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            Part First

         
         
            December 24, 1861

         

         All day long, Amos’s letter waited in my pocket—the most perfect of Christmas gifts. If not for Isobel Carter, I might have stolen a peek. 

         
         But the Carter boy, missing since the Battle of Ball’s Bluff, is reported fallen today. The strands of hope, stretched so
            bravely across these last eight weeks, are cut. Thin as those threads had become, the severance is no less abrupt than if
            the news had come the very morning after the battle.
         

         
         How bravely Mrs. Carter carried on with her duty after the telegram came! It wrung my heart to see the tender way she packed
            the Christmas boxes, as if each article of comfort was her own boy, being gently laid to sleep.
         

         
         Nineteen years old. Drowned in retreating across the Potomac, his body swept downstream into an abandoned canal at Goose Creek.
            How it sickens me to think of that bright boy floating there all this time with the minnows feasting on a mind worthy of Harvard.
            If not for the engraving on his school ring, his family would never have known his fate.
         

         
         For myself, I can only be thankful that the families who receive the boxes I filled after the news arrived will not perceive
            the fury that vibrated in the hands that packed them. It is not the first time my mind has railed at the folly of that battle.
            One thousand and two men, killed, wounded, or captured, raiding a Confederate camp that did not exist. Noah Carter’s was no
            kind of sacrifice, only a waste. What pride is there for his family in such a death?
         

         
         We delude ourselves, I suppose, if we imagine all our brave boys dying valiantly on the field. Perhaps their true courage
            is not in being willing to fight, but in their willingness to face the likelihood of such an ignominious end.
         

         
         Which is harsher, I wonder—to lose a son this way, in the prime of youth, or as I did, before he ever drew breath? I think of that beautiful stillborn infant, with his blue-gray skin and deep red lips, and wonder, had he lived, would he be fighting now? I doubt if I would possess the strength to endure sending both a husband and a son off to war. 

         
         With Mrs. Carter grieving silently beside me I did not dare pull my husband’s letter out of my pocket, nor even reach in to
            touch it. On the way to the relief rooms I had only the time to look at the date, to know when he was last safe, and see the
            salutation that brought a happy lump to my throat: My dear sturdy Peg.
         

         
         It is more than four months now since I have heard his voice calling me Peg. No one but Amos uses that name. Always reaching out, he says, sturdy as a peg, to help. It is such a balm, to ease the burdens of a fellow being. That is what I must remember—that, and Amos’s fingertip poised
            at his lips when he sees my anger rising up to overtake me.
         

         
         For Mrs. Carter’s sake, I redoubled my efforts. With her zeal fueled by sorrow, and mine by sympathy, we finished all the
            boxes in time. Work soothes more than words.
         

         
         The sound of my girls’ merriment reached me before my hand touched the front-door latch. What a wealth I have in daughters!
            They are a richness and a comfort beyond measure. Sometimes I think it is the way they flutter around me each night that renews
            my vigor to return to the relief rooms each day. Cold, sickness, hunger, and deprivation, all of it accompanied by some mix
            of shame and indignity, anger and bitterness, dominate my daylight hours. To be pampered so after being immersed in the misfortunes
            of others reminds me that the burdens others carry do not belong to me, no matter how heavily they sit upon my mind.
         

         
         Aside from my time with my diary each evening, the moments that most soothe me are those, like tonight, when I can gather my girls around me and feast on one of Amos’s letters. When I read his words aloud it is easy to imagine we are together again. This one affected us all more than usual. Christmas, no doubt. A week of ordinary days without him is easier to bear than a single night and day that happens to be marked December 24 and 25 on the calendar. 

         
         Still, there is more to it than that. The urge to do and be our best in the face of Amos’s daily sacrifice is irrepressible.
            I am thankful my girls’ burdens are still so light, that they do not have to bear the added weight I do. Vanity, shyness,
            and selfishness are all worthy dragons to conquer. Only Jo does not recognize her true burden. The fire in her, what she calls
            being rough and wild, is not what worries me. I would not tame her of that. The way she flares, though, when something ignites
            her anger, makes me wince. I have singed too many of the people I love with the sparks of my own temper. Sometimes I believe
            the flames that burned my face and hand as an infant took up permanent residence within me.
         

         
         The money I had hoped would arrive in time for the girls’ Christmas was not enclosed in Amos’s letter, but that is of no consequence
            compared with the gift of his safety. The little books I slipped under the girls’ pillows tonight dovetailed so smoothly with
            their father’s words that it is as if he and I had chosen them together. It is a comfort to think that our thoughts remain
            united even with all these miles between us. Nevertheless, I cannot help wishing I could give Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy a brighter
            Christmas, with treats and baubles that have no other purpose but pleasure. Frivolity is such a lovely decadence, but the
            rag money goes only so far.
         

         
         Every day I spend helping the destitute reminds me how fortunate our Family is. We have wants, but no needs. It is hard to
            find contentment in that, though, when you are as young as my girls are and have never known real need. Especially at Christmas,
            when the shop windows are filled with all manner of delectable things. My own eyes cannot resist the displays of linen handkerchiefs
            ringed in whole inches of Brussels lace. Someday, perhaps, there will be time and money for pretty things again.
         

         
         Tonight, I pray Amos is safe, and that the Lord may spare him a little merriment this Christmas.

         
          

         
            December 25, 1861

         

         A day of perfect generosity.

         
         A knock came at the back door while the sky was still gray. A big boy of nine or ten years, yet before I could help myself,
            I was crouched before him with my handkerchief, wiping the yellow trickle from his nose that had half frozen to his upper
            lip. “Please, ma’am,” he said, “have you any milk? Mutti can’t get out of bed and the baby is shrieking.”
         

         
         “On Christmas Day, the baby shall have cream,” I told him, and poured a little pitcher full. His fingers were so stiff and
            purple that they fumbled as he threaded them through the handle.
         

         
         “Have you a fire on the hearth to warm that?” I asked. He bit his lip and shook his head.

         
         I whisked my wrap from its peg and put my woolen mitts on his brittle fingers. “I’d like to wish your Mutti a Merry Christmas,”
            I said, “and bring her some firewood for a present.”
         

         
         Onto a sledge went half a dozen stout logs and two handfuls of kindling. The boy (his name is Karl Hummel) refused to let
            me pull it, and shouldered the rope with both hands. A child so gaunt ought to have had the luxury of riding the sledge rather
            than pulling it, but pride is a precious thing when one has little else, and I would not take that from him.
         

         
         His feet must have been as stiff as his fingers, the way he shuffled through the snow beside me. As we walked he told me how
            he had found his way to my door. His mother’s cousin is Mrs. Vogel, who received a Christmas basket this year after the influenza
            nearly carried off her husband and left him too weak to work. She had two slices of bread to spare for the children, but no
            milk for the infant. “And how many brothers and sisters do you have, Karl?” I interrupted.
         

         
         “Five. No, six now.”

         
         Stupid of me not to think to ask while we still stood in my kitchen. Two slices among six children, and what for the mother? His voice drifted almost dreamily as he spoke of the bread, just as Amy’s does when she talks of new drawing pencils or hair ribbons. “You gave your share to the little ones, didn’t you?” 

         
         He looked at me as though I were a prophet. “How did you know?”

         
         “A boy who would not let me pull a sledge of firewood is surely generous in other ways, too.”

         
         A little color came into Karl’s face at that. “Frau Vogel said to knock at the back door of the house next to the big stone
            one,” he said. “She told me the lady there would help.”
         

         
         “Frau Vogel was wrong to tell you that.”

         
         He stopped so fast, the sledge skidded forward and barked his heels. “But you did help. And you didn’t even ask why the baby
            is hungry.”
         

         
         “You are good enough to knock at the front door. Not just mine, but anyone’s.”

         
         He had nothing to say to that, though I could see it affected him. We walked in silence several paces, until I couldn’t help
            but sing. The sky had turned from gray to silver, with a pale wash of blue spreading upward.
         

         
         “Ave Maria, Gratia plena

         
         Maria, Gratia plena . . . ”

         
         And then Karl’s voice was alongside mine, reedy and tentative. His German wove in, under, and through the Latin. Together
            we serenaded the sky and the snow, until our lungs burned and tingled with cold. He smiled then, for the first time.
         

         
         When we reached his front door, he sobered. He looked at me with a sort of pity, as though he knew that what waited inside
            would blot out the beauty we had made of the morning.
         

         
         The dimness made the room feel every bit as cold as the bright outdoors. For a moment I could perceive nothing but the shrieking of the baby. When my eyes became accustomed to the darkness, I nearly cried out myself at the sight of the place. It was a scene the likes of which I have only encountered within the pages of Mr. Dickens’s novels. Everything bare and gray, without so much as an ember in the fireplace. Five children, clustered under coats and blankets in a single bed beneath a broken windowpane. Mrs. Hummel in bed, too weak to do anything but cry, and even that she could barely manage. The tears, so thin they could not roll, drizzled down her cheeks. An unmistakable smell pricked at my nose. A glance toward the hearth revealed the culprit—a basket of diapers, unlaundered for several days by the height of the pile. 

         
         I crouched down beside the bed, putting one hand on her forehead, the other on the newborn. Her face crumpled in on itself
            at my touch. She is young—at least ten years younger than I, if not more. Her voice was so weak, so punctuated with sobs,
            I don’t know whether I would have understood her if she’d spoken in English. Then and there, I resolved to learn a bit of
            German. French and Latin served me well enough in the classroom, but they have been of no use whatever in the relief rooms.
            I knew only that Mrs. Hummel was apologizing. Explaining. Pleading with me not to think badly of her. I have seen all kinds
            of begging, and this is the sort that most distresses me. Of all the many forms of starvation, the hunger for respect is hardest
            to cure.
         

         
         The heat of her forehead raised my alarm. If childbed fever had set in, I would soon have seven orphans on my hands. “How
            long since the baby has fed?”
         

         
         Karl translated. “Yesterday,” he answered. “She says it hurts too much.” Mrs. Hummel indicated the yoke of her nightdress.
            I asked with lifted eyebrows, and when she nodded, lowered the neck. Both breasts were hard and distended, with pink swollen
            patches. That eased the worst of my fears. I had the same, though not half so severely, after Amy was born. My relief needed
            no translation. I showed Mrs. Hummel the pitcher of cream, and she wept with gratitude.
         

         
         “I’ll come right back,” I promised her. “Tell her, Karl. Please. With food, and enough firewood to see you through the night.”

         
         Tears scalded my cheeks as I hurried back home. It is perfectly plain that the Hummels have needed help for days, if not weeks. If I could only teach people not to be ashamed of asking for what they need! Every belly deserves to be filled, no matter what sin or folly or misfortune has caused it to be empty. 

         
         The smell of frying buckwheat cakes on Hannah’s griddle brought my mind fully out of the Hummels’ house and into my own again.
            I had walked the whole way home without seeing anything but the inside of my mind. My fists and shoulders unclenched, and
            I inhaled deeply, unlocking the knot in my stomach. With an effort, I funneled my anger into action. The relief rooms are
            closed until after the new year; anything I could give to the Hummels had to come from our own larder.
         

         
         There was easily enough in our stores to cobble together a box of mismatched provisions, but what I wanted was to set those
            hungry children before a tower of Hannah’s piping hot buckwheats, to see the melted butter and honey dripping from their chins.
            I could not hope to enjoy my own portion after what I had seen, but mine alone would not suffice for a family of eight.
         

         
         My girls were all around the table, their faces nothing but eagerness and merriment. Their dresses, which only yesterday seemed
            on the verge of shabbiness, had become a veritable kaleidoscope of brightness to my eyes.
         

         
         As I described the state of the Hummels’ home, hope and remorse warred within me. It felt wrong—selfish, almost—to quash my
            daughters’ gaiety when they bear their own small sacrifices with so little complaint. I knew full well that with every pitiful
            detail I shared I was making it less and less possible for them to enjoy the meal they had waited for so patiently—not just
            all morning, but all year. At the same time the desire to show Karl and his family that they are as deserving as we fairly
            scalded my conscience. After all, if the Hummels were guests at our table we would not serve them what would be least missed
            from the back of the pantry.
         

         
         I took a breath and finished in a rush, “My girls, will you give them your breakfast as a Christmas present?”

         
         A wordless cyclone of sympathy and disappointment whirled over them. They would not—could not—say no, I knew that. I had lain a trap they could not wriggle free of. I myself had to repress the urge to squirm as their faces clouded. The only question in my mind was whether they would do it cheerfully, or whether they would silently begrudge me for asking this of them, and the Hummels for needing it. 

         
         I had expected Beth’s tender heart to yield first, or Meg’s, but it was Jo who took the lead. Once she did, the others followed
            as if it were a parade. To see them struggle and overcome it so quickly warmed me through. It warms me still.
         

         
         To the breakfast basket I added half a dozen jars of broth, the last of the strawberry preserves, a few pounds of potatoes,
            and a pint of milk. Another load of firewood, heavier this time, was piled upon the sled. My spirits were so buoyed by my
            girls’ sacrifice, I could not help but sing again as we crossed the snowy fields, and their voices joined mine.
         

         
         Their jollity flagged in the Hummels’ doorway, just as mine had. We fancy ourselves poor, but this is the first my daughters
            have seen of true destitution. Meg gave a gasp. Amy needed a nudge to cross the threshold. Jo set her jaw and advanced like
            a soldier into battle. Beth, for all her shyness, made right for the bed of shivering children as if they were her cradle
            full of broken dolls.
         

         
         Soon the children were scrubbed and the diapers were boiling in a great pot over the fire. The little ones looked every bit
            as delighted by the breakfast as I had hoped.
         

         
         “Promise me, Karl,” I said as we prepared to go, “that you won’t wait so long to ask for help. Come before your stomach roars
            and your fingers won’t bend.” He promised. “I will be back every day until the relief rooms open. Come knocking if there is
            anything you need.”
         

         
         “At the front door,” he said, with such a roguish little smile that had he been mine, I would have slapped a kiss onto his
            cheek. Instead I put out my hand for him to shake. He did so with a solemnity that told me he is far older than his years.
         

         
         Back home, I went upstairs to see what of our cast-off clothing could be spared for the Hummels while the girls prepared for their Christmas play. There isn’t much. By the time a dress makes its way from Meg to Amy, it’s fit only for the ragbag. What I had, left over from better times, would do only for the littlest girls. It tugged at me a bit to take those dainty gowns from the cedar chest, for the ones I had kept back from the ragbag had been my favorites. Nothing at all is suitable for Karl or his brother. They are small enough that perhaps I may be able to patch together a few shirts and pairs of drawers from the set of threadbare sheets I have not made time to tear into scraps. 

         
         As I came down the stairs there was a flurry of whispers and shushings, then the piano sang out and four voices cried, “Three
            cheers for Marmee!”
         

         
         Their glee came at me so unexpectedly and with such force that I staggered back a step. Meg linked her arm through mine and
            escorted me to the armchair before I had found my voice. On the table stood a vase of red and white flowers, encircled by
            green vines and a pile of bundles wrapped in colored tissue paper and bound with hair ribbons. Such a bounty found its way
            into my lap as I undid the little packages! My speechlessness, which grew with the unveiling of each gift, delighted all four
            of them. Handkerchiefs, gloves, slippers, and cologne, and not one thing for themselves.
         

         
         What a roil of emotions came over me then. Amy said it best, clapping her hands victoriously: “Marmee is positively stufipied!”
            I had not realized all my girls had already given when I prevailed upon them to give up their breakfast. Any one of these
            presents would have left me stunned with gratitude.
         

         
         Such generosity gives me hope that they would not begrudge me for all that I have caused them to do without these last ten
            years. Perhaps they are old enough now to know the truth. If they understood what their small daily sacrifices truly meant,
            it might be easier for them to bear. My courage always fails me, though. I want so much to be the kind of woman they believe
            me to be!
         

         
         Just when I had found a moment to sit by myself and try to absorb the day’s unexpected happenings, another knock came to the back door. I groaned before I could help myself. Another distress call on Christmas Day? All at once it seemed to me that I had done so much and felt so much already today, I could not possibly make room for anything more. 

         
         Instead, Hannah brought me a note on stationery so thick and fine, my fingers might have mistaken it for cloth rather than
            paper. Mr. Laurence next door had sent it. “Why, he must have seen us carrying our breakfast out of the house,” I said to
            Hannah as I read his praise of our goodwill toward the Hummels. I hope you will allow me to express my friendly feeling toward your children by sending them a few trifles in honor of the
               day.

         
         I felt a snap inside me, quick—surprise and indignation striking like flint and steel, but thankfully no sparks flew. If I
            am to give charity, I, too, must learn to accept it with grace. Had I not wished for this very thing for my girls last night?
         

         
         Hannah saw, though. After all these years, she knows me too well. “I bragged a bit, Mrs. March. Told Mr. Laurence’s kitchen
            maid what your girls did for the Hummels. She must have gone and blabbed to her master. Did I do wrong?” Hannah asked.
         

         
         “No, of course not. I only wish I could be the one to treat them so.” She smiled and patted my arm as though she were my mother.
            She is only two years older than I, though to look at us one might gauge the difference at six or eight years instead.
         

         
         For the next half hour a regular parade of servants processed from Mr. Laurence’s house into our dining room. Hannah guarded
            the parlor door, but the girls were so taken up in assembling the stage and costumes for their Christmas theatricals that
            there was hardly any chance of them ruining the surprise. And what a surprise it was! Fruit and cake and sweets piled up on
            the table. Two big covered dishes of ice cream were nestled in the snow by the back door, ready to be whisked in at the last
            moment.
         

         
         Last of all came a black-haired young man about Jo’s age, with his arms so full of hothouse flowers it seemed as if he were blooming out of them. He looked, in his way, as hungry as Karl Hummel, though I daresay he was starving for something not found on any dinner table. He placed the two bouquets on the table and said, “I’ll go fetch the rest.” 

         
         “The rest?”

         
         His black eyes sparkled. “Oh, yes! There’s two more, of course—one for each of the young ladies.”

         
         Hannah and I could do nothing but stand, gape-mouthed, before it all. “This is what he calls a few trifles?” I said. The flowers
            alone would have done justice to a wedding banquet even before the Laurence boy returned and doubled the bounty.
         

         
         He took a step back from the table, plunging his empty hands into his pockets, clearly loathe to leave. “May I . . . May I
            help you arrange everything?” he ventured.
         

         
         “If you would like to.”

         
         “Oh, I would!”

         
         He went to work as though he had already painted a picture in his mind of how it all should look. Watching him, I began to
            understand that it was not vanity that drove him, but delight—and that of his unsuspecting audience rather than his own. Again
            and again he returned to the doorway to see that each item on the table was placed in such a way as to cause the greatest
            pleasure upon its discovery. Each time, he turned his back and then spun around, trying to see the arrangement as if for the
            first time.
         

         
         “Wouldn’t you like to stay and enjoy all of this with them?” I asked. “There is certainly more than enough, and the girls
            will surely be eager to meet their benefactor.”
         

         
         He refused, adamantly. Everything was for them and their guests, he insisted. “If I stayed, then they should have to thank
            me for bringing it all, when it’s their generosity that brought it here in the first place. I only carried it. Do you see?”
         

         
         I did see, and suddenly wished that I might have the chance to know him better.

         
         “Would it be selfish of me to ask one favor?” he asked.

         
         I laughed without meaning to, and told him I could hardly think so, after bringing more to our table than St. Nicholas himself.

         
         “It’s only that—” He broke off, and looked for all the world as though he were gathering his courage. “Will you leave the
            curtains open?”
         

         
         Having braced myself for something as weighty as a marriage proposal, I had no reply. It seemed a queer thing to ask, and
            all the more so when he blushed. I followed his gaze to the window, and understood even as he stammered out an explanation.
            He wanted to go home and watch through his own window, as if at a stereoscopic slide of a perfectly posed Christmas party.
         

         
         I considered him more carefully this time, and his ears darkened from pink to red under my scrutiny. The possibility that
            he thought of us as no more than a doll’s house that he could arrange according to his whim crossed my mind and nearly settled
            there. And yet the fact that he had asked, and had been so self-conscious about doing so, shooed the notion away again. The
            hungry expression that I could not define at first sight at last came into focus, and I could not deny him what was mine to
            share any more than I could have denied Karl Hummel.
         

         
         Oh, their faces when they saw that table! I have not seen such wonder, such perfectly round eyes and mouths since they were
            little girls delving into their Christmas stockings. Their first thought was of magic, though only Beth and Amy are still
            young enough to say so.
         

         
         As for myself, I was nearly overcome by the way the day had wound itself full circle. “Angel-kinder,” the Hummel children
            had said when Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy unveiled their breakfast. It seemed so sweet, so childishly lavish. But tonight on my
            daughters’ faces I saw the same awe and gratitude reflected back.
         

         
         More than once I peered toward the Laurence house, wondering if the glow of their happiness was bright enough to reach the
            boy’s hopeful eyes, and whether his grandfather was watching, too.
         

         
         I must find some way to thank them. Both of them.

         
          

         
            December 26, 1861

         

         Mrs. King has promised to personally see to it that the Hummel family is provisioned until the relief rooms open. It cost
            me only a pinch of pride to ask her, and that is currency well spent. Once, I could have fed a family of eight for a week
            without enlisting help. What a luxury it was, though I did not realize it fully at the time.
         

         
         Meantime, I busy myself with tending to Mrs. Hummel and the baby. The infant has a terrible rash from want of clean diapers.
            A bath in apple cider vinegar, followed by generous applications of lard and browned flour with each change, ought to set
            things to right. I’ve shown Karl and the biggest girl, Lottchen, how to apply both—one to soothe and the other to take up
            the moisture. As for Mrs. Hummel, the only way out of her pain is through it. I have shown her the least disagreeable way
            of draining her milk. We collect what we can on a clean rag, and give it to the baby to suck. It is not enough to fill her
            belly, but it placates her so the rest of the family is not tormented by her squalling. Her name is Greta.
         

         
          

         
            December 28, 1861

         

         Mrs. Hummel has begun to improve. Her fever is down, and the swelling has decreased so that she can tolerate the pain enough
            to begin suckling Greta a few minutes at a time. Each morning I stop by Mrs. King’s house to collect a quart of fresh milk
            for the children. Karl comes for a second quart in the afternoon. Cow’s milk makes the baby fretful, but that can’t be helped.
            Often I bring something extra—a pocket full of hickory nuts, or a half dozen of apples. Today it was a little jar of pickled
            beets. That house could use a bit of color, as well as a bit of flavor. The flour, lard, potatoes, oats, and rice Mrs. King
            has sent provide ample nourishment, but little relish.
         

         
         Hannah shakes her head each time I pull something else from the pantry. “You’d share your last bite of bread if you were starving,” she said yesterday. Hannah is right. If I no longer needed them, I would rather someone boil my bones for broth than bury them and starve. It pains me that I cannot put the Hummel baby to my own breast, to save her the windy colic that comes with cow’s milk. 

         
         Bit by bit, I am learning how the Hummels’ circumstances became so diminished. Karl and I talk while I fix oatmeal for the
            children, peel potatoes, or knead bread. Mrs. Hummel’s name is Birte, and the children are Karl, Lottchen, Ada, Monika, Minna,
            Heinrich, and Greta, the baby. They moved here only a few months ago, from Pennsylvania, after Mr. Hummel died in the smallpox
            outbreak. Three of the children had it as well; Minna and Heinrich both bear the scars. The oldest boy, Bertram Jr., died
            five days after his father. That day, Karl turned from a nine-year-old boy into a nine-year-old man.
         

         
         Mrs. Hummel’s only family in this country is her cousin, Mrs. Vogel. That is how Karl and his family came to live in Massachusetts.
            But the Vogels have little more to offer than companionship, for they are just as poor; Mr. Vogel has not been well enough
            to work since October. He forced himself from bed late in November, and his impatience cost him another six weeks in relapse.
         

         
         Mrs. Hummel was taking in laundry, but the further her pregnancy progressed, the less she could manage. Between that and the
            birth and the fever, it has been close to a month since she has had steady work.
         

         
         This accumulation of hardships is so often the way. A family with money bounces back up from misfortune like an India rubber
            ball, while a poor one topples like a block tower if only one carefully balanced piece is nudged out of place.
         

         
         Only today I learned that Greta, the baby, is a twin. Her brother lived just twelve days. Why is a mystery. One morning a
            week before Christmas they woke up, Karl said, and only one baby was crying for breakfast. The other had simply stopped living
            sometime in the night.
         

         
          

         
            December 30, 1861

         

         The Hummels’ laundry, diapers and all, has been caught up for two days now, and yet a stink pervades. There is no other word
            for it. Today the scent was so unambiguously reminiscent of a barnyard, I summoned the nerve to have Karl ask his mother if
            the bed’s ticking had been soiled during Greta’s birth.
         

         
         “The room smells a bit like . . . dirty straw,” I ventured.

         
         Karl did not bother to translate. “Ach, that never goes away,” he said. “It’s the cellar. There used to be pigs.”

         
         Pigs. Someone in the town of Concord has had the temerity to rent a room over a former pigsty to a widow and seven children,
            without bothering to clear out the animals’ leavings. As though the broken windows and buckling chimney stones were not disgraceful
            enough. I turned so white with rage, Mrs. Hummel mistook it for illness and begged me to sit down. Karl ran for a mug of water.
            I could not explain; had I tried to speak, I might have sheared off my tongue. This kind of abuse shall not be tolerated.
         

         
          

         
            December 31, 1861

         

         The house is half full of stillness, and I have a rare hour or two both to write and reflect. Meg and Jo are off at the Gardiners’,
            dancing away the last hours of 1861. (The scent of Meg’s singed hair is at last beginning to fade. Why she ever entrusted
            Jo with the curling tongs is beyond my comprehension.) Through the gentle patter of rain, I can hear the thin whine of Amy’s
            snores squeezing in and out past her clothespin. No doubt she is dancing in her dreams, the belle of an imaginary ball with
            a perfect Grecian nose held high in the air. Beth, though—what does my contented little cricket dream of? Sometimes I wonder
            if her mind strays back to the happy past rather than toward a make-believe future.
         

         
         There is no more fitting night of the year for reflection. Leafing backward through my diary has the feel of revisiting an old friend. Here in these pages is a woman I know more intimately than any other, and yet in the space of a year I am apt to forget some of the intricacies of her heart and mind if I do not make time to sit with her now and then. Margaret March is a valuable counsel, steering me back to course when I stray from my convictions, or prompting me to break a fresh path when I see that my thoughts have matured in some way. 

         
         I lingered most over August 21, the day Amos went to war. It wasn’t wise. My fear for his safety has dimmed with time into
            a dull, constant anxiety. I have become so used to it after all these months that it hardly cuts into my consciousness. Immersing
            myself in his departure once again revived its rawness, honing it into something sharp and bright.
         

         
         The morning Amos departed, I could not bring myself to sing. I had forgotten that. There are no melodies but silence for such moments, I wrote. I have no doubt that I am capable of piloting the small vessel of our Family through calm seas, but what of the storms that are sure to come? Thanks be to God, there have been no storms yet. Only the girls’ small domestic squalls. How I wept that night, with his
            pillow clutched in my arms. I hate to think that our girls were doing the same, too proud or too ashamed to ask for comfort.
         

         
         I want to miss him bravely—we all do—but it proves to be a far more delicate line to walk than I could have foreseen. Amos
            is worthy of being missed; we cannot simply go about our lives as if his absence means nothing. The quandary is how to feel
            the sorrow without giving way to it, yet hold it at bay without denying it entirely. It is a feat that consumes the majority
            of my strength each and every day.
         

         
         That day is the pivot upon which the whole of the year has turned. Everything lies before it or beyond it. I pray that it
            will not be the day our lives pivot upon. The war—any war—is always to be over by Christmas. Now, on the brink of a new year
            we are no nearer victory.
         

         
         Here I turned the page, and the sight of Amos’s handwriting startled me:

         
          

         
            My good sturdy Peg,

            My hand was on this page as I wrote these words. The sound of my voice is in your ears as you read it. I will be in your mind each time you return to it.

            Love reaches through all times, touches all places.

            Amos

         

         It is true. His voice—I can hear no other when I see the familiar shapes of the letters formed in his favorite red ink. The
            simple awkwardness with which he expresses a sentiment we both know so well is Amos, through and through. I have no doubt
            that he spoke these words aloud as he wrote them, as though he were indeed speaking to me. The most elegant of his thoughts
            never fail to disintegrate into their component parts when he voices them—as if in trying to convey the full savor of a banquet,
            his tongue can do no more than recite the recipes.
         

         
         At this moment I cannot be sure whether he is dead or alive. And yet his presence is suddenly here with me. Not in the manner
            of ghost stories or spiritual visitations. No brush of air at the back of my neck, no rise of gooseflesh. It is all within
            me; I simply feel the way that I always feel when Amos is here. Calmed. Bolstered.
         

         
         My left hand rests curled around the blank space surrounding his words as I write. I want to preserve this companionable feeling
            as long as I can, to experience it fully without consuming it. Every day I touch any number of things he has touched. Chairs
            and bowls, doorknobs and carpets, the very sheets I sleep upon. His own diaries are lined up on the shelves in his study,
            should I care to read them. But these few lines transcend all of that. Our own hands have worn away his presence from everyday
            things, while this, hidden in the clean white pages, is somehow new and fresh.
         

         
         If only I had thought to do something similar for him. If I could do one impossible thing, it would be to transmit my gratitude to him without translating it into words and sealing it into an envelope to grow stale before it reaches him. 

         
         All I could think to do was to creep past Beth and Amy’s bedroom door, down to Amos’s study, and settle myself in his chair.
            With its wings and arms curved around me, I closed my eyes and cradled my open diary to my breast, so that the beating of
            my heart pulsed against the page.
         

         
         Love reaches through all times, touches all places. I would like to have those words inscribed upon my palm, that they might touch all that I touch.
         

         
          

         
            January 1, 1862

         

         I have sent a letter to the Hummels’ landlord in the morning mail, threatening legal action if the refuse is not cleaned out
            of the cellar. It is a bluff, to be sure—I have no more money for lawyers than the Hummels have for firewood—but I am hopeful
            that the tenor of my threat will have more force than the futile pleadings Karl has already dictated on his mother’s behalf.
            The chance to unleash a righteous tirade is rare, and I am not too proud to admit that I savored it. My studies with Miss
            Robbins and Miss Allyn furnished me with a formidable vocabulary, and I made certain to wield its full weight. Little intimidates
            a man more than a learned woman.
         

         
         Between the girls’ clamor and the rattle of my own indignation, it took three attempts before I managed to produce a clean
            copy. As a final barb, I concluded with Matthew 25:40. Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me. Under any other circumstances, I would cringe at the use of scripture as means of shaming another, but this man has earned
            himself a healthy dose of shame. Words, aimed properly, are often the sharpest of weapons.
         

         
         Meg and Jo made the acquaintance of the Laurence boy last night. His name is Theodore, though Jo insists he is to be called Laurie. He came to Meg’s rescue with his carriage after she turned her ankle pirouetting in the high-heeled slippers she refuses to admit that she has outgrown. His kindness reminds me that I must pay a call on the elder Mr. Laurence. I have yet to properly thank him for his generosity. 

         
         As for Meg, an invitation to visit the Moffats in the spring made her all but oblivious to the pain in her ankle. I managed
            not to blanch at the idea, which I cannot find good reason to refuse. There is nothing wrong with the Moffats, except perhaps
            that their heads are as empty as their purses are full. And well do I know how that can end.
         

         
          

         
            January 3, 1862

         

         A letter from Meg in the Family post:

         
         
            Dearest Marmee, please be extra sweet to Amy tonight. She came home from school today with her feelings all bruised again.
               Your Meg
            

         

         It had to do with Amos, no doubt. If the taunts were about anything but her father, Amy would have told me herself.

         
         While we all sat knitting before the fire this evening, I let my own needles lie idle and chose two of Amy’s favorite stories
            to read aloud: The Snow Queen and The Princess and the Pea. She delights in them, without realizing how perfectly apt they are. The hobgoblin’s mirror poisoning the hearts of all who
            are pierced by its falling shards on one hand, and the exquisitely sensitive princess on the other. Snip the two stories each
            in half, sew those two pieces together, and there you have Miss Amy March. If tears could truly melt the shards of cruelty
            embedded in the hearts of her schoolmates, Amy might by now be the happiest child on earth.
         

         
          

         
            January 5, 1862

         

         Beth has spent this Sabbath coaxing another stray kitten in from the cold. This one is gray as a Confederate uniform, with
            a tail and hindquarters that look as if it has been dunked in milk. The poor creature was more bedraggled even than Karl Hummel
            was, and simply hopping with fleas; Hannah wouldn’t let it into the kitchen until Beth had bathed it in hot vinegar. It fought
            and yowled the whole time, then promptly fell asleep, bundled into a towel on Beth’s lap before the fire. I don’t know which
            glowed the brighter—the triumph on her face, or the crosshatching of scratches on her hands.
         

         
         This makes an even half dozen cats in Beth’s menagerie. I don’t know how to tell her how near we are to being unable to feed
            ourselves, much less yet another animal. There aren’t mice enough in this house to keep such a clowder of felines on this
            side of eternity. (Sometimes I think eternity would be hip-deep in cats by now if not for Beth.) If I did confess the precariousness
            of our finances to her, she would only offer to give her milk and porridge to her pets every morning, just as I persist in
            taking pint jars of preserves to the Hummels whenever Hannah’s back is turned. In light of that, I suppose I have no business
            protesting her ministrations.
         

         
         “Takes after her mother, that one does,” Hannah said later as Beth fed the creature nibbles from her dinner, and I confess
            I was proud to hear it said.
         

         
          

         
            January 6, 1862

         

         Anxiety for Amos never abates. No sooner have I read his latest letter and assured myself of his safety than I begin to wonder
            when the next will come. If the next will come. The date of his last letter—December 17—is ingrained upon my thoughts. There is a malevolent part of my mind that persists in imagining that Amos has fallen in the time it takes the mail to reach us, and that we have read and rejoiced in and been comforted by the words of a dead man. The knowledge that he is not in combat is no comfort, either. Disease takes so many more than cannon fire, and a chaplain is ever present at the bedside of the sick. 

         
          

         
            January 7, 1862

         

         I arrived at the Hummels’ this morning to find the building’s cellar doors flung open and two men with shovels laboring below.
            They carted away three wheelbarrows full of dung and fouled straw. I stood by, watching them with my sternest expression,
            all the while trying not to whoop aloud at my success. And that is not the whole of it. A glazier had come yesterday afternoon
            to replace the broken windowpanes. Before today, I did not know there was such a thing as bright brown and bright gray, but
            the light coming in through those new sheets of glass seemed to wash the room clean of half its dullness. If only it were
            spring, we could give the place a good airing and fill the windowsills with mugs of snowdrops and crocuses to sweeten the
            air.
         

         
          

         
            January 9, 1862

         

         A long day today of cutting out blue flannel for jackets. Necessary work, but it is difficult for me to sit still and attend to such a static task. Moreover, my scarred right hand will not allow the scissors to open fully. Every piece required twice the number of snips. I would do better filling orders for those who have come for help. Mrs. King knows that, but today she was not present. Her absence left us all at loose ends, taking up whatever task was nearest, or simplest, or most coveted. The result was confusion and inefficiency. If Olive Kirke were still in Concord, she would have taken matters in hand. (I must remember to write to her—it has been almost three months since she and little Minnie moved to her parents’ home in New York to await her confinement and I have not sent a single letter. Her baby will likely arrive any day, if it has not already.) 

         
         Of course it had to be a Thursday. Mrs. Weddleton came sweeping through as usual, scrutinizing the efforts we have made all
            week long without her help. Everything we’ve done, she could have done better, yet never has she deigned to sit down among
            us and work her needle and scissors for an hour. She regards us as if we are her servants, not sisters united under a common
            cause.
         

         
         I have no doubt that she would like us to endow the collar and waistband of each soldier’s garment with a tag reading, Donated through the munificence of Mrs. Henry T. Weddleton, Jr. If the funds for the yards of flannel on the table before me had not come straight from her purse I would tell her just
            what I think of her magnanimity. Her presence puts me in as foul a temper as Aunt March. Fouler. If I have anything like a
            human nemesis, it is she.
         

         
         Perhaps if she were a sour old matron I would not be so rankled by her noblesse oblige. But she is young, with two small children,
            and nearly as pretty as my Meg. Decked out in all her costly finery, she might fool some into believing she is prettier. Her
            voice has a certain lilting sweetness in it—the sort most often reserved for speaking to nursery school children, or kittens—that
            wrenches my lips into a scowl if I do not sit with my jaw clenched tight as Aunt March’s. Does she truly believe we will not
            perceive her criticisms as such if they are dredged in sugar? By the time she sailed back out the door again, I had my usual
            Thursday-morning headache, thanks to the munificence of Mrs. Henry T. Weddleton, Jr.
         

         
         Amos would remind me that my disdain of this well-meaning woman is a form of pride. I cannot say that he is wrong. Criticizing others is so often a circuitous way of praising ourselves. Each time my temper flares, I think of Amos, and how his finger would reach up to touch his lips if he saw me fuming. When we are beside each other, he sees it before I feel it. Perhaps because his temperament is naturally so much more tranquil than mine, the change in equanimity is more apparent to him, whereas I am long accustomed to the steep peaks and valleys of my disposition. 

         
         How often would his letters have to come to snuff out my worries for his safety? Daily, perhaps, or even hourly. Days like
            today it seems that my anger and fear meld themselves into something entirely new—a caustic emotion I have no name for. We
            have lived without Amos for almost half a year, and all five of us have borne up so well that it brings me pride. Yet all
            the while it is plain that what makes it bearable is the knowledge that he is alive. If that solace were taken from us, the
            fortifications we have built up in our minds to protect us would crumble. Each day that passes without word from him opens
            another tiny fissure in my own foundation.
         

         
         Amos loves nothing more than to write, to parse his thoughts on paper like specimens from the natural world, neatly pinned
            and labeled. Of all the many reasons that might explain why we’ve had no letter this month, my mind insists on clutching tight
            to the worst. The fear sits like a magnet in the center of my brain, drawing my thoughts back every time they stray toward
            something less distressing.
         

         
         Sorrow, large as it looms, constitutes only half of my fretfulness. Amos has sent no money since November. In addition to
            his rations, he receives one hundred dollars per month for his services. Knowing Amos, I had hopes that we could expect eighty
            dollars after his expenses. The reality is more often nearer to seventy than eighty. Thankfully there are no bookshops on
            the battlefields, or we should likely receive no money at all.
         

         
         How long could we subsist without him before beginning to skid down the same steep slope that plunged the Hummel family into
            destitution? Aunt March was so adamantly opposed to Amos going to war that I cannot imagine her becoming our benefactress;
            the most she is likely to share with us is remonstration. Any means Aunt March did bestow upon us would be encumbered by an
            unspoken demand for penitence, which I will never give.
         

         
         To gain employment as a nurse, I might have to go as far south as Washington, leaving the children behind. Hannah would care for the girls, of that I am sure, but I could not ask her to do that. Not after all she has already done for so little. Knowing Hannah, she would not let me ask at all; she would simply do it. 

         
         Hannah’s loyalty has been a gift like few others I have known in my life. It defies reason. As it is, she is working for barely
            more than her board. Twice, now, when the money from Amos has been slimmer than I planned for, the envelope with her wages
            has remained on the kitchen shelf where I leave it each Friday. “What right have I to put that into my pocket,” she says,
            “when I know the table will be twice as bare without it? We all eat from the same larder, Mrs. March, and I’ll not shrink
            it further.”
         

         
         Once, she considered herself in our debt. Now, I regard myself in hers, though I shall never convince her of that fact. In
            Hannah’s mind, the scales between us will never fully balance. It is true that years ago she would not have found work outside
            of our home, but the days when her name might be recognized and whispered of have long since passed. The only thing tying
            her to us now is that imponderable ironclad fidelity. Should the worst happen, it would not surprise me if she were to insist
            upon staying for no pay at all. That is a mercy, for I cannot bear the thought of letting her go. It is altogether possible
            that she would be as lost without us as we would be without her. If any of her own family remains, she has not spoken to them
            in nearly twenty years. For that matter, I cannot recall her ever speaking of them. Whatever may become of our Family in the months ahead, I must be sure to hold a place for Hannah, too.
         

         
         How it galls me to think that the education I fought and pleaded for is of so little practical use, simply because of my sex.
            No school will hire a woman with children as a teacher, no matter how much Latin I can conjugate or how many theorems I can
            prove. Only if I were to crop my hair, bind my breasts, and cinch a pair of trousers around my waist could I find a position
            that would keep the six of us as comfortably fed and clothed as we are now. Instead I suppose I would find myself washing
            or sewing or cooking for a woman like Mrs. Weddleton, who has had no more learning than Amy.
         

         
         Before noon, I’d wound myself into quite a state. My heart ached, my head ached, and my hand ached. It was finally the pain in my hand that forced my mind away from Amos. I’d been slashing away at those jacket pieces with a perfect vengeance from the time Mrs. Weddleton darkened our door. When I looked up, I was surprised to realize that the entire world was not composed of Union blue flannel. In fact, an old man stood quite near me. He had a paper in his hand, and looked from it to one table after another with a defeated expression. I asked him if he had an order, and he showed me the paper. “Mrs. Emerson and Mrs. King are seeing to that today,” I told him, and pointed them out. At the sight of the queue lined up before their table, he exhaled heavily and sat down on the edge of the crate where I had stacked my bolts of flannel. 

         
         “Have you sons in the army?”

         
         I have asked that question so many times that I spoke in the same tone one might use to inquire of the weather. His answer
            stilled my scissors mid-snip. My own complaints withered so quickly, I could feel the newly opened space they had occupied
            in my mind. Four sons—two of them dead, another captured, and the fourth lying sick in Washington. Few have paid a steeper
            price.
         

         
         “You have done a great deal for your country, sir,” I said, all meekness.

         
         “Not a mite more than I ought, ma’am,” he said, brightening. “I’d go myself, if I was any use; as I ain’t, I give my boys,
            and give ’em free.” Four of them. That is a number guaranteed to jab at my heart. For all that women are denied in this world,
            I thank God each night that the army can make no claim to my daughters. Jo would have marched off at the first bugle call.
         

         
         I considered him again, this time without my troubles fogging my sight. I took him for an old man, but in truth I do not know whether it was age or sorrow that stooped his shoulders and lined his face. He was as towheaded as a child, making it impossible to guess whether time had faded his hair. (Sometimes I fancy that gray hair comes from suffering, while white signifies a life of cheer. It sounds more like one of Amos’s philosophical notions.) A man need not be much older than I to have sons old enough to fight. His smile was bright, yet brittle, and that brittleness made his anxiety plain to me. 

         
         I could give him everything I own, and it would not ease his pain. Still, I wanted to relieve what I could, for a man whose
            heart is aching should not have to endure the aches of hunger or cold as well. I tied up my lunch in my napkin, tucking a
            few dollar bills into the bottom. Had he seen the greenbacks, I have no doubt he would have refused the lumpy bundle. Yet
            a glance at his rusty-looking black coat, cut in a style I have not seen displayed in a shop window since Franklin Pierce
            was in office, betrayed his need.
         

         
         “God bless you,” I said. “And your boys.”

         
          

         
            January 10, 1862

         

         The only envelope in the letterbox today came from Olive Kirke, as though the very thought of her had conjured it. (If I could
            perform that feat with Amos, I should be flooded in correspondence.) She has given birth to a girl and named her Katherine
            Adelaide. Minnie—and hence the whole family—calls her Kitty. George is stationed in Maryland, his regiment being assigned
            to picket duty at Indian Head. A relief for her, after the anxiety of Manassas.
         

         
         I find that the old gentleman at the relief room is much on my mind. If I were to lose Amos, could I go on with such cheer?
            I know myself better than that; my pride and sorrow would be more apt to smolder than to shine. Perhaps what I took for cheer
            was a simple brightening at the memory of his boys—the chance to make them live again in words. Without his sons, there is
            little else left for him to cherish but their sacrifice.
         

         
         Give ’em free, he said of his boys. He gave of his own flesh and blood as openhandedly as I give from my pantry. His example shames me, for in my heart, I have not given my husband at all—only loaned him. I cannot pretend to give Amos cheerfully. His service, yes. Not his life. That truth vexes me to no end. How can I call myself an abolitionist, if I value one man’s life over the freedom of millions? 

         
         None of these questions torment Amos, of that I am sure. He is the most selfless man I have ever met, in every sense of the
            word. So much so that he is prone to forgetting himself. Sometimes I half believe he does not even know he possesses a body,
            he lives so much within his mind. That is what worries me most—that he will put himself in harm’s way without consciously
            choosing to do so. With his eyes fixed ever upward as they are, he might step off a precipice and remain unaware of his peril
            until the moment he struck the ground.
         

         
         Were he to enter blindly into mortal danger, I could not hope to reconcile myself to such a death. If I am to be widowed,
            I will crave the comfort of knowing that he laid himself willingly upon the altar of freedom. That he is capable of that,
            I have no doubt. My Amos has the faith of an Abraham. I do not.
         

         
          

         
            January 11, 1862

         

         The Kings’ son is in disgrace. Drunkenness and gambling and forgery. How the gossip squirmed its way out of the King home
            and into the ears of Concord, I cannot begin to guess. Even Meg, who overheard the family’s distress on Thursday while she
            helped the children with their arithmetic, did not know its cause. Now everyone is so familiar with the story, one might think
            it had appeared in all the papers this morning.
         

         
         My heart goes out to them. The debts, they can smother quickly enough, but the shame cannot be buried. I am sure Mrs. King
            is aware that word has spread. All day long, the entire room was filled with the most awkward of silences. Every one of us
            behaved as though we were ashamed, and in a sense, we were—ashamed of knowing. It was a mercy to scurry out the door when the day’s work was done.
         

         
         When I returned home this evening, there was no flurry of welcome. “Where is everyone?” I asked Hannah as she took my cloak
            and basket. She nodded toward the parlor with a finger over her lips.
         

         
         I crept to the doorway and peeked in. The scene that greeted me was fit for a vignette on the frontispiece of a novel.

         
         Sprawled before the hearth were Jo and the Laurence boy. Jo was reading a poem aloud from a book with a finely tooled leather
            spine and gilt-edged pages, while Meg sewed and Amy sketched their guest in profile. Beth sat in her corner, trying to convince
            her newest kitten—the gray one with the white rump—that caressing is beloved by every feline on this round earth. The glow
            of the fire bathed all of them in a rosy-orange tint.
         

         
         Theodore’s (Laurie’s, I should say, for he hates his Christian name most passionately) attention was fixed firmly to Jo’s
            back, which seemed quite queer to me until a log in the fireplace popped and he sprang to brush the sparks from her skirt
            before it could scorch. Jo thanked him for saving her second-best wool and scolded him for interrupting her all in one breath,
            then returned to the final couplet of the poem—Marlowe’s Hero and Leander.
         

         
         
            Where both deliberate, the love is slight:

            Who ever lov’d, that lov’d not at first sight.

         

         “And here is a scene to love at first sight,” I broke in. Up they flew in a four-part chorus of “Marmee’s home!”

         
         The Laurence boy looked bereft, standing there before the fire by himself, and a bit sheepish with nothing to say but “Good
            evening, ma’am.” He truly does suffer for want of affection. The girls’ momentary abandonment seemed to have pushed him back
            into a hole he had just climbed out of.
         

         
         I reached for the book, which Laurie handed over. Just the texture of the leather was a joy to my palms. The title proclaimed
            itself, proudly and simply, English Verse. I scanned the contents and found each of the names I had hoped for: Addison, Pope, Shakespeare. “It’s most kind of you to lend such a fine volume, Mr. Laurence. Now, if you will permit me to join your cozy circle, perhaps I may choose a few poems for us all to enjoy together?” 

         
         I have never heard a young man utter a heartier “Yes, ma’am!” in all my life.

         
         All scattered to their usual places: Beth with her cats, Jo on the sofa with the pillow known as “the sausage,” Meg in the
            rocker, and Amy at the desk with her paper and colored pencils. When I motioned to Hannah to come in and take her place at
            the opposite end of the sofa, it left only Amos’s chair. Laurie hesitated, seeming to sense the sacredness of that place.
            I scooted my footstool between my chair and the fire and bade him sit beside me. And there he perched, arms folded upon his
            knees to pillow his chin. I did not need the book at all; the poems I chose have been embedded in my mind since my youth,
            which gave me ample opportunity to observe the young man at my feet. I could not help imagining that he saw not my face, but
            his own mother’s as he listened. Perhaps tonight settled half my debt to the Laurences for their Christmas kindness. Now there
            is only Laurie’s grandfather to thank.
         

         
          

         
            January 13, 1862

         

         Not one letter, but two! Praise be to God for Amos’s safety. The latest of them is dated Epiphany.

         
         One hundred thirty-three dollars of his salary were enclosed, along with apologies for its tardiness. There were men in my regiment who received no comforts from home for Christmas, he wrote, and so he spent the bulk of his December pay to brighten their lonely holiday. I knew you least of all would begrudge what we can so easily spare.

         
         Easily is not the word I might have chosen, though Amos is correct in sum. I cannot very well resent his generosity when I have
            been ministering to the Hummels straight from our pantry for nearly three weeks.
         

         
          

         
            January 16, 1862

         

         Mrs. Hummel is well now, and the children begin to look less spindly, too.

         
         I feel something toward the Hummels that has been absent from my work at the relief rooms. It is one thing to fight poverty,
            oppose slavery, or bolster our troops, quite another to enter another fellow-being’s home, to feed her children and slacken
            her fever. Something that may prove to be friendship is taking root, I think. The children come scampering when I arrive,
            competing as much for a space in my lap as for the contents of my basket. I have quickly come to know each of Karl’s younger
            siblings by name, face, voice, and attitude, and they are as different from one another as my own girls.
         

         
         Lottchen is a regular little woman. She fusses over baby Greta and bosses all of her siblings, including Karl, in a stream
            of German so swift it sounds like one everlasting word. The only one exempt from her vehemence is Ada, and no wonder. I have
            never seen a more solemn child than she. Looking at Ada’s wide dark eyes, I cannot help thinking that she is the repository
            of all the family’s saddest memories. She is wholly devoted to Monika; I do believe she could sit all day long on the bed
            with her sister in her arms. Ada holds her as if she is afraid Monika will be stolen, and nothing anyone says will convince
            her otherwise—her father and two brothers have already been taken from her. Fortunately Monika is docile as a kitten and happy
            to be petted from sunrise to sunset. Monika, in fact, is happy to do anything that will make anyone else happy. Minna, on
            the other hand, is pure trouble of the most bewitching kind, a four-year-old imp eager to prod at anything and everything
            to see if it will bite back. Heinrich toddles along after her. They are a well-matched pair, for he is as impervious to harm
            as a potato bug and can curl himself up into a neat little ball just as quickly. Minna’s favorite game is to pile all the
            laundry beside the bed and roll her little brother from the mattress to the floor.
         

         
         Mrs. Hummel has been tormenting herself over her inability to repay my kindness, and so today I asked her to pay her “debt” with German lessons. The way her face changed when Karl relayed my proposition to her made me believe I was seeing the woman she truly is for the first time. “Ja!” she exclaimed, and added “Jawohl!” for good measure. Jawohl, I immediately learned, is a fine word. A dictionary might define it as yes, of course or yes, indeed, but that does not begin to convey the hearty enthusiasm with which the Hummels imbue it. My first lesson began immediately,
            as she pointed from one object to another: Stuhl, Kind, Teller. Chair, child, plate. And so on.
         

         
         By the time I left, all of the usual Thursday irritations had been scrubbed from my mind. I chirped like a bird all the way
            home, singing half a dozen of my father’s favorite songs.
         

         
         How many hundreds of boxes, bundles, and baskets of provisions have I dispensed without ever forging such a connection?

         
         We are fooling ourselves if we think our work in the relief rooms places us in among the poor. In fact, we have separated
            ourselves—forcing them to come to us on neutral ground, that we may not be sullied by entering their homes. If no one asks
            for help, we presume no one is hungry, neglecting those like Mrs. Hummel who are too sick or ashamed to come and stand before
            us, proclaiming by their very presence their status as paupers.
         

         
         When Karl came to our door, he asked only for milk. Not firewood or bread or blankets, all of which were needed just as desperately.
            We cannot assess anyone’s true needs without becoming acquainted with them.
         

         
          

         
            January 17, 1862

         

         I must call on Aunt March. What with my devotion to the Hummels, it has been since before Christmas. If I avoid her any longer, Jo is sure to suffer for it. Already she reports that Aunt March has been sighing and dropping sorrowful hints about her loneliness for the last week. Soon the grumbling about ungrateful relatives will begin. As it is, I do not know how Jo keeps her temper with the old lady day after day. 

         
         How it is that Aunt March fails to understand why visitors are so infrequent baffles me. The mere fact that she must hire
            someone to keep her company all day long ought to be a hint. Has she truly no awareness of how unpleasant she is, when all
            she does is point out flaws and foibles? An hour with her is like being bathed in acid.
         

         
         I shall go on Saturday, so that Jo need not witness my dressing down. I do not know which of us is the flint and which the
            steel, but sparks are sure to fly.
         

         
          

         
            January 18, 1862

         

         The call on Aunt March is over, and I am nearly unscathed. I began by gushing out an apology so lavish, Estelle likely had
            to mop it up off the floor after I left. It is hard to say who was the more impressed, Aunt March or her parrot, who exclaimed,
            “Bless my boots!,” obliging us both to laugh. Before Aunt March could steer the conversation in whatever direction she pleased,
            I had commenced explaining my absence by telling her all about Birte Hummel and her family.
         

         
         “Well,” said she, “I am gratified to know that you were looking after someone while you were neglecting me.” That was surprise
            enough. Then she asked, “How old is the infant?”
         

         
         “Greta,” I said. “Six weeks yesterday.”

         
         “It is a precarious age.”

         
         We paused in mute acknowledgment of Aunt March’s own loss. I do not know her daughter’s name—if she lived long enough to receive
            a name at all—nor how old she was when the diphtheria snatched her away. The stone in the churchyard reads only Beloved Daughter & Lamb of God, 1823. Had Amos not pointed it out to me, I would never have known its significance to our Family.
         

         
         “These Germans must explain why I’ve seen you hurrying past my gate every morning with your basket full, and coming back again
            with it empty,” she said.
         

         
         “I only wish I could give them more. The children are no longer hungry, but the grocery orders allocated by the poor board
            are more adequate than plentiful.”
         

         
         For the first time in my memory, Aunt March did not remark that our financial straits are no fault but our own. I thought
            I detected a softening. Maybe it was cruel of me, but I told her about Greta, with her tuft of hair the color of corn silk
            and her deep-set, gray-blue eyes, hoping that Aunt March might be gently cajoled into opening her purse for the Hummels’ sake.
            She is not a stingy woman, so long as she believes you are worthy of her generosity, and none can be worthier than a little
            child.
         

         
         Before we fell from her good graces, she lavished our girls with treats. Those first few Christmases, her parlor held a tiny
            spangled tree, hardly more than a sapling, for each of them

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
         

         
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
            	1:15 p.m.—103.5 degrees

            	4:30 p.m.—103.7 degrees

            	8:00 p.m.—104.2 degrees

            	10:25 p.m.—103.9 degrees

         

         
         
            
         

         
            	Midnight—104 degrees

            	3:50 a.m.—104.9 degrees

            	8:37 a.m.—104.8 degrees

            	Noon—105.2 degrees

            	4:15 p.m.—105 degrees

            	7:50 p.m.—105.3 degrees

         

         
         
            
         

         
            	Midnight—103.5 degrees

            	2:30 a.m.—103.6 degrees

            	6:45 a.m.—102.9 degrees
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            	Midnight—100.5 degrees

            	8:45 a.m.—100.4 degrees
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            	8:20 p.m.—100.6 degrees
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