Immigration, particularly from Ireland after the 1840s famine, transformed Boston’s working-class neighborhoods. Industrialization created new jobs and exploited old ones, while philanthropic societies and religious associations proliferated in response to urban poverty and wartime suffering. The Civil War and Reconstruction reconfigured citizenship, race relations, and the state’s obligations, and the ensemble of these pressures—industrial growth, moral reform, and political upheaval—forms the historical matrix through which Work’s protagonist tests vocations.

Abolitionism dominated Boston’s public life before the war. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 mandated the capture of escaped slaves, inflaming Northern resistance. In 1854, the Anthony Burns case galvanized the city as citizens protested his rendition from Boston to Virginia under federal guard. Leading abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Wendell Phillips addressed mass meetings, while vigilance committees aided fugitives. In Concord and Boston, antislavery lectures and fundraising were common. Work mirrors this climate through sympathetic portrayals of Black characters and narratives of bondage’s cruelty, invoking the moral urgency that animated New England households and reformers who saw domestic service, charity, and labor as arenas for antislavery conscience.

The American Civil War (1861–1865) decisively shaped the world of Work, and Alcott’s own service as a nurse provided a factual template for its depictions of hospitals, grief, and sudden maturity through service. After Fort Sumter (April 1861), the Union mobilized rapidly; the U.S. Sanitary Commission, chartered in June 1861, coordinated civilian relief, inspections, and supplies. Dorothea Dix became Superintendent of Army Nurses that year, imposing age and character requirements and creating a new, if ad hoc, pathway for women into medical work. Alcott volunteered at the Union Hotel Hospital in Georgetown, D.C., arriving in December 1862 as wounded from the Battle of Fredericksburg (December 11–15, 1862) poured in. She nursed men with typhoid, dysentery, and traumatic injuries amid overcrowding, inadequate ventilation, and scarce staff. Contracting typhoid pneumonia herself, she was treated with calomel (mercurous chloride), a common remedy that left her with lasting health consequences—an experience she recast in Hospital Sketches (1863). The war’s hospital regime standardized record-keeping and diet kitchens and brought laywomen into collaboration with surgeons, chaplains, and the Sanitary Commission’s logistics. In the novel’s orbit, wartime service becomes a crucible for female autonomy and civic identity: the discipline of nursing, the shock of mass suffering, and the egalitarian intimacy of the ward reorder hierarchies of class and gender. Encounters with conscripts, amputees, and convalescents shadow postwar scenes where widows, invalids, and veterans seek work and dignity. Work reflects how the conflict widened women’s public roles, created networks for benevolence and reform, and seeded the expectation that female labor—paid or unpaid—could constitute patriotic citizenship.

Reconstruction (1865–1877) redefined citizenship through law and conflict. The Freedmen’s Bureau (established March 3, 1865) offered relief, labor contracts, and schools to formerly enslaved people, while Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and ratified the Fourteenth (1868) and Fifteenth (1870) Amendments. Yet white supremacist violence, exemplified by the Ku Klux Klan (founded 1866), undermined enforcement. In Boston, orators like Wendell Phillips championed federal protection and Black suffrage, and the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society raised funds for teachers in the South. Work echoes this political horizon by extending its empathy beyond Northern distress, insisting on interracial moral community and the unfinished nature of emancipation.

The women’s rights movement furnished the most persistent public language for the novel’s advocacy of economic independence. The Seneca Falls Convention (1848) and the Worcester conventions (1850–1851) set the agenda for suffrage, property rights, and education. After the war, the American Equal Rights Association (1866) joined voting rights for Black men and women; it split in 1869 into the National Woman Suffrage Association (Stanton, Anthony) and the American Woman Suffrage Association (Lucy Stone, Henry Blackwell), the latter centered in Boston. Massachusetts petitions and hearings in the 1860s–1870s kept the issue visible. Work refracts these debates by dramatizing wage work and self-support as prerequisites for citizenship, anticipating Alcott’s later real-life school committee vote in Concord (1879).

Urban needlework and the “sweating system” define a crucial labor background. Garment production in Boston and New York relied on piece-rate sewing done in cramped rooms with long hours, irregular pay, and middlemen who absorbed profits. Reformers decried health consequences—eye strain, consumption, malnutrition—and charitable sewing circles struggled to replace predatory contracts. The 1850s and 1860s press circulated exposés on shirt-making and tailoring trades. In Work, the protagonist’s stint as a seamstress captures the precariousness of this sector: the isolation of home production, the moral policing of women who bargain for higher rates, and the way illness or a missed delivery could collapse a fragile budget in a single week.

The earlier New England mill regime shaped expectations for female factory labor. In Lowell, the Female Labor Reform Association, led by Sarah Bagley in 1844, petitioned the Massachusetts legislature in 1845 for a ten-hour day, documenting 12–14 hour shifts, boardinghouse rules, and health hazards from dust and heat. Though reform advanced unevenly, the Lowell “mill girl” tradition established a public narrative of women as wage earners and organizers. Work draws on this inheritance even when set outside textile mills: its insistence that women can contract for labor, choose employers, and defend time and dignity reflects a regional memory of petitions, strikes, and testimony translated to other trades.

Domestic service, heavily staffed by Irish immigrant women after the 1840s, underpinned middle-class households in Boston. By 1860 roughly one-third of the city’s residents were foreign-born, and live-in service became a gateway to remittances and familial mobility. Yet servants faced low status, surveillance, and vulnerability to dismissal without notice. Reformers debated “the servant problem,” while workers organized informally through kin and parish. In Work, domestic service becomes a test of autonomy—negotiating wages and duties, refusing exploitation, and crossing the fraught boundary between employer’s intimacy and employee’s privacy—highlighting how the home itself functioned as a contested workplace in nineteenth-century urban New England.

Theatre culture expanded in the 1850s–1860s, notably at venues such as the Boston Museum, while actresses like Charlotte Cushman challenged assumptions about female respectability in public performance. Simultaneously, moral reformers policed leisure; Sabbatarian campaigns and, later, federal moral legislation like the Comstock Act (1873) signaled a tightening climate around perceived vice. Acting offered women income and mobility but carried reputational risk. Work maps this tension by presenting the stage as both opportunity and ordeal: rehearsal rooms, touring circuits, and backstage economies reveal new professional spaces for women, even as gossip, patronage, and the demand to perform propriety imposed costs on those who sought livelihoods beyond the parlor.

Temperance campaigns intersected with a lesser-discussed but pervasive opiate culture. Maine adopted statutory prohibition in 1851; Massachusetts passed and repealed variants across the 1850s–1860s amid energetic advocacy. Meanwhile, laudanum and morphine were sold over the counter, with the hypodermic syringe entering American practice in the 1850s. The Civil War accelerated medical use of opiates, and postwar dependence among veterans became widely acknowledged. Work reflects this social terrain through its attention to the ordinary presence of patent medicines and the ruinous spiral of dependence within otherwise respectable households, offering a cautionary social diagnosis that pairs temperance rhetoric with an indictment of unregulated pharmaceuticals and the medicalization of distress.

Women’s clubs and benevolent societies professionalized voluntary action. In Boston, the New England Freedmen’s Aid Society (1862) supported teachers and relief in the South, while the New England Woman’s Club (founded 1868 by Julia Ward Howe and others) offered lectures, employment assistance, and a forum for reform. Civil War relief fairs, sewing rooms, and Sanitary Commission auxiliaries taught logistics, fundraising, and public speaking. Work situates its heroine among such networks, where visiting societies, charity boards, and informal circles of reformers turn sympathy into structured service, and where debates over “deserving” aid sharpen into critiques of labor markets that manufacture dependency and punish female self-assertion.

Public health and hospital reform advanced under the pressures of war and urban growth. Boston City Hospital opened in 1864, complementing Massachusetts General Hospital (founded 1811), as municipal authorities faced infectious disease, industrial injuries, and poverty. The U.S. Sanitary Commission’s inspection regimes influenced peacetime standards, while nursing began, unevenly, to professionalize before formal schools multiplied in the 1870s. In Work, the depiction of wards, convalescence, and the emotional labor of caregiving situates women at the nexus of medical modernization. It highlights how institutional care depended on underpaid female work and how the techniques of hygiene, record-keeping, and diet intersected with moral narratives of duty and sacrifice.

Teaching and governess work formed respectable pathways for middle-class women seeking income. Massachusetts established the nation’s first state normal school at Lexington in 1839 (later at Framingham), and the 1850s–1860s saw the feminization of teaching, though women’s salaries lagged far behind men’s. Private tutoring and governess positions exposed workers to ambiguous status within households, balancing intellectual authority against class and gender hierarchies. Work’s foray into instructive labor underscores these tensions: the craft of lesson planning, the emotional management of children, and the negotiation of contracts and references all crystallize the novel’s central theme that skill and character do not spare women from systemic wage inequality.

Economic instability frames key choices. The Panic of 1857, triggered by the collapse of Ohio Life Insurance and Trust and compounded by falling demand for manufactured goods, led to layoffs and wage cuts in New England mills and workshops. The Great Boston Fire (November 9–10, 1872) destroyed much of the downtown commercial district, and the Panic of 1873—marked by the failure of Jay Cooke & Co. on September 18—ushered in a prolonged depression. These shocks tightened labor markets and intensified competition among working women. Work’s emphasis on thrift, networks of mutual aid, and the fragility of employment mirrors these cycles, showing how a single illness or closure could erase years of effort.

As social critique, the book exposes the asymmetries that structured Northern prosperity: the dependency of household comfort on low-paid female labor, the casual cruelty of piecework and domestic hiring, and the respectability politics that restricted women’s access to public professions. Its wartime and postwar episodes condemn sentimental charity that replaces secure wages with alms, and they argue for work as a site of citizenship rather than mere survival. By insisting that competence and conscience authorize women’s presence in hospitals, schools, offices, and theatres, the narrative challenges legal and customary barriers that assigned women to ornamental roles while profiting from their unseen toil.

Politically, the story aligns with abolitionist and Reconstruction-era egalitarianism while indicting the retreat from federal protection and the persistence of racial and class prejudice in Northern cities. It frames intemperance and unregulated patent medicines as structural, not merely moral, failings, linking public health to labor justice. It questions paternalistic philanthropy and celebrates voluntary associations as training grounds for collective action. Ultimately, the book’s panorama of occupations argues that autonomy requires both income and rights, exposing how law, custom, and economic cycles collude to keep women precarious, and urging a civic order that values their labor, secures their contracts, and extends the franchise promised by wartime sacrifice.
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    Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888) was an American author whose fiction helped define nineteenth-century domestic realism and adolescent literature. Best known for Little Women and its sequels, she wrote across forms—novels, sketches, and sensation tales—uniting moral inquiry with brisk, character-driven storytelling. Her career spanned the years before, during, and after the U.S. Civil War, and her work engaged questions of labor, duty, and self-reliance central to that era. A popular writer in her lifetime, she also became a touchstone for later readers and scholars, who have traced how her narratives opened space for girls’ ambition and women’s work within mainstream American literary culture.

Alcott’s upbringing combined limited formal schooling with intense self-education. Born in Pennsylvania and raised mostly in Boston and Concord, Massachusetts, she grew up amid the Transcendentalist milieu. Her father, an educator and reformer, exposed her to the writings and conversations of figures such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Margaret Fuller. Reading widely, walking in the woods, and keeping journals formed the backbone of her education, alongside intermittent teaching and domestic work that honed her discipline. A brief family experiment at the Fruitlands commune, later recounted in her satire Transcendental Wild Oats, sharpened her skepticism about utopian schemes while reinforcing practical ideals of service.

Financial pressure propelled Alcott into the marketplace early. She supported herself through teaching, sewing, and governess positions while placing poems and stories in periodicals. To meet popular demand and earn money, she produced fast-paced tales of intrigue and revenge under the pseudonym A. M. Barnard, including Behind a Mask and Pauline’s Passion and Punishment. These works, long overshadowed by her juvenile fiction, reveal her command of plot and her interest in power, performance, and female agency. The discipline of writing for magazines—deadlines, editorial constraints, and a keen awareness of readers—shaped her style and prepared her for the broader audience she would later reach.

During the American Civil War, Alcott served briefly as a nurse in a Union hospital. Illness forced her return home, but she transformed her experiences into Hospital Sketches, a series whose plainspoken humor and compassionate observation attracted critical notice. The book’s portraits of soldiers, doctors, and the daily labor of care broadened the scope of her writing and affirmed her anti-slavery commitments. The war years clarified her realism, tightening her prose and deepening her attention to the moral texture of work. Hospital Sketches established her public reputation and demonstrated that firsthand reportage and literary craft could together sustain humane, reform-minded narratives.

At her publisher’s urging, Alcott turned to a book for girls, drawing on memories of sisterhood, household economies, and the satisfactions and constraints of home. Little Women, followed by its continuation often issued as Part Two, became a phenomenon, inspiring sequels Little Men and Jo’s Boys. She also wrote An Old-Fashioned Girl, Eight Cousins, Rose in Bloom, and Work: A Story of Experience. These books blend humor with moral testing, valuing education, honest labor, and imaginative play. Readers embraced their lively dialogue and recognizable struggles, while critics noted Alcott’s ability to dignify ordinary life without sentimentality, securing her financial stability and lasting fame.

Alcott’s beliefs informed her career. She supported abolition and later took part in the movement for women’s suffrage in Massachusetts, encouraging women to register and vote in school committee elections when permitted. Her essays and public statements consistently defended women’s right to productive work and civic participation. At the same time, she acknowledged tensions between market expectations for cheerful domestic fiction and her darker imaginative interests, a duality visible when her sensation tales are read alongside her family novels. Transcendental ideas of self-culture and moral action remained touchstones, but her mature fiction tested those ideals against economic realities and social convention.

In her later years, Alcott contended with chronic health problems yet continued to write, mentor younger authors, and manage literary affairs. She died in the late 1880s, leaving a body of work that has rarely fallen out of print. Little Women and its sequels have been adapted for stage and screen many times, while scholars have reclaimed her A. M. Barnard tales as integral to her range. Today she is read both as a pioneering voice in American children’s literature and as a shrewd commentator on gender, class, and labor. The figure of Jo March remains an emblem of creative independence.
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CHRISTIE.
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CHRISTIE.

"AUNT BETSEY[2], there's going to be a new Declaration of Independence[1]."

"Bless and save us, what do you mean, child?" And the startled old lady precipitated a pie into the oven with destructive haste.

"I mean that, being of age, I'm going to take care of myself,[1q] and not be a burden any longer. Uncle wishes me out of the way; thinks I ought to go, and, sooner or later, will tell me so. I don't intend to wait for that, but, like the people in fairy tales, travel away into the world and seek my fortune. I know I can find it."

Christie emphasized her speech by energetic demonstrations in the bread-trough, kneading the dough as if it was her destiny, and she was shaping it to suit herself; while Aunt Betsey stood listening, with uplifted pie-fork, and as much astonishment as her placid face was capable of expressing. As the girl paused, with a decided thump, the old lady exclaimed:

"What crazy idee you got into your head now?"

"A very sane and sensible one that's got to be worked out, so please listen to it, ma'am. I've had it a good while, I've thought it over thoroughly, and I'm sure it's the right thing for me to do. I'm old enough to take care of myself; and if I'd been a boy, I should have been told to do it long ago. I hate to be dependent; and now there's no need of it, I can't bear it any longer. If you were poor, I wouldn't leave you; for I never forget how kind you have been to me. But Uncle doesn't love or understand me; I am a burden to him, and I must go where I can take care of myself. I can't be happy till I do, for there's nothing here for me.[2q] I'm sick of this dull town, where the one idea is eat, drink, and get rich[3]; I don't find any friends to help me as I want to be helped, or any work that I can do well; so let me go, Aunty, and find my place, wherever it is."

"But I do need you, deary; and you mustn't think Uncle don't like you. He does, only he don't show it; and when your odd ways fret him, he ain't pleasant, I know. I don't see why you can't be contented; I've lived here all my days, and never found the place lonesome, or the folks unneighborly." And Aunt Betsey looked perplexed by the new idea.

"You and I are very different, ma'am. There was more yeast[4] put into my composition, I guess; and, after standing quiet in a warm corner so long, I begin to ferment, and ought to be kneaded up in time, so that I may turn out a wholesome loaf. You can't do this; so let me go where it can be done, else I shall turn sour and good for nothing. Does that make the matter any clearer?" And Christie's serious face relaxed into a smile as her aunt's eye went from her to the nicely moulded loaf offered as an illustration.

"I see what you mean, Kitty; but I never thought on't before. You be better riz than me; though, let me tell you, too much emptins makes bread poor stuff, like baker's trash; and too much workin' up makes it hard and dry. Now fly 'round, for the big oven is most het, and this cake takes a sight of time in the mixin'."

"You haven't said I might go, Aunty," began the girl, after a long pause devoted by the old lady to the preparation of some compound which seemed to require great nicety of measurement in its ingredients; for when she replied, Aunt Betsey curiously interlarded her speech with audible directions to herself from the receipt-book before her.

work-3.jpg

AUNT BETSEY'S INTERLARDED SPEECH.

"I ain't no right to keep you, dear, ef you choose to take (a pinch of salt). I'm sorry you ain't happy, and think you might be ef you'd only (beat six eggs, yolks and whites together). But ef you can't, and feel that you need (two cups of sugar), only speak to Uncle, and ef he says (a squeeze of fresh lemon), go, my dear, and take my blessin' with you (not forgettin' to cover with a piece of paper)."

Christie's laugh echoed through the kitchen; and the old lady smiled benignly, quite unconscious of the cause of the girl's merriment.

"I shall ask Uncle to-night, and I know he won't object. Then I shall write to see if Mrs. Flint has a room for me, where I can stay till I get something to do. There is plenty of work in the world, and I'm not afraid of it; so you'll soon hear good news of me. Don't look sad, for you know I never could forget you, even if I should become the greatest lady in the land." And Christie left the prints of two floury but affectionate hands on the old lady's shoulders, as she kissed the wrinkled face that had never worn a frown to her.

Full of hopeful fancies, Christie salted the pans and buttered the dough in pleasant forgetfulness of all mundane affairs, and the ludicrous dismay of Aunt Betsey, who followed her about rectifying her mistakes, and watching over her as if this sudden absence of mind had roused suspicions of her sanity.

"Uncle, I want to go away, and get my own living, if you please," was Christie's abrupt beginning, as they sat round the evening fire.

"Hey! what's that?" said Uncle Enos, rousing from the doze he was enjoying, with a candle in perilous proximity to his newspaper and his nose.

Christie repeated her request, and was much relieved, when, after a meditative stare, the old man briefly answered:

"Wal, go ahead."

"I was afraid you might think it rash or silly, sir."

"I think it's the best thing you could do; and I like your good sense in pupposin' on't."

"Then I may really go?"

"Soon's ever you like. Don't pester me about it till you're ready; then I'll give you a little suthing to start off with." And Uncle Enos returned to "The Farmer's Friend," as if cattle were more interesting than kindred.

Christie was accustomed to his curt speech and careless manner; had expected nothing more cordial; and, turning to her aunt, said, rather bitterly:

"Didn't I tell you he'd be glad to have me go? No matter! When I've done something to be proud of, he will be as glad to see me back again." Then her voice changed, her eyes kindled, and the firm lips softened with a smile. "Yes, I'll try my experiment; then I'll get rich; found a home for girls like myself; or, better still, be a Mrs. Fry[5], a Florence Nightingale[6], or"--

"How are you on't for stockin's, dear?"

Christie's castles in the air vanished at the prosaic question; but, after a blank look, she answered pleasantly:

"Thank you for bringing me down to my feet again, when I was soaring away too far and too fast. I'm poorly off, ma'am; but if you are knitting these for me, I shall certainly start on a firm foundation." And, leaning on Aunt Betsey's knee, she patiently discussed the wardrobe question from hose to head-gear.

"Don't you think you could be contented any way, Christie, ef I make the work lighter, and leave you more time for your books and things?" asked the old lady, loth to lose the one youthful element in her quiet life.

"No, ma'am, for I can't find what I want here," was the decided answer.

"What do you want, child?"

"Look in the fire, and I'll try to show you."

The old lady obediently turned her spectacles that way; and Christie said in a tone half serious, half playful:

"Do you see those two logs? Well that one smouldering dismally away in the corner is what my life is now; the other blazing and singing is what I want my life to be."

"Bless me, what an idee! They are both a-burnin' where they are put, and both will be ashes to-morrow; so what difference doos it make?"

Christie smiled at the literal old lady; but, following the fancy that pleased her, she added earnestly:

"I know the end is the same; but it does make a difference how they turn to ashes, and how I spend my life. That log, with its one dull spot of fire, gives neither light nor warmth, but lies sizzling despondently among the cinders. But the other glows from end to end with cheerful little flames that go singing up the chimney with a pleasant sound. Its light fills the room and shines out into the dark; its warmth draws us nearer, making the hearth the cosiest place in the house, and we shall all miss the friendly blaze when it dies. Yes," she added, as if to herself, "I hope my life may be like that, so that, whether it be long or short, it will be useful and cheerful while it lasts, will be missed when it ends, and leave something behind besides ashes."

Though she only half understood them, the girl's words touched the kind old lady, and made her look anxiously at the eager young face gazing so wistfully into the fire.

"A good smart blowin' up with the belluses would make the green stick burn most as well as the dry one after a spell. I guess contentedness is the best bellus for young folks, ef they would only think so."

"I dare say you are right, Aunty; but I want to try for myself; and if I fail, I'll come back and follow your advice. Young folks always have discontented fits, you know. Didn't you when you were a girl?"

"Shouldn't wonder ef I did; but Enos came along, and I forgot 'em."

"My Enos has not come along yet, and never may; so I'm not going to sit and wait for any man to give me independence, if I can earn it for myself." And a quick glance at the gruff, gray old man in the corner plainly betrayed that, in Christie's opinion, Aunt Betsey made a bad bargain when she exchanged her girlish aspirations for a man whose soul was in his pocket.

"Jest like her mother, full of hifalutin[7] notions, discontented, and sot in her own idees. Poor capital to start a fortin' on."

Christie's eye met that of her uncle peering over the top of his paper with an expression that always tried her patience. Now it was like a dash of cold water on her enthusiasm, and her face fell as she asked quickly:

"How do you mean, sir?"

"I mean that you are startin' all wrong; your redic'lus notions about independence and self-cultur won't come to nothin' in the long run, and you'll make as bad a failure of your life as your mother did of her'n."

"Please, don't say that to me; I can't bear it, for I shall never think her life a failure, because she tried to help herself, and married a good man in spite of poverty, when she loved him! You call that folly; but I'll do the same if I can; and I'd rather have what my father and mother left me, than all the money you are piling up, just for the pleasure of being richer than your neighbors."

"Never mind, dear, he don't mean no harm!" whispered Aunt Betsey, fearing a storm.

But though Christie's eyes had kindled and her color deepened, her voice was low and steady, and her indignation was of the inward sort.

"Uncle likes to try me by saying such things, and this is one reason why I want to go away before I get sharp and bitter and distrustful as he is. I don't suppose I can make you understand my feeling, but I'd like to try, and then I'll never speak of it again;" and, carefully controlling voice and face, Christie slowly added, with a look that would have been pathetically eloquent to one who could have understood the instincts of a strong nature for light and freedom: "You say I am discontented, proud and ambitious; that's true, and I'm glad of it. I am discontented, because I can't help feeling that there is a better sort of life than this dull one made up of everlasting work, with no object but money. I can't starve my soul for the sake of my body, and I mean to get out of the treadmill if I can. I'm proud, as you call it, because I hate dependence where there isn't any love to make it bearable. You don't say so in words, but I know you begrudge me a home, though you will call me ungrateful when I'm gone. I'm willing to work, but I want work that I can put my heart into, and feel that it does me good, no matter how hard it is. I only ask for a chance to be a useful, happy woman, and I don't think that is a bad ambition. Even if I only do what my dear mother did, earn my living honestly and happily, and leave a beautiful example behind me, to help one other woman as hers helps me, I shall be satisfied."

Christie's voice faltered over the last words, for the thoughts and feelings which had been working within her during the last few days had stirred her deeply, and the resolution to cut loose from the old life had not been lightly made. Mr. Devon had listened behind his paper to this unusual outpouring with a sense of discomfort which was new to him. But though the words reproached and annoyed, they did not soften him, and when Christie paused with tearful eyes, her uncle rose, saying, slowly, as he lighted his candle:

"Ef I'd refused to let you go before, I'd agree to it now; for you need breakin' in, my girl, and you are goin' where you'll get it, so the sooner you're off the better for all on us. Come, Betsey, we may as wal leave, for we can't understand the wants of her higher nater, as Christie calls it, and we've had lecterin' enough for one night." And with a grim laugh the old man quitted the field, worsted but in good order.

"There, there, dear, hev a good cry, and forgit all about it!" purred Aunt Betsey, as the heavy footsteps creaked away, for the good soul had a most old-fashioned and dutiful awe of her lord and master.

"I shan't cry but act; for it is high time I was off. I've stayed for your sake; now I'm more trouble than comfort, and away I go. Good-night, my dear old Aunty, and don't look troubled, for I'll be a lamb while I stay."

Having kissed the old lady, Christie swept her work away, and sat down to write the letter which was the first step toward freedom. When it was done, she drew nearer, to her friendly confidante the fire, and till late into the night sat thinking tenderly of the past, bravely of the present, hopefully of the future. Twenty-one to-morrow, and her inheritance a head, a heart, a pair of hands; also the dower of most New England girls, intelligence, courage, and common sense, many practical gifts, and, hidden under the reserve that soon melts in a genial atmosphere, much romance and enthusiasm, and the spirit which can rise to heroism when the great moment comes.

Christie was one of that large class of women who, moderately endowed with talents, earnest and true-hearted, are driven by necessity, temperament, or principle out into the world to find support, happiness, and homes for themselves. Many turn back discouraged; more accept shadow for substance, and discover their mistake too late; the weakest lose their purpose and themselves; but the strongest struggle on, and, after danger and defeat, earn at last the best success this world can give us, the possession of a brave and cheerful spirit, rich in self-knowledge, self-control, self-help. This was the real desire of Christie's heart; this was to be her lesson and reward, and to this happy end she was slowly yet surely brought by the long discipline of life and labor.

Sitting alone there in the night, she tried to strengthen herself with all the good and helpful memories she could recall, before she went away to find her place in the great unknown world. She thought of her mother, so like herself, who had borne the commonplace life of home till she could bear it no longer. Then had gone away to teach, as most country girls are forced to do. Had met, loved, and married a poor gentleman, and, after a few years of genuine happiness, untroubled even by much care and poverty, had followed him out of the world, leaving her little child to the protection of her brother.

Christie looked back over the long, lonely years she had spent in the old farm-house, plodding to school and church, and doing her tasks with kind Aunt Betsey while a child; and slowly growing into girlhood, with a world of romance locked up in a heart hungry for love and a larger, nobler life.

She had tried to appease this hunger in many ways, but found little help. Her father's old books were all she could command, and these she wore out with much reading. Inheriting his refined tastes, she found nothing to attract her in the society of the commonplace and often coarse people about her. She tried to like the buxom girls whose one ambition was to "get married," and whose only subjects of conversation were "smart bonnets" and "nice dresses." She tried to believe that the admiration and regard of the bluff young farmers was worth striving for; but when one well-to-do neighbor laid his acres at her feet, she found it impossible to accept for her life's companion a man whose soul was wrapped up in prize cattle and big turnips.

Uncle Enos never could forgive her for this piece of folly, and Christie plainly saw that one of three things would surely happen, if she lived on there with no vent for her full heart and busy mind. She would either marry Joe Butterfield in sheer desperation, and become a farmer's household drudge; settle down into a sour spinster, content to make butter, gossip, and lay up money all her days; or do what poor Matty Stone had done, try to crush and curb her needs and aspirations till the struggle grew too hard, and then in a fit of despair end her life, and leave a tragic story to haunt their quiet river.

To escape these fates but one way appeared; to break loose from this narrow life, go out into the world and see what she could do for herself. This idea was full of enchantment to the eager girl, and, after much earnest thought, she had resolved to try it.

"If I fail, I can come back," she said to herself, even while she scorned the thought of failure, for with all her shy pride she was both brave and ardent, and her dreams were of the rosiest sort.

"I won't marry Joe; I won't wear myself out in a district-school for the mean sum they give a woman; I won't delve away here where I'm not wanted; and I won't end my life like a coward, because it is dull and hard. I'll try my fate as mother did, and perhaps I may succeed as well." And Christie's thoughts went wandering away into the dim, sweet past when she, a happy child, lived with loving parents in a different world from that.

Lost in these tender memories, she sat till the old moon-faced clock behind the door struck twelve, then the visions vanished, leaving their benison behind them.

As she glanced backward at the smouldering fire, a slender spire of flame shot up from the log that had blazed so cheerily, and shone upon her as she went. A good omen, gratefully accepted then, and remembered often in the years to come.
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SERVANT.

A FORTNIGHT later, and Christie was off. Mrs. Flint had briefly answered that she had a room, and that work was always to be found in the city. So the girl packed her one trunk, folding away splendid hopes among her plain gowns, and filling every corner with happy fancies, utterly impossible plans, and tender little dreams, so lovely at the time, so pathetic to remember, when contact with the hard realities of life has collapsed our bright bubbles, and the frost of disappointment nipped all our morning glories in their prime. The old red stage stopped at Enos Devon's door, and his niece crossed the threshold after a cool handshake with the master of the house, and a close embrace with the mistress, who stood pouring out last words with spectacles too dim for seeing. Fat Ben swung up the trunk, slammed the door, mounted his perch, and the ancient vehicle swayed with premonitory symptoms of departure.

Then something smote Christie's heart. "Stop!" she cried, and springing out ran back into the dismal room where the old man sat. Straight up to him she went with outstretched hand, saying steadily, though her face was full of feeling:

"Uncle, I'm not satisfied with that good-bye. I don't mean to be sentimental, but I do want to say, 'Forgive me!' I see now that I might have made you sorry to part with me, if I had tried to make you love me more. It's too late now, but I'm not too proud to confess when I'm wrong. I want to part kindly; I ask your pardon; I thank you for all you've done for me, and I say good-bye affectionately now."

Mr. Devon had a heart somewhere, though it seldom troubled him; but it did make itself felt when the girl looked at him with his dead sister's eyes, and spoke in a tone whose unaccustomed tenderness was a reproach.

Conscience had pricked him more than once that week, and he was glad to own it now; his rough sense of honor was touched by her frank expression, and, as he answered, his hand was offered readily.

"I like that, Kitty, and think the better of you for't. Let bygones be bygones. I gen'lly got as good as I give, and I guess I deserved some on't. I wish you wal, my girl, I heartily wish you wal, and hope you won't forgit that the old house ain't never shet aginst you."

Christie astonished him with a cordial kiss; then bestowing another warm hug on Aunt Niobe, as she called the old lady in a tearful joke, she ran into the carriage, taking with her all the sunshine of the place.

Christie found Mrs. Flint a dreary woman, with "boarders" written all over her sour face and faded figure. Butcher's bills and house rent seemed to fill her eyes with sleepless anxiety; thriftless cooks and saucy housemaids to sharpen the tones of her shrill voice; and an incapable husband to burden her shoulders like a modern "Old man of the sea."

A little room far up in the tall house was at the girl's disposal for a reasonable sum, and she took possession, feeling very rich with the hundred dollars Uncle Enos gave her, and delightfully independent, with no milk-pans to scald; no heavy lover to elude; no humdrum district school to imprison her day after day.

For a week she enjoyed her liberty heartily, then set about finding something to do. Her wish was to be a governess, that being the usual refuge for respectable girls who have a living to get. But Christie soon found her want of accomplishments a barrier to success in that line, for the mammas thought less of the solid than of the ornamental branches, and wished their little darlings to learn French before English, music before grammar, and drawing before writing.

So, after several disappointments, Christie decided that her education was too old-fashioned for the city, and gave up the idea of teaching. Sewing she resolved not to try till every thing else failed; and, after a few more attempts to get writing to do, she said to herself, in a fit of humility and good sense: "I'll begin at the beginning, and work my way up. I'll put my pride in my pocket, and go out to service. Housework I like, and can do well, thanks to Aunt Betsey. I never thought it degradation to do it for her, so why should I mind doing it for others if they pay for it? It isn't what I want, but it's better than idleness, so I'll try it!"

Full of this wise resolution, she took to haunting that purgatory of the poor, an intelligence office. Mrs. Flint gave her a recommendation, and she hopefully took her place among the ranks of buxom German, incapable Irish, and "smart" American women; for in those days foreign help had not driven farmers' daughters out of the field, and made domestic comfort a lost art.

At first Christie enjoyed the novelty of the thing, and watched with interest the anxious housewives who flocked in demanding that rara avis, an angel at nine shillings a week; and not finding it, bewailed the degeneracy of the times. Being too honest to profess herself absolutely perfect in every known branch of house-work, it was some time before she suited herself. Meanwhile, she was questioned and lectured, half engaged and kept waiting, dismissed for a whim, and so worried that she began to regard herself as the incarnation of all human vanities and shortcomings.

"A desirable place in a small, genteel family," was at last offered her, and she posted away to secure it, having reached a state of desperation and resolved to go as a first-class cook rather than sit with her hands before her any longer.

A well-appointed house, good wages, and light duties seemed things to be grateful for, and Christie decided that going out to service was not the hardest fate in life, as she stood at the door of a handsome house in a sunny square waiting to be inspected.

Mrs. Stuart, having just returned from Italy, affected the artistic, and the new applicant found her with a Roman scarf about her head, a rosary like a string of small cannon balls at her side, and azure draperies which became her as well as they did the sea-green furniture of her marine boudoir, where unwary walkers tripped over coral and shells, grew sea-sick looking at pictures of tempestuous billows engulfing every sort of craft, from a man-of-war to a hencoop with a ghostly young lady clinging to it with one hand, and had their appetites effectually taken away by a choice collection of water-bugs and snakes in a glass globe, that looked like a jar of mixed pickles in a state of agitation.
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MRS. STUART.

Madame was intent on a water-color copy of Turner's "Rain, Wind, and Hail," that pleasing work which was sold upsidedown and no one found it out. Motioning Christie to a seat she finished some delicate sloppy process before speaking. In that little pause Christie examined her, and the impression then received was afterward confirmed.

Mrs. Stuart possessed some beauty and chose to think herself a queen of society. She assumed majestic manners in public and could not entirely divest herself of them in private, which often produced comic effects. Zenobia troubled about fish-sauce, or Aspasia indignant at the price of eggs will give some idea of this lady when she condescended to the cares of housekeeping.

Presently she looked up and inspected the girl as if a new servant were no more than a new bonnet, a necessary article to be ordered home for examination. Christie presented her recommendation, made her modest little speech, and awaited her doom.

Mrs. Stuart read, listened, and then demanded with queenly brevity:

"Your name?"

"Christie Devon."

"Too long; I should prefer to call you Jane as I am accustomed to the name."

"As you please, ma'am."

"Your age?"

"Twenty-one."

"You are an American?"

"Yes, ma'am."

Mrs. Stuart gazed into space a moment, then delivered the following address with impressive solemnity:

"I wish a capable, intelligent, honest, neat, well-conducted person who knows her place and keeps it. The work is light, as there are but two in the family. I am very particular and so is Mr. Stuart. I pay two dollars and a half, allow one afternoon out, one service on Sunday, and no followers. My table-girl must understand her duties thoroughly, be extremely neat, and always wear white aprons."

"I think I can suit you, ma'am, when I have learned the ways of the house," meekly replied Christie.

Mrs. Stuart looked graciously satisfied and returned the paper with a gesture that Victoria might have used in restoring a granted petition, though her next words rather marred the effect of the regal act, "My cook is black."

"I have no objection to color, ma'am."

An expression of relief dawned upon Mrs. Stuart's countenance, for the black cook had been an insurmountable obstacle to all the Irish ladies who had applied. Thoughtfully tapping her Roman nose with the handle of her brush Madame took another survey of the new applicant, and seeing that she looked neat, intelligent, and respectful, gave a sigh of thankfulness and engaged her on the spot.

Much elated Christie rushed home, selected a bag of necessary articles, bundled the rest of her possessions into an empty closet (lent her rent-free owing to a profusion of cockroaches), paid up her board, and at two o'clock introduced herself to Hepsey Johnson, her fellow servant.

Hepsey was a tall, gaunt woman, bearing the tragedy of her race written in her face, with its melancholy eyes, subdued expression, and the pathetic patience of a wronged dumb animal. She received Christie with an air of resignation, and speedily bewildered her with an account of the duties she would be expected to perform.

A long and careful drill enabled Christie to set the table with but few mistakes, and to retain a tolerably clear recollection of the order of performances. She had just assumed her badge of servitude, as she called the white apron, when the bell rang violently and Hepsey, who was hurrying away to "dish up," said:

"It's de marster. You has to answer de bell, honey, and he likes it done bery spry."

Christie ran and admitted an impetuous, stout gentleman, who appeared to be incensed against the elements, for he burst in as if blown, shook himself like a Newfoundland dog, and said all in one breath:

"You're the new girl, are you? Well, take my umbrella and pull off my rubbers."

"Sir?"

Mr. Stuart was struggling with his gloves, and, quite unconscious of the astonishment of his new maid, impatiently repeated his request.

"Take this wet thing away, and pull off my overshoes. Don't you see it's raining like the very deuce!"

Christie folded her lips together in a peculiar manner as she knelt down and removed a pair of muddy overshoes, took the dripping umbrella, and was walking away with her agreeable burden when Mr. Stuart gave her another shock by calling over the banister:

"I'm going out again; so clean those rubbers, and see that the boots I sent down this morning are in order."

"Yes, sir," answered Christie meekly, and immediately afterward startled Hepsey by casting overshoes and umbrella upon the kitchen floor, and indignantly demanding:

"Am I expected to be a boot-jack to that man?"

"I 'spects you is, honey."

"Am I also expected to clean his boots?"

"Yes, chile. Katy did, and de work ain't hard when you gits used to it."

"It isn't the work; it's the degradation; and I won't submit to it."

Christie looked fiercely determined; but Hepsey shook her head, saying quietly as she went on garnishing a dish:

"Dere's more 'gradin' works dan dat, chile, and dem dat's bin 'bliged to do um finds dis sort bery easy. You's paid for it, honey; and if you does it willin, it won't hurt you more dan washin' de marster's dishes, or sweepin' his rooms."

"There ought to be a boy to do this sort of thing. Do you think it's right to ask it of me?" cried Christie, feeling that being servant was not as pleasant a task as she had thought it.

"Dunno, chile. I'se shore I'd never ask it of any woman if I was a man, 'less I was sick or ole. But folks don't seem to 'member dat we've got feelin's, and de best way is not to mind dese ere little trubbles. You jes leave de boots to me; blackin' can't do dese ole hands no hurt, and dis ain't no deggydation to me now; I's a free woman."

"Why, Hepsey, were you ever a slave?" asked the girl, forgetting her own small injury at this suggestion of the greatest of all wrongs.

"All my life, till I run away five year ago. My ole folks, and eight brudders and sisters, is down dere in de pit now; waitin' for the Lord to set 'em free. And He's gwine to do it soon, soon!" As she uttered the last words, a sudden light chased the tragic shadow from Hepsey's face, and the solemn fervor of her voice thrilled Christie's heart. All her anger died out in a great pity, and she put her hand on the woman's shoulder, saying earnestly:

"I hope so; and I wish I could help to bring that happy day at once!"

For the first time Hepsey smiled, as she said gratefully, "De Lord bress you for dat wish, chile." Then, dropping suddenly into her old, quiet way, she added, turning to her work:

"Now you tote up de dinner, and I'll be handy by to 'fresh your mind 'bout how de dishes goes, for missis is bery 'ticular, and don't like no 'stakes in tendin'."

Thanks to her own neat-handed ways and Hepsey's prompting through the slide, Christie got on very well; managed her salver dexterously, only upset one glass, clashed one dish-cover, and forgot to sugar the pie before putting it on the table; an omission which was majestically pointed out, and graciously pardoned as a first offence.

By seven o'clock the ceremonial was fairly over, and Christie dropped into a chair quite tired out with frequent pacings to and fro. In the kitchen she found the table spread for one, and Hepsey busy with the boots.

"Aren't you coming to your dinner, Mrs. Johnson?" she asked, not pleased at the arrangement.

"When you's done, honey; dere's no hurry 'bout me. Katy liked dat way best, and I'se used ter waitin'."

"But I don't like that way, and I won't have it. I suppose Katy thought her white skin gave her a right to be disrespectful to a woman old enough to be her mother just because she was black. I don't; and while I'm here, there must be no difference made. If we can work together, we can eat together; and because you have been a slave is all the more reason I should be good to you now."

If Hepsey had been surprised by the new girl's protest against being made a boot-jack of, she was still more surprised at this sudden kindness, for she had set Christie down in her own mind as "one ob dem toppin' smart ones dat don't stay long nowheres." She changed her opinion now, and sat watching the girl with a new expression on her face, as Christie took boot and brush from her, and fell to work energetically, saying as she scrubbed:

"I'm ashamed of complaining about such a little thing as this, and don't mean to feel degraded by it, though I should by letting you do it for me. I never lived out before: that's the reason I made a fuss. There's a polish, for you, and I'm in a good humor again; so Mr. Stuart may call for his boots whenever he likes, and we'll go to dinner like fashionable people, as we are."

There was something so irresistible in the girl's hearty manner, that Hepsey submitted at once with a visible satisfaction, which gave a relish to Christie's dinner, though it was eaten at a kitchen table, with a bare-armed cook sitting opposite, and three rows of burnished dish-covers reflecting the dreadful spectacle.

After this, Christie got on excellently, for she did her best, and found both pleasure and profit in her new employment. It gave her real satisfaction to keep the handsome rooms in order, to polish plate, and spread bountiful meals. There was an atmosphere of ease and comfort about her which contrasted agreeably with the shabbiness of Mrs. Flint's boarding-house, and the bare simplicity of the old home. Like most young people, Christie loved luxury, and was sensible enough to see and value the comforts of her situation, and to wonder why more girls placed as she was did not choose a life like this rather than the confinements of a sewing-room, or the fatigue and publicity of a shop.

She did not learn to love her mistress, because Mrs. Stuart evidently considered herself as one belonging to a superior race of beings, and had no desire to establish any of the friendly relations that may become so helpful and pleasant to both mistress and maid. She made a royal progress through her dominions every morning, issued orders, found fault liberally, bestowed praise sparingly, and took no more personal interest in her servants than if they were clocks, to be wound up once a day, and sent away the moment they got out of repair.

Mr. Stuart was absent from morning till night, and all Christie ever knew about him was that he was a kind-hearted, hot-tempered, and very conceited man; fond of his wife, proud of the society they managed to draw about them, and bent on making his way in the world at any cost.

If masters and mistresses knew how skilfully they are studied, criticised, and imitated by their servants, they would take more heed to their ways, and set better examples, perhaps. Mrs. Stuart never dreamed that her quiet, respectful Jane kept a sharp eye on all her movements, smiled covertly at her affectations, envied her accomplishments, and practised certain little elegancies that struck her fancy.

Mr. Stuart would have become apoplectic with indignation if he had known that this too intelligent table-girl often contrasted her master with his guests, and dared to think him wanting in good breeding when he boasted of his money, flattered a great man, or laid plans to lure some lion into his house. When he lost his temper, she always wanted to laugh, he bounced and bumbled about so like an angry blue-bottle fly; and when he got himself up elaborately for a party, this disrespectful hussy confided to Hepsey her opinion that "master was a fat dandy, with nothing to be vain of but his clothes,"--a sacrilegious remark which would have caused her to be summarily ejected from the house if it had reached the august ears of master or mistress.

"My father was a gentleman; and I shall never forget it, though I do go out to service. I've got no rich friends to help me up, but, sooner or later, I mean to find a place among cultivated people; and while I'm working and waiting, I can be fitting myself to fill that place like a gentlewoman, as I am."

With this ambition in her mind, Christie took notes of all that went on in the polite world, of which she got frequent glimpses while "living out." Mrs. Stuart received one evening of each week, and on these occasions Christie, with an extra frill on her white apron, served the company, and enjoyed herself more than they did, if the truth had been known.
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