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    A single reckless descent down a snowy hill turns childhood freedom into a test of pain, patience, friendship, and moral growth. In Jack & Jill: A Village Story, Louisa May Alcott begins with the familiar exhilaration of winter play and allows its consequences to reshape the lives of two young people and the community around them. The novel’s central situation is simple but powerful: an accident during coasting leaves the children known as Jack and Jill seriously injured. Without moving beyond that initial premise, Alcott makes clear that ordinary pleasures can carry real risks and that recovery depends not only on the body, but also on character, family, and care.

Published in 1880, Jack & Jill belongs to the later phase of Louisa May Alcott’s career, after she had achieved wide recognition through Little Women and its related books. Alcott was one of the most important American writers of literature for young readers in the nineteenth century, though her work has long appealed beyond a youthful audience. She brought to children’s fiction an unusually attentive interest in domestic life, emotional development, social responsibility, and the practical pressures that shape families. Jack & Jill reflects these concerns in a compact village setting, where children’s experiences are taken seriously and everyday conduct becomes the ground of ethical reflection.

The book is set in Harmony, a fictional New England village whose name suggests the ideal of communal accord while leaving room for human error, disagreement, and growth. Alcott uses this local world to observe households, schoolmates, neighbors, and charitable efforts with warmth and precision. Rather than relying on distant adventure or fantastic events, she finds drama in familiar spaces: homes, classrooms, wintry streets, and the social ties that bind people together. This attention to ordinary life is central to the novel’s appeal. It turns a childhood mishap into an occasion for considering responsibility, sympathy, resilience, and the obligations people owe one another.

Alcott’s period of composition and publication was marked by substantial change in American society, including expanding urban life, new debates about education and health, and evolving expectations for children’s reading. Written and published in this late-nineteenth-century context, Jack & Jill addresses young readers as thinking moral agents rather than as passive recipients of instruction. Its lessons emerge through incidents, relationships, and consequences. The novel does not separate amusement from seriousness; instead, it treats play, illness, family routine, and social conduct as interconnected parts of a child’s education. That approach gives the work a historical specificity while preserving its emotional immediacy.

The classic standing of Jack & Jill rests in part on Alcott’s ability to make moral questions concrete. Her characters must confront not abstract rules alone, but the effects of decisions on their own bodies, feelings, and relationships. The narrative recognizes that children may be impulsive, proud, frightened, generous, or impatient, often within the same day. Such complexity distinguishes Alcott’s fiction from more mechanical forms of moralizing literature. She encourages readers to notice consequences without reducing her young characters to simple examples of virtue or fault. The result is a story that invites reflection while remaining grounded in the texture of daily experience.

Like much of Alcott’s work, Jack & Jill places family life at the center of its moral imagination. Parents, siblings, friends, and neighbors do more than surround the young protagonists; they help create the conditions in which children learn to endure difficulty and consider others. Caregiving is presented as active work, requiring time, attention, discipline, and kindness. At the same time, the children are not merely acted upon. Their responses matter, and their developing awareness gives the novel its movement. This balance between adult guidance and youthful agency helped establish a durable pattern for realistic fiction about children and family life.

Alcott’s literary impact is especially evident in the way she joined domestic realism to a child-centered narrative. She wrote of young people’s ambitions, embarrassments, rivalries, and ethical choices with a directness that made their inner lives worthy of sustained attention. Later writers of children’s and domestic fiction continued to draw on this broad tradition of presenting ordinary settings as places of serious emotional and moral discovery. Jack & Jill contributes to that legacy through its close observation of a community and its refusal to treat childhood as trivial. Its influence lies less in spectacle than in the enduring usefulness of its narrative model.

The novel also demonstrates Alcott’s gift for portraying a whole community rather than isolating its central pair from the people around them. The village becomes a network of differing temperaments, resources, expectations, and opinions. This wider social frame enlarges the significance of the initial accident: private suffering is never wholly private when families and neighbors must respond to it. Alcott’s interest in mutual aid gives the book a humane breadth, while her attention to social behavior prevents that humanity from becoming sentimental. Readers are asked to consider how sympathy may be expressed through practical assistance, tact, patience, and a willingness to change one’s habits.

For modern readers, some features of the book plainly belong to its nineteenth-century setting, including its social customs and assumptions about childhood. Yet its underlying concerns remain recognizable. Young people still test limits in play, discover that accidents can alter routines, and learn that independence is connected to responsibility. Families still face the emotional and practical demands of caring for an injured child, while communities still reveal their values in moments of need. Alcott’s subject is therefore not only a particular village in a particular era, but the continuing process by which individuals learn to live thoughtfully among others. That process gives the novel its lasting accessibility.

Jack & Jill is often read alongside Alcott’s better-known books, but it has a distinct character and scale. Its focus on a single disruptive event allows the author to examine recovery and moral education without relying on grand reversals or sensational plots. The book’s pleasures lie in its steady accumulation of observation: the playfulness of children, the anxieties of adults, the rhythms of village life, and the gradual pressure of consequences. Alcott’s accessible prose and strong sense of scene make these elements vivid. Her storytelling shows how a modest premise can open into questions of courage, self-command, compassion, and belonging.

As an American children’s classic, the novel continues to matter because it treats young readers with respect. It assumes that they can recognize unfairness, feel concern for others, and weigh the difference between intention and outcome. It also acknowledges that growth is rarely instantaneous. Character is formed through repeated acts of attention, restraint, forgiveness, and help. These ideas have remained important in literature for young people, and Alcott’s work helped secure a place for stories in which domestic and social life could carry genuine dramatic and ethical weight. Jack & Jill endures as a clear example of that tradition.

Approached today, Jack & Jill offers both a window into nineteenth-century American village life and a continuing meditation on how people respond when ordinary life is suddenly interrupted. Its enduring appeal comes from Alcott’s compassionate understanding of childhood, her faith in the importance of community, and her insistence that small choices can have meaningful consequences. The novel’s concerns with safety, care, resilience, friendship, and shared responsibility remain contemporary because they arise wherever children and adults live together. In this way, the story retains the quiet force of a classic: it makes a familiar world seem morally significant, and it asks readers to meet one another’s vulnerability with greater wisdom and kindness.
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    Louisa May Alcott’s Jack and Jill: A Village Story, first published in 1880, is a children’s novel set within the close social world of a small American village. Borrowing the familiar names of the nursery rhyme without simply retelling it, Alcott follows a group of young people whose pleasures, rivalries, and responsibilities are shaped by family life, school, church, and neighborhood custom. The narrative gives particular attention to Jack and Jill, two active children whose shared winter recreation sets the plot in motion. Its domestic scale allows Alcott to examine character through ordinary events rather than grand adventure.

At the outset, village children eagerly embrace the outdoor amusements of winter. Sledding and coasting provide not only excitement but also a setting in which courage, vanity, leadership, and carelessness become visible. Jack and Jill take part in this youthful culture of games and competition, surrounded by friends and watched, sometimes anxiously, by adults. Alcott presents the children as energetic and imperfect rather than idealized, and she establishes the importance of their social ties. The community’s differing attitudes toward recreation, risk, discipline, and independence form an important background to the central incident.

A coasting outing leads to a serious accident that injures both Jack and Jill. The episode abruptly changes the atmosphere of the story, replacing winter freedom with physical pain, worry, and the practical demands of care. Although the accident grows out of familiar childhood activity, its consequences are not treated lightly. Alcott uses it to show how quickly a moment of excitement can affect families and friends, while avoiding a purely punitive treatment of youthful high spirits. The children must now confront limitations that are especially difficult for those accustomed to movement, companionship, and self-direction.

The injured children return to their homes, where their families respond with concern and patience. Their recovery requires time, medical attention, and a willingness to accept dependence on others. Everyday routines that once seemed unremarkable—walking, attending school, playing outdoors, and joining companions—become newly significant because they are temporarily unavailable. The novel closely observes the emotional effects of confinement, including boredom, impatience, embarrassment, and the desire to appear brave. Through these domestic scenes, Alcott makes illness and recovery part of the children’s moral and social education rather than merely an interruption in the plot.

Friends from the village become important participants in the aftermath of the accident. Visits, messages, small acts of service, and efforts to provide amusement reveal the varying generosity and immaturity of the young community. Some children learn to consider another person’s comfort instead of pursuing their own entertainment, while others must recognize the consequences of thoughtless behavior. These interactions broaden the story beyond Jack and Jill’s private difficulties. The accident becomes a shared experience, testing friendships and teaching the group that sympathy involves sustained attention as well as momentary concern.

Jack’s enforced inactivity brings particular strain because he is expected to meet discomfort with self-command and courage. His frustrations expose habits of pride, impatience, and competitiveness that were less noticeable during ordinary play. Family members and visitors encourage him, but the novel does not suggest that encouragement alone makes recovery easy. Jack must gradually learn how to receive help, moderate his impulses, and think about the needs of those around him. Alcott links these lessons to a broader question about character: whether strength is shown only through action, or also through endurance, honesty, and consideration.

Jill’s experience develops parallel concerns while also reflecting the expectations placed upon girls in her family and village. Her injury changes her usual relations with companions and adults, giving her opportunities to display resilience but also requiring her to face vulnerability and uncertainty. The narrative attends to the ways affection, duty, and social judgment can shape a child’s response to suffering. Jill’s household and visitors provide a setting in which kindness may coexist with advice, correction, and differing ideas about proper behavior. Her recovery therefore carries emotional and social significance as well as physical importance.

As the season changes, the children’s world begins to open again, but the earlier accident continues to influence their choices. School, family occasions, neighborhood gatherings, and renewed contact with friends create occasions for the characters to test what they have learned. Alcott keeps the focus on gradual development rather than sudden transformation. The young people remain capable of mistakes, yet they are increasingly asked to connect personal wishes with responsibility toward others. The novel’s movement from winter excitement to convalescence and renewed participation emphasizes the slow, communal nature of growing up.

Jack and Jill endures as a compact example of Alcott’s interest in childhood as a serious stage of moral development. Its central conflict arises not from villains or hidden mysteries but from an accident and the demands it places on ordinary relationships. By following the effects of injury on children, families, and friends, the novel considers courage, patience, sympathy, discipline, and the value of mutual aid. Without reducing its characters to lessons, it suggests that setbacks can deepen self-knowledge and strengthen community. Its enduring significance lies in this humane attention to everyday trials and the social bonds that help young people meet them.
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    Louisa May Alcott’s Jack and Jill: A Village Story, published in 1880, is set in the fictional community of Harmony during the late nineteenth century. Its action is organized around institutions central to small-town American life: the household, the school, neighborhood networks, churches and charitable habits, and the informal authority exercised by parents and other adults. The story begins with children’s winter recreation and the consequences of a sledding accident, placing ordinary village life rather than national politics at its center. Yet its domestic setting reflects a period in which Americans were debating education, women’s opportunities, health, discipline, and the responsibilities of citizenship within family and community.

The book appeared fifteen years after the Civil War ended in 1865, during an era of reconstruction, industrial expansion, and rapid social change. Although Jack and Jill does not make the war its plot, Alcott’s adult life had been shaped by it. She served as a nurse at a Union hospital in Georgetown, near Washington, D.C., in late 1862 and early 1863; her experiences informed Hospital Sketches, published in 1863. By 1880, the war remained a living memory for American families. Alcott’s emphasis on mutual aid, endurance, and moral responsibility belongs to a culture in which voluntary service and civic duty had been intensely tested by the conflict.

Alcott was born in 1832 in Germantown, Pennsylvania, and spent much of her life in Massachusetts, especially in Concord and Boston. Her father, Bronson Alcott, was an educator and reformer associated with Transcendentalist circles; the family knew figures including Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. Their household also experienced persistent financial insecurity. These circumstances gave Alcott firsthand knowledge of reform-minded New England culture as well as of the economic pressures facing families dependent on irregular work. Jack and Jill does not reproduce her biography, but its close attention to children, parents, neighbors, and moral education draws upon the social world she knew well.

Concord and the surrounding Massachusetts communities had strong traditions of public discussion, local government, reform organizations, and schooling. In the nineteenth century, New England’s town-centered civic culture encouraged residents to see education and charitable activity as public concerns, not merely private matters. Harmony resembles this kind of interconnected village: families observe one another, children’s conduct is discussed collectively, and help can be organized through personal ties. The novel’s community is therefore not simply a picturesque backdrop. It shows how small-town social life could provide care and supervision while also making individual behavior highly visible to neighbors and relatives.

Public education was a major institution in Alcott’s Massachusetts. The state had long supported tax-funded common schools, and reformers such as Horace Mann, who served as Massachusetts secretary of the Board of Education from 1837 to 1848, argued that schools were essential to civic equality and republican government. By the time Jack and Jill was published, elementary schooling had become a normal feature of life for many children, though access and quality varied by place, race, class, and gender. The novel’s school-age characters and its concern with lessons, behavior, and companionship reflect this expanding expectation that childhood included formal education as well as work and family duties.

Alcott had personal reasons to question rigid educational methods. Bronson Alcott’s experimental Temple School in Boston, which operated from 1834 to 1838, used conversation and moral inquiry rather than rote recitation alone; it became controversial and failed financially. Louisa May Alcott later worked as a teacher for a time, alongside her many other occupations. In Jack and Jill, children’s learning is not confined to a classroom. Accidents, friendships, household obligations, and play all become occasions for instruction. This broad view of education echoes nineteenth-century reform debates about whether children should be formed chiefly through discipline or through sympathetic guidance and experience.

The novel’s opening concern with sledding also places it in the material world of nineteenth-century northern winters. Before automobiles and widespread motorized transport, snow and ice changed travel, work, and recreation. Coasting on sleds was a familiar winter amusement, but it could be dangerous where hills, roads, animals, and vehicles crossed the same spaces. Jack and Jill treats children’s recreation as serious rather than trivial because bodily injury could disrupt schooling, family routines, and social participation. Its attention to the accident registers a practical concern of the period: communities enjoyed new forms of leisure while confronting the risks that accompanied them.

Medical care in the late nineteenth-century United States was uneven and often centered in the home. Families relied on physicians when they could, but relatives, neighbors, and household servants commonly provided daily nursing, food, comfort, and supervision during illness or injury. Hospitals existed, particularly in cities, yet they had not become the routine site for all forms of treatment that they would later become. In Jack and Jill, recovery is inseparable from domestic labor and emotional care. The narrative reflects a culture in which illness tested not only the patient but also the household’s capacity for patience, organization, and mutual obligation.

Alcott’s treatment of injured children also belongs to a period when ideas about disability, convalescence, and childhood were changing but remained limited by social assumptions. Nineteenth-century fiction often used illness to teach moral lessons, and Alcott participates in that tradition by connecting physical limitation with altered relationships and responsibilities. At the same time, the book gives sustained attention to the practical frustrations of dependence and recovery. Rather than treating bodily weakness as merely symbolic, it shows how an injury changes play, movement, schooling, and family life. This emphasis is consistent with Alcott’s broader interest in care, resilience, and the dignity of everyday labor.

Gender is one of the most important historical subjects behind Alcott’s writing. In the nineteenth century, middle-class American culture often assigned men and boys to public, economic, and political roles while identifying women and girls with domestic virtue, caregiving, and moral influence. These ideals did not describe every family’s reality, especially where women had to earn wages, but they strongly shaped popular expectations. Jack and Jill places boys and girls in the same village world of play, education, and mishap. Its girls are active participants rather than decorative observers, and the story tests conventional assumptions about courage, usefulness, and dependence.

Alcott herself was an outspoken supporter of woman suffrage. In 1879, Massachusetts women gained the right to vote in local school-committee elections, subject to property and registration requirements, and Alcott became the first woman known to register to vote in Concord under that law. National woman-suffrage organizations had been active since 1869, though women would not gain the federal constitutional right to vote until the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified in 1920, long after Alcott’s death in 1888. Jack and Jill is not a suffrage novel, but its serious interest in girls’ capacities belongs beside Alcott’s public commitment to women’s civic participation.

Alcott’s reform commitments also included antislavery. Her parents were active in antislavery work, and the Alcott home in Concord assisted freedom seekers on the Underground Railroad, according to historical accounts of the family. Alcott’s 1868 novel Little Women includes a brief but notable condemnation of slavery through its character Mr. Laurence’s past. Jack and Jill does not center slavery or Reconstruction, and it should not be read as a direct account of those subjects. Still, it was written by an author whose moral vocabulary had been shaped by abolitionism, reform activism, and the belief that sympathy should extend beyond one’s immediate advantage.

Economic change formed the larger backdrop to the village story. After the Civil War, the United States underwent rapid industrial growth, railroad expansion, urbanization, and the development of large national markets. Massachusetts was already deeply connected to manufacturing and commerce, while many families continued to organize life around small towns, local shops, domestic production, and wage work. Jack and Jill does not offer an economic history of industrial capitalism, but its focus on household routines and neighborhood relations preserves a scale of life increasingly contrasted with the anonymous city and factory. The village becomes a setting in which personal responsibility remains legible.

Children’s literature was also becoming an important commercial and cultural field. During the nineteenth century, publishers issued growing numbers of books and magazines specifically for young readers, while reformers, parents, and educators debated what reading should teach. Moral instruction remained common, but writers increasingly combined it with humor, realistic domestic detail, and child-centered plots. Alcott had already achieved major success with Little Women in 1868 and its sequels, making her one of the most prominent American authors for young readers. Jack and Jill continues her practice of using accessible stories about young people to address conduct, family feeling, and social expectations.

The title invokes the traditional English nursery-rhyme pair, but Alcott turns the familiar names into a longer American village narrative. That choice reflects the transatlantic inheritance of children’s culture: American readers knew English rhymes, tales, and literary conventions, yet authors adapted them to local circumstances. The book’s children inhabit a recognizable nineteenth-century United States rather than an abstract fairy-tale world. Their games, school routines, family relationships, and winter surroundings give the old title a contemporary setting. Alcott’s use of a nursery-rhyme frame also signals that childhood play can have consequences deserving adult attention and thoughtful narration.

Religious language and moral feeling in the novel reflect the broad Protestant culture of nineteenth-century New England, though the book is not primarily a doctrinal work. Churches, Sabbath observance, charitable visiting, and ideals of self-command helped organize many communities’ social expectations. At the same time, Alcott’s Transcendentalist family background encouraged an emphasis on conscience, character, and humane conduct rather than obedience alone. Jack and Jill repeatedly treats kindness, patience, and service as social practices. Its moral world is therefore communal: character is revealed not in grand public gestures but in how children and adults respond when others are hurt, disappointed, or in need.

The novel also reflects changing ideas of childhood. By the late nineteenth century, middle-class Americans increasingly described childhood as a protected period for schooling, play, and moral development, even though many children still worked in homes, farms, shops, and factories. This idealization of childhood could coexist with strict discipline and unequal opportunities. Jack and Jill presents play as valuable, not wasteful, but refuses to separate it from responsibility. Children’s choices affect families and neighbors, while adults are expected to guide rather than simply command them. In this respect, the story mirrors contemporary efforts to reconcile freedom, supervision, and moral formation in young lives.
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    Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888) was an American writer whose fiction, essays, and sketches made her one of the most widely read authors of the nineteenth century. Best known for Little Women, she transformed material drawn from everyday domestic life into lively narratives about ambition, work, friendship, and moral independence. Writing during and after the Civil War, Alcott addressed both young and adult audiences in realist, sentimental, comic, and sensational forms. Her enduring importance rests particularly on her complex portrayals of girls and women seeking intellectual, artistic, and economic agency within the restrictions of their era.

Born in Pennsylvania and raised principally in Massachusetts, Alcott received much of her education at home through an unconventional program directed by her educator father. Her early surroundings brought her into contact with leading figures associated with New England Transcendentalism, including Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau. That intellectual environment encouraged reading, observation of nature, self-reliance, and ethical inquiry. Alcott also read widely in popular fiction and European literature. Although her formal schooling was limited, her education supplied the literary and philosophical resources that she would adapt, often critically, for a broad popular readership.

Alcott began publishing while still young. Her first book, Flower Fables, appeared in 1854 and was followed by poems, short stories, and sketches for magazines. Before literary earnings became dependable, she worked in several occupations, including teaching and domestic service; these experiences informed her understanding of women’s labor and financial vulnerability. During the Civil War, she served briefly as a nurse in a Union hospital in Washington, D.C. Illness ended that work, but her letters and observations became Hospital Sketches (1863), a successful volume that established her as a perceptive writer of wartime nonfiction.

In the 1860s, Alcott also wrote melodramatic and sensational fiction, much of it published anonymously or under the pseudonym A. M. Barnard. These stories explored crime, deception, power, revenge, and constrained gender roles with an energy distinct from her later family novels. Her principal breakthrough came with Little Women, published in two parts in 1868 and 1869. Its immediate popularity made Alcott a major commercial author. The novel’s domestic setting, memorable young protagonists, humor, and attention to artistic and economic aspirations helped it reach readers far beyond its initial audience.

Alcott continued the world of Little Women in Good Wives, Little Men, and Jo’s Boys, while also publishing a substantial range of other books. An Old-Fashioned Girl, Eight Cousins, Rose in Bloom, Under the Lilacs, and Jack and Jill were among the works written for younger readers, though they frequently address education, self-discipline, class, work, and social expectations. Her adult novel Work: A Story of Experience (1873) follows a woman’s efforts to earn a living and find purposeful independence. Alcott’s fiction was often praised for warmth and readability, while later critics have also emphasized its social critique and formal variety.

Questions of women’s rights and civic participation were central to Alcott’s public commitments and appear throughout her writing. She supported woman suffrage and, after Massachusetts extended school-committee voting rights to women, became among the first women in Concord to register to vote in 1879. Her essays and fiction repeatedly examine the limited occupations available to women, the value of education, and the tension between duty and self-development. Rather than presenting a single program, her works stage these issues through characters confronting practical choices about earning, learning, family responsibility, and public responsibility.

In her later years, Alcott remained a prolific author despite recurring health difficulties and continuing professional demands. She died in Boston in 1888. Her reputation initially rested chiefly on Little Women and its sequels, which became lasting classics of literature for young readers. Over time, the recovery of her anonymous and pseudonymous thrillers, along with renewed study of her essays and adult fiction, broadened appreciation of her achievement. Alcott remains influential for her accessible yet searching treatment of gender, labor, creativity, war, and personal autonomy, themes that continue to resonate with contemporary readers.
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  JACK AND JILL


  
    Jack and Jill went up the hill


    To coast with fun and laughter;


    Jack fell down and broke his crown,


    And Jill came tumbling after.

  


Chapter I. The Catastrophe
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"Clear the lulla!" was the general cry on a bright December afternoon, when all the boys and girls of Harmony Village were out enjoying the first good snow of the season. Up and down three long coasts[2] they went as fast as legs and sleds could carry them. One smooth path led into the meadow, and here the little folk congregated; one swept across the pond, where skaters were darting about like water-bugs; and the third, from the very top of the steep hill, ended abruptly at a rail fence on the high bank above the road. There was a group of lads and lasses sitting or leaning on this fence to rest after an exciting race, and, as they reposed, they amused themselves with criticising their mates, still absorbed in this most delightful of out-door sports.

"Here comes Frank Minot, looking as solemn as a judge," cried one, as a tall fellow of sixteen spun by, with a set look about the mouth and a keen sparkle of the eyes, fixed on the distant goal with a do-or-die expression.




"Here's Molly Loo

And little Boo!"



sang out another; and down came a girl with flying hair, carrying a small boy behind her, so fat that his short legs stuck out from the sides, and his round face looked over her shoulder like a full moon.

"There's Gus Burton; doesn't he go it?" and such a very long boy whizzed by, that it looked almost as if his heels were at the top of the hill when his head was at the bottom!

"Hurrah for Ed Devlin!" and a general shout greeted a sweet-faced lad, with a laugh on his lips, a fine color on his brown cheek, and a gay word for every girl he passed.

"Laura and Lotty keep to the safe coast into the meadow, and Molly Loo is the only girl that dares to try this long one to the pond. I wouldn't for the world; the ice can't be strong yet, though it is cold enough to freeze one's nose off," said a timid damsel, who sat hugging a post and screaming whenever a mischievous lad shook the fence.

"No, she isn't; here's Jack and Jill going like fury."




"Clear the track

For jolly Jack!"



sang the boys, who had rhymes and nicknames for nearly every one.

Down came a gay red sled, bearing a boy who seemed all smile and sunshine, so white were his teeth, so golden was his hair, so bright and happy his whole air. Behind him clung a little gypsy of a girl, with black eyes and hair, cheeks as red as her hood, and a face full of fun and sparkle, as she waved Jack's blue tippet like a banner with one hand, and held on with the other.

"Jill goes wherever Jack does, and he lets her. He's such a good-natured chap, he can't say 'No.'"

"To a girl," slyly added one of the boys, who had wished to borrow the red sled, and had been politely refused because Jill wanted it.

"He's the nicest boy in the world, for he never gets mad," said the timid young lady, recalling the many times Jack had shielded her from the terrors which beset her path to school, in the shape of cows, dogs, and boys who made faces and called her "'Fraid-cat."

"He doesn't dare to get mad with Jill, for she'd take his head off in two minutes if he did," growled Joe Flint, still smarting from the rebuke Jill had given him for robbing the little ones of their safe coast because he fancied it.

"She wouldn't! she's a dear! You needn't sniff at her because she is poor. She's ever so much brighter than you are, or she wouldn't always be at the head of your class, old Joe," cried the girls, standing by their friend with a unanimity which proved what a favorite she was.

Joe subsided with as scornful a curl to his nose as its chilly state permitted, and Merry Grant introduced a subject of general interest by asking abruptly,—

"Who is going to the candy-scrape[1] to-night?"

"All of us. Frank invited the whole set, and we shall have a tip-top time. We always do at the Minots'," cried Sue, the timid trembler.

"Jack said there was a barrel of molasses in the house, so there would be enough for all to eat and some to carry away. They know how to do things handsomely;" and the speaker licked his lips, as if already tasting the feast in store for him.

"Mrs. Minot is a mother worth having," said Molly Loo, coming up with Boo on the sled; and she knew what it was to need a mother, for she had none, and tried to care for the little brother with maternal love and patience.

"She is just as sweet as she can be!" declared Merry, enthusiastically.

"Especially when she has a candy-scrape," said Joe, trying to be amiable, lest he should be left out of the party.

Whereat they all laughed, and went gayly away for a farewell frolic, as the sun was setting and the keen wind nipped fingers and toes as well as noses.

Down they went, one after another, on the various coasts,—solemn Frank, long Gus, gallant Ed, fly-away Molly Loo, pretty Laura and Lotty, grumpy Joe, sweet-faced Merry with Sue shrieking wildly behind her, gay Jack and gypsy Jill, always together,—one and all bubbling over with the innocent jollity born of healthful exercise. People passing in the road below looked up and smiled involuntarily at the red-cheeked lads and lasses, filling the frosty air with peals of laughter and cries of triumph as they flew by in every conceivable attitude; for the fun was at its height now, and the oldest and gravest observers felt a glow of pleasure as they looked, remembering their own young days.

"Jack, take me down that coast. Joe said I wouldn't dare to do it, so I must," commanded Jill, as they paused for breath after the long trudge up hill. Jill, of course, was not her real name, but had been given because of her friendship with Jack, who so admired Janey Pecq's spirit and fun.

"I guess I wouldn't. It is very bumpy and ends in a big drift; not half so nice as this one. Hop on and we'll have a good spin across the pond;" and Jack brought "Thunderbolt" round with a skilful swing and an engaging air that would have won obedience from anybody but wilful Jill.

"It is very nice, but I won't be told I don't 'dare' by any boy in the world. If you are afraid, I'll go alone." And, before he could speak, she had snatched the rope from his hand, thrown herself upon the sled, and was off, helter-skelter, down the most dangerous coast on the hill-side.

She did not get far, however; for, starting in a hurry, she did not guide her steed with care, and the red charger landed her in the snow half-way down, where she lay laughing till Jack came to pick her up.

"If you will go, I'll take you down all right. I'm not afraid, for I've done it a dozen times with the other fellows; but we gave it up because it is short and bad," he said, still good-natured, though a little hurt at the charge of cowardice; for Jack was as brave as a little lion, and with the best sort of bravery,—the courage to do right.

"So it is; but I must do it a few times, or Joe will plague me and spoil my fun to-night," answered Jill, shaking her skirts and rubbing her blue hands, wet and cold with the snow.

"Here, put these on; I never use them. Keep them if they fit; I only carry them to please mother." And Jack pulled out a pair of red mittens with the air of a boy used to giving away.

"They are lovely warm, and they do fit. Must be too small for your paws, so I'll knit you a new pair for Christmas, and make you wear them, too," said Jill, putting on the mittens with a nod of thanks, and ending her speech with a stamp of her rubber boots to enforce her threat.

Jack laughed, and up they trudged to the spot whence the three coasts diverged.

"Now, which will you have?" he asked, with a warning look in the honest blue eyes which often unconsciously controlled naughty Jill against her will.

"That one!" and the red mitten pointed firmly to the perilous path just tried.

"You will do it?"

"I will!"

"Come on, then, and hold tight."

Jack's smile was gone now, and he waited without a word while Jill tucked herself up, then took his place in front, and off they went on the brief, breathless trip straight into the drift by the fence below.

"I don't see anything very awful in that. Come up and have another. Joe is watching us, and I'd like to show him that we aren't afraid of anything," said Jill, with a defiant glance at a distant boy, who had paused to watch the descent.

"It is a regular 'go-bang,' if that is what you like," answered Jack, as they plowed their way up again.

"It is. You boys think girls like little mean coasts without any fun or danger in them, as if we couldn't be brave and strong as well as you. Give me three go-bangs and then we'll stop. My tumble doesn't count, so give me two more and then I'll be good."

Jill took her seat as she spoke, and looked up with such a rosy, pleading face that Jack gave in at once, and down they went again, raising a cloud of glittering snow-dust as they reined up in fine style with their feet on the fence.

"It's just splendid! Now, one more!" cried Jill, excited by the cheers of a sleighing party passing below.

Proud of his skill, Jack marched back, resolved to make the third "go" the crowning achievement of the afternoon, while Jill pranced after him as lightly as if the big boots were the famous seven-leagued ones, and chattering about the candy-scrape and whether there would be nuts or not.

So full were they of this important question, that they piled on hap-hazard, and started off still talking so busily that Jill forgot to hold tight and Jack to steer carefully. Alas, for the candy-scrape that never was to be! Alas, for poor "Thunderbolt" blindly setting forth on the last trip he ever made! And oh, alas, for Jack and Jill, who wilfully chose the wrong road and ended their fun for the winter! No one knew how it happened, but instead of landing in the drift, or at the fence, there was a great crash against the bars, a dreadful plunge off the steep bank, a sudden scattering of girl, boy, sled, fence, earth, and snow, all about the road, two cries, and then silence.

"I knew they'd do it!" and, standing on the post where he had perched, Joe waved his arms and shouted: "Smash-up! Smash-up! Run! Run!" like a raven croaking over a battlefield when the fight was done.

Down rushed boys and girls ready to laugh or cry, as the case might be, for accidents will happen on the best-regulated coasting-grounds. They found Jack sitting up looking about him with a queer, dazed expression, while an ugly cut on the forehead was bleeding in a way which sobered the boys and frightened the girls half out of their wits.

"He's killed! He's killed!" wailed Sue, hiding her face and beginning to cry.

"No, I'm not. I'll be all right when I get my breath. Where's Jill?" asked Jack, stoutly, though still too giddy to see straight.

The group about him opened, and his comrade in misfortune was discovered lying quietly in the snow with all the pretty color shocked out of her face by the fall, and winking rapidly, as if half stunned. But no wounds appeared, and when asked if she was dead, she answered in a vague sort of way,—

"I guess not. Is Jack hurt?"

"Broken his head," croaked Joe, stepping aside, that she might behold the fallen hero vainly trying to look calm and cheerful with red drops running down his cheek and a lump on his forehead.

Jill shut her eyes and waved the girls away, saying, faintly,—

"Never mind me. Go and see to him."

"Don't! I'm all right," and Jack tried to get up in order to prove that headers off a bank were mere trifles to him; but at the first movement of the left leg he uttered a sharp cry of pain, and would have fallen if Gus had not caught and gently laid him down.

"What is it, old chap?" asked Frank, kneeling beside him, really alarmed now, the hurts seeming worse than mere bumps, which were common affairs among baseball players, and not worth much notice.

"I lit on my head, but I guess I've broken my leg. Don't frighten mother," and Jack held fast to Frank's arm as he looked into the anxious face bent over him; for, though the elder tyrannized over the younger, the brothers loved one another dearly.

"Lift his head, Frank, while I tie my handkerchief round to stop the bleeding," said a quiet voice, as Ed Devlin laid a handful of soft snow on the wound; and Jack's face brightened as he turned to thank the one big boy who never was rough with the small ones.

"Better get him right home," advised Gus, who stood by looking on, with his little sisters Laura and Lotty clinging to him.

"Take Jill, too, for it's my opinion she has broken her back. She can't stir one bit," announced Molly Loo, with a droll air of triumph, as if rather pleased than otherwise to have her patient hurt the worse; for Jack's wound was very effective, and Molly had a taste for the tragic.

This cheerful statement was greeted with a wail from Susan and howls from Boo, who had earned that name from the ease with which, on all occasions, he could burst into a dismal roar without shedding a tear, and stop as suddenly as he began.

"Oh, I am so sorry! It was my fault; I shouldn't have let her do it," said Jack, distressfully.

"It was all my fault; I made him. If I'd broken every bone I've got, it would serve me right. Don't help me, anybody; I'm a wicked thing, and I deserve to lie here and freeze and starve and die!" cried Jill, piling up punishments in her remorseful anguish of mind and body.

"But we want to help you, and we can settle about blame by and by," whispered Merry with a kiss; for she adored dashing Jill, and never would own that she did wrong.

"Here come the wood-sleds just in time. I'll cut away and tell one of them to hurry up." And, freeing himself from his sisters, Gus went off at a great pace, proving that the long legs carried a sensible head as well as a kind heart.

As the first sled approached, an air of relief pervaded the agitated party, for it was driven by Mr. Grant, a big, benevolent-looking farmer, who surveyed the scene with the sympathetic interest of a man and a father.

"Had a little accident, have you? Well, that's a pretty likely place for a spill. Tried it once myself and broke the bridge of my nose," he said, tapping that massive feature with a laugh which showed that fifty years of farming had not taken all the boy out of him. "Now then, let's see about this little chore, and lively, too, for it's late, and these parties ought to be housed," he added, throwing down his whip, pushing back his cap, and nodding at the wounded with a reassuring smile.

"Jill first, please, sir," said Ed, the gentle squire of dames, spreading his overcoat on the sled as eagerly as ever Raleigh laid down his velvet cloak for a queen to walk upon.

"All right. Just lay easy, my dear, and I won't hurt you a mite if I can help it."

Careful as Mr. Grant was, Jill could have screamed with pain as he lifted her; but she set her lips and bore it with the courage of a little Indian; for all the lads were looking on, and Jill was proud to show that a girl could bear as much as a boy. She hid her face in the coat as soon as she was settled, to hide the tears that would come, and by the time Jack was placed beside her, she had quite a little cistern of salt water stored up in Ed's coat-pocket.

Then the mournful procession set forth, Mr. Grant driving the oxen, the girls clustering about the interesting invalids on the sled, while the boys came behind like a guard of honor, leaving the hill deserted by all but Joe, who had returned to hover about the fatal fence, and poor "Thunderbolt," split asunder, lying on the bank to mark the spot where the great catastrophe occurred.


Chapter II. Two Penitents
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Jack and Jill never cared to say much about the night which followed the first coasting party of the season, for it was the saddest and the hardest their short lives had ever known. Jack suffered most in body; for the setting of the broken leg was such a painful job, that it wrung several sharp cries from him, and made Frank, who helped, quite weak and white with sympathy, when it was over. The wounded head ached dreadfully, and the poor boy felt as if bruised all over, for he had the worst of the fall. Dr. Whiting spoke cheerfully of the case, and made so light of broken legs, that Jack innocently asked if he should not be up in a week or so.

"Well, no; it usually takes twenty-one days for bones to knit, and young ones make quick work of it," answered the doctor, with a last scientific tuck to the various bandages, which made Jack feel like a hapless chicken trussed for the spit.

"Twenty-one days! Three whole weeks in bed! I shouldn't call that quick work," groaned the dismayed patient, whose experience of illness had been limited.

"It is a forty days' job, young man, and you must make up your mind to bear it like a hero. We will do our best; but next time, look before you leap, and save your bones. Good-night; you'll feel better in the morning. No jigs, remember;" and off went the busy doctor for another look at Jill, who had been ordered to bed and left to rest till the other case was attended to.

Any one would have thought Jack's plight much the worse, but the doctor looked more sober over Jill's hurt back than the boy's compound fractures[3]; and the poor little girl had a very bad quarter of an hour while he was trying to discover the extent of the injury.

"Keep her quiet, and time will show how much damage is done," was all he said in her hearing; but if she had known that he told Mrs. Pecq he feared serious consequences, she would not have wondered why her mother cried as she rubbed the numb limbs and placed the pillows so tenderly.

Jill suffered most in her mind; for only a sharp stab of pain now and then reminded her of her body; but her remorseful little soul gave her no peace for thinking of Jack, whose bruises and breakages her lively fancy painted in the darkest colors.

"Oh, don't be good to me, Mammy; I made him go, and now he's hurt dreadfully, and may die; and it is all my fault, and everybody ought to hate me," sobbed poor Jill, as a neighbor left the room after reporting in a minute manner how Jack screamed when his leg was set, and how Frank was found white as a sheet, with his head under the pump, while Gus restored the tone of his friend's nerves, by pumping as if the house was on fire.

"Whist, my lass, and go to sleep. Take a sup of the good wine Mrs. Minot sent, for you are as cold as a clod, and it breaks my heart to see my Janey so."

"I can't go to sleep; I don't see how Jack's mother could send me anything when I've half killed him. I want to be cold and ache and have horrid things done to me. Oh, if I ever get out of this bed I'll be the best girl in the world, to pay for this. See if I ain't!" and Jill gave such a decided nod that her tears flew all about the pillow like a shower.

"You'd better begin at once, for you won't get out of that bed for a long while, I'm afraid, my lamb," sighed her mother, unable to conceal the anxiety that lay so heavy on her heart.

"Am I hurt badly, Mammy?"

"I fear it, lass."

"I'm glad of it; I ought to be worse than Jack, and I hope I am. I'll bear it well, and be good right away. Sing, Mammy, and I'll try to go to sleep to please you."

Jill shut her eyes with sudden and unusual meekness, and before her mother had crooned half a dozen verses of an old ballad, the little black head lay still upon the pillow, and repentant Jill was fast asleep with a red mitten in her hand.

Mrs. Pecq was an Englishwoman who had left Montreal at the death of her husband, a French Canadian, and had come to live in the tiny cottage which stood near Mrs. Minot's big house, separated only by an arbor-vitae hedge. A sad, silent person, who had seen better days, but said nothing about them, and earned her bread by sewing, nursing, work in the factory, or anything that came in her way, being anxious to educate her little girl. Now, as she sat beside the bed in the small, poor room, that hope almost died within her, for here was the child laid up for months, probably, and the one ambition and pleasure of the solitary woman's life was to see Janey Pecq's name over all the high marks in the school-reports she proudly brought home.

"She'll win through, please Heaven, and I'll see my lass a gentlewoman yet, thanks to the good friend in yonder, who will never let her want for care," thought the poor soul, looking out into the gloom where a long ray of light streamed from the great house warm and comfortable upon the cottage, like the spirit of kindness which made the inmates friends and neighbors.

Meantime, that other mother sat by her boy's bed as anxious but with better hope, for Mrs. Minot made trouble sweet and helpful by the way in which she bore it; and her boys were learning of her how to find silver linings to the clouds that must come into the bluest skies.

Jack lay wide awake, with hot cheeks, and throbbing head, and all sorts of queer sensations in the broken leg. The soothing potion he had taken did not affect him yet, and he tried to beguile the weary time by wondering who came and went below. Gentle rings at the front door, and mysterious tappings at the back, had been going on all the evening; for the report of the accident had grown astonishingly in its travels, and at eight o'clock the general belief was that Jack had broken both legs, fractured his skull, and lay at the point of death, while Jill had dislocated one shoulder, and was bruised black and blue from top to toe. Such being the case, it is no wonder that anxious playmates and neighbors haunted the doorsteps of the two houses, and that offers of help poured in.

Frank, having tied up the bell and put a notice in the lighted side-window, saying, "Go to the back door," sat in the parlor, supported by his chum, Gus, while Ed played softly on the piano, hoping to lull Jack to sleep. It did soothe him, for a very sweet friendship existed between the tall youth and the lad of thirteen. Ed went with the big fellows, but always had a kind word for the smaller boys; and affectionate Jack, never ashamed to show his love, was often seen with his arm round Ed's shoulder, as they sat together in the pleasant red parlors, where all the young people were welcome and Frank was king.

"Is the pain any easier, my darling?" asked Mrs. Minot, leaning over the pillow, where the golden head lay quiet for a moment.

"Not much. I forget it listening to the music. Dear old Ed is playing all my favorite tunes, and it is very nice. I guess he feels pretty sorry about me."

"They all do. Frank could not talk of it. Gus wouldn't go home to tea, he was so anxious to do something for us. Joe brought back the bits of your poor sled, because he didn't like to leave them lying round for any one to carry off, he said, and you might like them to remember your fall by."

Jack tried to laugh, but it was rather a failure, though he managed to say, cheerfully,—

"That was good of old Joe. I wouldn't lend him 'Thunderbolt' for fear he'd hurt it. Couldn't have smashed it up better than I did, could he? Don't think I want any pieces to remind me of that fall. I just wish you'd seen us, mother! It must have been a splendid spill to look at, any way."

"No, thank you; I'd rather not even try to imagine my precious boy going heels over head down that dreadful hill. No more pranks of that sort for some time, Jacky;" and Mrs. Minot looked rather pleased on the whole to have her venturesome bird safe under her maternal wing.

"No coasting till some time in January. What a fool I was to do it! Go-bangs always are dangerous, and that's the fun of the thing. Oh dear!"

Jack threw his arms about and frowned darkly, but never said a word of the wilful little baggage who had led him into mischief; he was too much of a gentleman to tell on a girl, though it cost him an effort to hold his tongue, because Mamma's good opinion was very precious to him, and he longed to explain. She knew all about it, however, for Jill had been carried into the house reviling herself for the mishap, and even in the midst of her own anxiety for her boy, Mrs. Minot understood the state of the case without more words. So she now set his mind at rest by saying, quietly.

"Foolish fun, as you see, dear. Another time, stand firm and help Jill to control her headstrong will. When you learn to yield less and she more, there will be no scrapes like this to try us all."

"I'll remember, mother. I hate not to be obliging, but I guess it would have saved us lots of trouble if I'd said No in the beginning. I tried to, but she would go. Poor Jill! I'll take better care of her next time. Is she very ill, Mamma?"

"I can tell you better to-morrow. She does not suffer much, and we hope there is no great harm done."

"I wish she had
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