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A rich little girl called Sunshine runs away from her own birthday party into the back courts of the city and is taken in by an Irish washerwoman and her son Teddy — until an organ-grinder carries her off to dance for pennies, a railway accident separates everyone, and a young woman named Dora brings her to Outpost, an old farmhouse in the Berkshire Hills. Jane G. Austin — no relation to the English novelist — later made the Pilgrims her subject; this 1867 book is her story of a lost child, and the city poor in it are drawn with more sympathy than sentiment.
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[image: ]Chapter I. Sunshine.

“The last day of October!” said the Sun to himself,—“the last day of my favorite month, and the birthday of my little namesake! See if I don’t make the most of it!”
So the Sun called to all the winds and all the breezes, who, poor things! had but just gone to bed after a terrible night’s work, ordering them to get up directly, and sweep the sky as clear as a bell; and bid all the clouds, whether big white mountains, little pinky islands, sweeping mares’-tails, or freckled mackerel-back, to put themselves out of the way, and keep out of it until November; when, as the Sun remarked with a sigh, they would have it all their own way.
“And as soon as that job’s done,” continued he, “you may go to bed again in the Mountains of the Moon; for you will only disturb me if you are about.”
So the winds, grumbling and sighing a little, went to their work; and the Sun, after a good dip in the Atlantic Ocean, began to roll up the eastern sky, flecking the waves with diamond spray, touching up the gay-colored leaves still clinging to the forest-trees, blazing on the town and city clocks to let every one know how late it was, and finally thrusting his saucy glances into all the windows to see how many persons had needed him.
“Come, come, you city-folks!” cried the Sun. “Your neighbors in the country were up before I was, and have eaten their breakfasts, and half cleared it away by this time; and here are you just beginning to dress yourselves! Hurry up, I say! hurry up! It is the last day of October, don’t you know? and tomorrow will be November.
“But, at the corner house of a handsome square, the Sun found himself better satisfied; for through the windows of the dining room he saw a lady and gentleman seated at the table, having apparently almost finished their breakfast.
“That is better,” remarked the Sun: and, thrusting one of his slender golden fingers through the window, he touched the stag’s head upon the cover of the silver coffee-pot; glanced off, and sparkled in the cut glass of the goblets and egg-glasses; flickered across the white and gilt china; pierced the fiery heart of the diamond upon the first finger of the lady’s left hand, and then, creeping swiftly up her white throat, played joyously in her golden curls, and even darted into her soft blue eyes, making them sparkle as brilliantly as the diamond.
“The sun shines directly in your face, Fanny,” said Mr. Legrange, admiring the color in his wife’s hair. “Shall I lower the shade?”
“Oh, no! thank you. I never want the sunshine shut out,” replied she, moving her chair a little.
“Not today of all days in the year, I suppose; not on the birthday of our little Sunshine. And where is she?” asked Mr. Legrange, half turning his chair from the table to the fire, and unfolding the damp newspaper beside his plate.
“I told Susan to send her down as soon as she had done her breakfast. Hark! I hear her.” And the Sun, drawing his finger across the mother’s lips, helped them to so bright a smile, that her husband said,—
“I am afraid we have more than our share of Sunshine, or at least that I have, little wife.”
The bright smile grew so bright as the lady bent a little toward her husband, that the Sun whispered,—
“There’s no need of sun here, I plainly see,” but, for all that, crept farther into the room; while the door opened, and in skipped a little girl, who might have been taken for the beautiful lady at the head of the table suddenly diminished to childish proportions, and dressed in childish costume, but with all her beauty intensified by the condensation: for the blue eyes were as large and clear, and even deeper in their tint; the clustering hair was of a brighter gold; and the fair skin pearlier in its whiteness, and richer in its rosiness; while the gay exuberance of life, glowing and sparkling from every curve and dimple of the child’s face and figure, was, even in the happy mother’s face, somewhat dimmed by the shadows that still must fall upon every life past its morning, be it never so happy, or never so prosperous.
“Morning, mamma and papa. It’s my birthday; and I’m six years old,—six, six years old! One, two, three, four, five, six years old! Susan told them all to me, and Susan said she guessed papa didn’t forgotten it. She didn’t forgotten it; and see!”
The child held up a gay horn of sugar-plums fluttering with ribbons, and then, hugging it to her breast with one hand, plunged the other in, and offered a little fistful of the comfits, first to her father, and then to her mother. Both smilingly declined the treat, explaining that they had but just done breakfast: and the young lady, dropping some back into the horn, thrust the rest into her own mouth, saying, “So has I; but I like candy all the day.”
“Come here, you little Sunshine,” said Mr. Legrange, drawing her toward him. “So Susie thought I hadn’t forgotten your birthday, eh? Well, do you know what they always do to people on their birthdays?”
“Give ‘em presents,” replied the child promptly, as she desperately swallowed the mouthful of candy.
“Ho, ho! that’s it is it? No; but, besides that, they always pull their ears as many times as they are years old. Now, then, don’t you wish I had forgotten it?”
Sunshine’s eyes grew a little larger, and traveled swiftly toward her mother’s face, coming back to her father’s with a smile.
“I don’t believe you’d hurt me much, papa,” said she, nestling close to his side.
The father folded her tightly in his arms, lifting her to a seat upon his knee.
“I don’t believe I would, little Sunshine. Well, then, sometimes, instead of pinches, they give little girls as many kisses as they are years old. How will that do?”
The rosy mouth, gathering for a kiss, answered without words; but Mr. Legrange, taking the dimpled face between his hands, said,—
“No, no! we must go on deliberately. One for the forehead, two for the eyes,—that makes three; one for each cheek makes five; and now the last and best for the lips makes six. Next year, there will be another for the chin, and, after that, one in each ear: won’t that be nice?”
“And mamma? Hasn’t Sunshine any kisses for her this morning?” asked Mrs. Legrange.
The child slid from her father’s knee to the floor, and, with her arms round her mother’s neck, whispered,—
“I’ll give mamma all these kisses papa just gave me, and some more too.”
And for a minute or two it would have been hard to say to which head the showery golden curls belonged, or which pair of lips was the kisser’s, and which the kissed; while the Sun fairly danced with delight as he wrapped the two in a beautiful golden mantle woven of his choicest beams.
[image: Elm Forest in Autumn]Elm Forest in Autumn — Edvard Munch (1919)Mr. Legrange looked on, laughing, for a moment, and then said,—
“So Susan told you people get presents on their birthdays, did she, ‘Toinette?”
“Yes, papa;” and the child, half turning from her mother, but still clinging round her neck, looked at her father roguishly.
“And I guess you knew it before, and didn’t forgotten about it, did you, papa?” asked she.
“Well, yes, I believe I have heard something of the kind,” said Mr. Legrange, gravely considering; “but, dear me! did you expect me to make you a present?”
‘Toinette’s face grew rather blank; and a sudden impulse turned down the corners of her mouth with a little tremble across the lips. But the instinct of native refinement and delicacy overcame the disappointment; and, coming to her father’s side, the child put her hand in his with a brave little smile, saying,—
“It’s no matter, papa dear. I’ve got ever so many pretty things up in the nursery; and Susan gave me the candy.”
Mr. Legrange looked at his wife.
“Your own child, Fanny. O Sunshine, Sunshine! what are you coming to by and by? But bless me! what is this in the pocket of my dressing-gown? Let me take it out, lest it should hurt you when I set you in my lap again. Funny-looking little box, isn’t it?”
As he spoke, Mr. Legrange laid upon the table a long, flat box of red morocco, with some gilt letters upon the top.
“Yes, papa. What’s in the box?” asked ‘Toinette, still with a little effort.
“What do you think, Sunshine?”
“I guess it’s some cigars, papa.”
“It would make a good cigar-case, to be sure; but you know I have one already, and mamma says I ought not to have any. Let us peep in, and see what else the box would be good for besides cigars.”
He unfastened the little hooks holding down the cover as he spoke, and placed the casket in ‘Toinette’s hands. She raised the lid, and uttered a low cry; while her face flushed scarlet with surprise and pleasure.
[image: Palm Trees, Red]Palm Trees, Red — Winslow Homer (1890)Upon the white satin lining, lay two bracelets of coral cameos, linked with gold, and fastened by a broad golden clasp.
“Are they pretty?” asked Mr. Legrange, smiling at the eager little face upraised to his.
“Oh! they are lovely pretty. O papa! oh! is they?”—
“Yes they are yours, Sunshine. Mamma said you had been begging for some bracelets like Minnie Wall’s; and so, as I had heard that people sometimes liked presents on their birthdays, and as I had not forgotten when Sunshine’s came, I thought I would bring her a pair.”
The excess of ‘Toinette’s rapture would not allow of speech; but Mrs. Legrange, peeping over her shoulder, exclaimed,—
“Why, Paul! those are not what I asked you to get. I told you common coral beads, strung on elastic, and fastened with a little snap.”
“But these were so much prettier, my dear, and will be of some value when she grows up, as the others would not. At any rate, they are marked: so we must keep them now. See!”
Mr. Legrange touched a tiny spring; and the upper part of the clasp, opening upon a hinge, showed a plate beneath, engraved with the name, “Antoinette Legrange.”
“Yes: they are certainly very handsome; and ‘Toinette must be as careful of them as possible. They will be just right to loop up her sleeves while she is so little, and, when she is older, to wear as bracelets,” said Mrs. Legrange admiringly.
“I may wear them this afternoon at my party, mayn’t I, mamma?” asked ‘Toinette, trying to clasp one upon her little arm.
“Oh, we are to have a party, are we!” exclaimed Mr. Legrange raising his eyebrows in dismay.
“Just half a dozen children to play with ‘Toinette, and to go home after a nursery-tea,” explained his wife.
“Oh, well! I shall be a little late to dinner, very likely: so it will all be over when I arrive. Shall I bring Tom Burroughs home with me to dine?”
“I want Cousin Tommy to come to my party, papa. Tell him to come, please, and Sunshine’s love.”
“Your party, chick? Why! he would be Gulliver among the Liliputians. He would tread on a dozen of the guests at the first step, and never know it.”
“I don’t think he would, papa; and he’s my little wife, and I want him,” persisted ‘Toinette.
“No, no, dear,” interposed Mrs. Legrange. “Cousin Tom wouldn’t want to come, and my little girl mustn’t tease.”
“No, mamma; but he’s my little wife,” murmured ‘Toinette, going back to her bracelets with a shadow of disappointment in the curve of her pretty mouth.
“If mamma is willing, I will ask Cousin Tom, and he can do as he likes about accepting,” said the fond father, watching his Sunshine’s face.
Mamma smiled roguishly, murmuring,—“’So long as a woman’s possessed of a tear, She’ll always have her own way;’” and then, added aloud,—
“Just as you like, of course, papa; but here is Susan, ready to take ‘Toinette for her walk.”
The dining room door opened softly, and a fresh, pretty-looking nursery-maid stepped in, saying
“Is Miss ‘Toinette ready to come up stairs, ma’am?”
Yes, Susan. You may take the bracelets, pet; but, when you go out, leave them in the drawer of your bureau.”
“Yes, mamma. Good-by, mamma and papa; and don’t forget my little wife, papa.”
“I won’t forget, Sunshine,” said Mr. Legrange, laughing, as he followed the child and nurse to the door, and watched them up stairs.
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THREE o’clock came at last, although ‘Toinette had become fully persuaded it never would; and the little guests arrived as punctually as juvenile guests are apt to arrive. Later on in life, people either expect less pleasure from meeting each other, or are more willing to defer securing it; or perhaps it is that they are willing to allow their friends the first chance of appropriating the happiness in store for all. If none of these, what is the reason, children, that, at grown parties, the struggle is to see who shall arrive last, while at ours it is to see who shall come first?
‘Toinette was dressed, and in the drawing room ready to receive her little friends, by half-past two; and very nice she looked in her light-blue merino frock, with its pretty embroideries, her long golden hair curled in the feathery ringlets Susan was so proud of making, her sleeves looped up with new bracelets, and a little embroidered handkerchief just peeping out of her pockets
Mrs. Legrange, who sat reading by the fire, watched with some amusement and more anxiety the movements of the little beauty, who walked slowly up and down the room, twisting her head to look now at one shoulder and now at the other, now at the flow of her skirts behind, and now at the dainty fit of her bronze cloth gaiter-boots. At last, stopping before the long mirror, Miss ‘Toinette began practicing the courtesy she had learned at dancing-school, finishing by throwing a kiss from the tips of her fingers to the graceful little shadow in the mirror.
“She will be spoiled, entirely spoiled, before she is a year older,” thought the mother anxiously. “She is so beautiful! and every one tells her of it. What shall I do?”
But sometimes, when our task seems too difficult for us, God takes it into his own hand, and does it in his own way, though that way to us be strange and painful.
[image: Woodsman and Fallen Tree]Woodsman and Fallen Tree — Winslow Homer (1891)While Mrs. Legrange still hesitated whether to speak, and what to say, the doorbell rang, and ‘Toinette rushed away to meet her friends, and take them to the dressing room, where they were to leave their outside garments; and the mother laid aside her book, and prepared to help in entertaining the little people.
[image: North Woods Club, Adirondacks]North Woods Club, Adirondacks — Winslow Homer (1892)Another ring at the bell; another troop of little feet, and peal of merry voices; another and another; and, following the last, a firmer step upon the stair, and the appearance in the drawing room of a tall, fine-looking young man, of twenty two or three years old, who came forward, offering his hand to Mrs. Legrange.
“Why, Tom,” said she, “did you really come?”
“As you see, Cousin Fanny. Paul gave me the invitation, with my little wife’s love; and how could I decline?”
“I am sure it is very good of you to come and help entertain; but I am afraid it will be a sad bore. Miss Minnie Wall, the oldest of the young ladies, is but just fourteen; and Bessie Rider, the youngest, is not yet six.”
“But I came to visit my little wife,” persisted Mr. Burroughs, laughing gayly.
“Here she is, then, with all the rest behind her;” and, as the little hostess caught sight of her new guest, she flew toward him, crying,—
“Oh, my little wife has come!—my little, wife!”
Every one laughed, except the young man thus oddly addressed, who gravely extended his hand, saying,—
“Miss ‘Toinette, allow me to wish you many happy returns of this fortunate day.”
‘Toinette looked at him a moment in surprise, then, glancing at the other guests, said innocently,—
“I guess you talk that way because the girls are here; but I like the way you are always, best.”
This time Tom laughed as loud as the rest, and, catching the child in his arms, kissed her a dozen times, saying,—
“That is it, Sunshine. Let us be natural, and have a good time. Get the table-cloth, and make an elephant of me.”
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“LET us have a dance!” exclaimed Minnie Wall, when all the games had been played, and the little people stood for a moment, wondering what they should do next.
“O Mrs. Legrange! will you play for us?”
“Certainly. What will you have, Minnie? But, in the first place, can you all dance?”
“Yes’m, every one of us. Even ‘Toinette and Bessie have learned at their Kindergarten; and the rest of us all go to Mr. Papanti. O Mrs. Legrange! last Saturday, when you let Susan bring ‘Toinette to dancing-school, I told Mr. Papanti what a pretty little dancer she was; and he made her stand up, and she learned the cachuca with half a dozen others of us; and he did laugh and bow so at her, you never saw; and he called her enfant Cherrytoe, or something like that”—
“Cerito,” suggested Mrs. Legrange, smiling.
“Yes’m, I guess that was it; and she learned it beautifully. Have you seen her dance it?”
“Yes, the old gentleman called me Cherrytoe; and you must, mamma, and every one, because I dance so pretty, with my little toes. Will you call me Cherrytoe always, mamma?” asked ‘Toinette, with such a complacent delight in her own accomplishments, that her mother’s smile was sad as it was tender. But she felt that this was not the time or place to reprove the vanity so rankly springing in the child’s heart; so she only said,—
“Mr. Papanti was in fun when he called you Cherrytoe, darling. She was a woman who danced better than I hope you ever will. Now, who is ready for Virginia reel?”
Tom Burroughs led Minnie Wall to the head of the set, other children rushed for places, Mrs. Legrange seated herself at the piano, and the merry dance went on; but, when it was over, Minnie Wall returned to Mrs. Legrange’s side, followed by two or three more, begging her to play the cachuca, and see how nicely ‘Toinette could dance it. Half unwillingly the mother complied, and found really astonished as she noticed the graceful evolutions and accurate time of the child, who went through the intricate motions of the dance without a single mistake, and, at the close, dropped her little courtesy, and kissed her little hand, with the grace and self-possession of a danseuse.
[image: Palm Trees, Florida]Palm Trees, Florida — Winslow Homer (1904)The children crowded around her with a clamor of delight and surprise; but the mother, anxiously watching her darling’s flushed face and sparkling eyes, whispered to her cousin, as he playfully applauded,—
“Oh, don’t, Tom! The child will be utterly ruined by so much flattery and admiration. I feel very badly about it, I assure you.”
“But she is absolutely so bewitching! How can we help admiring her?” replied he, laughing.
“No: but it is wrong; it won’t do,” persisted Mrs. Legrange. “Just see how excited and happy she looks because they are all admiring her! You must help me to check it, Tom. Come, you are so famous for stories, tell them one about a peacock, or something,—a story with a moral about being vain, you know, only not too pointed.”
“A pill with a very thick sugar-coat,” suggested Mr. Burroughs, and, as his cousin nodded, continued, in a louder voice,—
“A story, ladies and gentlemen! Who will listen to the humble attempts of an unfortunate improvisator[1]?”
“Yes, yes, a story; let us have a story!” shouted with one accord both girls and boys; and with ‘Toinette perched upon his knee, and the rest grouped about him, Cousin Tom began the story of THE CHILDREN OF MERRIGOLAND.
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Notes
[1] improvisator — improviser

[image: ]Chapter IV. The Children of Merrigoland.

ONCE upon a time, in the pleasant country of Merrigoland, all the fathers and mothers, the uncles and aunts, the grandpas and grandmas, in fact, all the grown-up people of every sort, were invited to the governor’s house to spend a week; and all the cooks and chambermaids, and nurses and waiters, and coachmen and gardeners, in Merrigoland, were invited to go and wait upon them: so there was nobody left at home in any of the houses but the children; not even the babies; for their mothers had carried them in their arms to the governor’s house.
“What fun!” shouted the children. “We can do everything we have a mind to now.”
“We’ll eat all the cake and pies and preserves and candies in the country,” said Patty Pettitoes[1].
“We’ll swing on all the gates, and climb all the cherry-trees, and chase all the roosters, and play ball against the parlor-windows,” said Tom Tearcoat.
“We’ll lie down on the sofas, and read stories all day, and go to sleep before the fire at night,” said Dowsabelle Dormouse.
“We’ll dress up in all our mothers’ clothes, and put on their rings and breastpins,” said little Finnikin Fine, pushing a chair in front of the looking-glass, and climbing up to look at herself.
“We’ll get our stockings dirty, and tear our frocks, and tumble our hair, and not wash our hands at dinner-time, nor put on our eating-aprons,” said Georgie Tearcoat, Tom’s younger sister.
“Yes, yes: we’ll all do just as we like best for a whole week; for father and mother said we might!” shouted all the children in Merrigoland, and then laughed so loud, that the mice ran out of their holes to see what was the matter; and the cats never noticed them, they were so busy sticking the hair straight up on their backs, and making their tails look like chimney-brushes; while all the birds in the pleasant gardens of Merrigoland fluttered their wings, and sung,—
“Only listen to the row!
What in the world’s the matter now?
Tweet, tweet! Can’t sing a note;
My heart’s just jumping out of my throat.
Bobolink, bobolink,
What do you think?
Is the world very glad,
Or has it gone mad?”

So the children all did what they liked best, and frolicked in the sunshine like a swarm of butterflies, or like several hundred little kittens, until it came night; and then they went into the houses, and put themselves to bed. But some of them, I am afraid, forgot to say their prayers when their mammas were not there to remind them of it.
[image: Cottage on Fire]Cottage on Fire — Joseph Wright of Derby (1793)The next morning they all jumped up, and dressed very gayly (for children do not often lie in bed), and came down to breakfast: but, lo and behold! there was no breakfast ready, nor even any fire in the ranges and cooking-stoves, and in some houses not even any shavings and kindling wood to make a fire; and the cows, who were mostly of a Scotch breed, came to the bars, calling,—
“Moo, moo, moo! Who’ll milk us noo?”
and the hens all stuck their heads through the bars of the poultry-yard fence, and cried,—
“Kah-dah-cut, kah-dah-cut! Are you having your hair cut? Can you give us some corn This beautiful morn?”
and the pigeons came flying down to the back door, murmuring,—
“Coo, coo, coo! Must we breakfast on dew?”
and all the little children began to cry as loud as they could, and call,—
“Mamma, mamma, mamma! I want you and papa!”
So, altogether, the older children were just about crazy, and felt as if they’d like to cry too. But that never would do, of course; for nobody cries when old enough to know better: so after running round to each others’ houses, and talking a little, they agreed they would all work together, and that every one should do what he could do best. So Tom Tearcoat, instead of climbing trees, and smashing the furniture with his hatchet, went and split kindlings in all the wood-houses; and his sister Georgie, who never wanted to be in the house, carried them into the kitchens; and Patty Pettitoes tried her hand at cooking, instead of eating; and Dowsabelle Dormouse made the beds, and beat up the sofa-pillows; and Mattie Motherly, whose chief delight was playing at housekeeping in her baby-house, set the tables, and put the parlors to rights. But there seemed to be nothing that Finnikin Fine could do; for she had never thought of anything but dressing, in all the gay clothes she could get, and looking into the mirror until she had worn quite a place in the carpet before it. But, at last, someone said,—
“Oh! Finnikin may dress the little children: that will suit her best.”
So Finnikin tried to do that. But she spent so much time tying up the little girls’ sleeves with ribbons, and parting the little boys’ hair behind, that, when breakfast-time came, they were not half ready, and began to cry,—
“O Finnikin, O!
Don’t spend your time so,
But put on our dresses,
And smooth out our tresses;
We don’t care for curls,
Either boys or girls,
If we are but neat,
And may sit down to eat.”

So at last Finnikin followed their advice, and, when she had dressed all the children, was so tired and hungry, that she was glad to sit down and eat her breakfast without even looking in the mirror once while she was at table.
[image: Extensive Wooded Upland Landscape]Extensive Wooded Upland Landscape — Thomas Gainsborough (1786)But nobody knew how to milk the cows; and, although Tom and Georgie Tearcoat tried with all their might, they could not manage to get a drop of milk from one of them, and no one else even tried. But, just as the children were all wondering what they should do, little Peter Phinn, who had been listening and looking, with his hands in the pockets of his ragged trousers, and a broad grin on his freckled face, said slowly,—
“I know how to milk.”
“You do! Why didn’t you say so, Peter Phinn?” cried all the children angrily.
“Oh! I didn’t know as you’d want me and Merry amongst you,” said Peter.
“Why not? Of course we do,” said Patty Pettitoes, who was a very good-natured little girl.
“Because Finnikin Fine told Merry once she wasn’t fit to play with her, when her clothes was so poor,” said Peter.
“Did Finnikin say that?” asked Patty.
“Yes, she did, sure; and she called her a little Paddy, and said, if she wore such an old, mean gown and bonnet, she’d ought to keep out of the way of folks that dressed nicer, as she did.”
Then all the children turned and looked at Finnikin Fine, and said,—
“Oh, shame, Finnikin! for shame to talk so to good little Merry Phinn!”
Then Finnikin hung down her head, and blushed very much, and began to cry; but Merry Phinn went close to her, and whispered,—
“Never mind them, honey. I’ll forget it sooner than you will, and I’ll come and help you dress the children tomorrow morning.”
“And I’ll give you my new pink muslin, and my white beads, and my bronze slippers with pink rosettes, and, and,” began Finnikin; but Merry put her little brown hand over her mouth, and said, laughing,—
“And, if I get all these fine things, I’d be as bad as yourself, Finny darling. No: I’ll wear my calico gown, and my sun-bonnet, and my strong shoes; and you’ll see I can get to my work or my play without half the bother you’d make in your finery.”
So Finnikin, still blushing, and crying a little, put her arm round Merry’s neck, and kissed her; and then she ran and took off the rinses and pins and ribbons and flowers she had found time since breakfast to put on, and changed her blue silk dress for a neat gingham and a white apron, and put her hair into a net, instead of the wreath and curls it had cost her so much trouble to arrange. And, when she came down stairs again, all the children cried,—
“Only see how pretty Finnikin Fine is in her plain dress! She looks like a little girl now, instead of a wax doll in a toy-shop window.”
“Yes,” said Tom Tearcoat; “and a fellow could play with her now in some comfort. It used to be,—
“’Dear me, you rude boy! you’ve gone and torn my flounce!’ or, ‘You’ve spoilt my bow!’ or, ‘Dear me, you troublesome creature! you’ve made me so nervous!’”
Every one laughed to hear Tom mimic Finnikin, he did it so well; but, when they saw that the little girl herself was troubled by it, they left off directly, and began to talk of other things; and Tom came and tucked a big green apple into her pocket, and a lump of maple-sugar into her hand.
[image: Assembly at Wanstead House]Assembly at Wanstead House — William Hogarth (1731)Then Peter and Merry, who had always been used to waiting upon themselves, and doing all the work they were able to do, showed the other children many things which they needed to know, and helped them in so many ways, that the troubles of the morning were soon forgotten; and when, after clearing away the dinner, the little people all came out to play upon the green, they agreed to crown Peter and Merry King, and Queen of Merrigoland from three o’clock in the afternoon until sunset, because they were the only boy and girl in all the land who knew how to do the work that must every day be done to make us all comfortable. But Peter and Merry, who were very sensible as well as very good-natured children, said,—
“No, no, no! There shall be no kings or queens in Merrigoland. We will teach you all that we know, and you shall teach us all that you know, and so we will help each other; and no one shall think himself better than any one else, or forget that none of us can do well without the help of all the rest.”
So the children shouted,—
“Hurrah for Peter and Merry, and down with fine ways and fine clothes!”
And then they gave three cheers so loud, that the fathers and mothers, and grandpas and grandmas, and uncles and aunts, and brothers and sisters, heard them, as they sat at dinner in the governor’s house; and all came trooping home in a great hurry to see what was the matter.
[image: Speaker Arthur Onslow calling upon Sir Robert Walpole to speak in the House of Commons]Speaker Arthur Onslow calling upon Sir Robert Walpole to speak in the House of Commons — William Hogarth (1730)But when they heard the story, and found how well the children were going on, they said,—
“We could teach them nothing better than what they are learning for themselves. We may let them alone.”
So they all went back to the governor’s house, and spent the rest of the week, and”—
“Tea is ready, Mrs. Legrange,” said James at the parlor-door.
[image: ]
Notes
[1] Pettitoes — pig’s feet

[image: ]Chapter V. The Runaway.

TEA was over, and the little guests made ready to go home. Cousin Tom, declining Mrs. Legrange’s invitation to dinner on plea of another engagement, delighted Miss Minnie Wall’s heart by offering to wait upon her home, but rather injured the effect of his politeness by taking Willy and Jerry Noble upon the other side, and talking pegtop with them as glibly as he talked opera with the young lady.
As for the rest, some went alone, some with their nurses, some with each other. Little Bessie Rider was the last; and, when the nurse did not come for her as had been promised, Mrs. Legrange bid Susan lead her home, leaving ‘Toinette in the drawing room till her return.
“And I must go and lie down a little before I dress for dinner,” continued she to ‘Toinette. “So, Sunshine, I shall leave you here alone, if you will promise not to touch anything you should not, or to go too near the fire.”
The little girl promised; and, with a lingering kiss, her mother left her.
Alone in the twilight, ‘Toinette sat for a while upon the rug, watching the bright coals as they tinkled through the grate, or rushed in roaring flame up the chimney.
“I wish I was a fire-fairy, and lived in that big red hole right in the middle of the fire,” thought ‘Toinette. “Then I would wear such a beautiful dress just like gold, and a wreath on my head all blazing with fire; and I would dance a-tiptoe away up the chimney and into the sky: and perhaps I should come to heaven; no, to the sun. I wonder if the sun is heaven for the fire-fairies, and I wonder if they dance in the sunset.”
So ‘Toinette jumped up, and, running to one of the long windows, put her little eager face close to the glass, and looked far away across the square, and down the long street beyond, to the beautiful western sky, all rosy and golden and purple with the sunset-clouds; while just above them a great white star stood trembling in the deep blue, as if frightened at finding itself out all alone in the night.
“No,” thought ‘Toinette; “I don’t want to be a fire-fairy, and dance in the sunset: I want to be a—a angel, I guess, and live in that beautiful star. Then I’d have a dress all white and shining like mamma’s that she wore to the ball. But mamma said the little girl in the story was naughty to like her pretty dress, and she weared a gingham one when she was good. Guess I won’t be any fairy. I’ll be Finnikin Fine, and wear a gingham gown and apron. I’ll tell papa to carry away the bracelets too. I’m going to be good like Merry that weared a sun-bonnet.”
Eager to commence the proposed reform, ‘Toinette tugged at the bracelet upon her left shoulder until she broke the clasp and tore the pretty lace of her under-sleeve.
“Dear, dear, what a careless child!” exclaimed the little girl, remembering the phrase so often repeated to her. “But it ain’t any matter, I guess,” added she, brightening up; “for I shan’t have any under-sleeve to my gingham dress. Susan’s aunt doesn’t.”
‘Toinette paused, with her hand upon the other bracelet trying to remember whether Susan, or the little girl who came to see her, was the aunt. The question was not settled, when the sound of music in the street below attracted ‘Toinette’s attention. Clinging to the window-ledge so as to see over the iron railing of the balcony, she peeped down, and saw a small dark man walking slowly by the house, turning the crank of a hand-organ which he carried at his side. Upon the organ was perched a monkey, dressed in a red coat with gilt buttons, a little cocked hat, and blue trousers. He was busily eating a seed-cake; pausing now and then to look about him in a sort of anxious way, chattering all the while as if he thought someone wanted to take it away from him.
‘Toinette had never before seen a monkey; and she stared at this one in great surprise and delight, taking him for a little man, and his inarticulate chattering for words in some foreign language such as she had sometimes heard spoken.
The music also suited the little girl’s ear better than the best strains of the Italian opera would have done; and altogether she was resolved to see and hear more both of the monkey and the music.
“Mamma’s asleep, and Susan gone out; so I can’t ask leave, but I’ll only stay a little tiny minute, and tell the little man what is his name, and what he is saying,” reasoned the pretty runaway, primly wrapping herself in her mother’s breakfast-shawl left lying upon the sofa, and tying her handkerchief over her head.
“Now I’s decent, and the cold won’t catch me,” murmured she, regarding herself in the mirror with much satisfaction, and then running softly down stairs. Susan, thinking she should be back directly, had left the catch-latch of the front-door fastened up: so ‘Toinette had only to turn the great silver handle of the other latch; and this, by putting both hands to it and using all her strength, she finally succeeded in doing, although she could not close the door behind her. Leaving it ajar, ‘Toinette ran down the steps, and looked eagerly along the square until she discovered the hand-organ man with his monkey just turning the corner, and flew after him as fast as her little feet would carry her. But, with all her haste, the man had already turned another corner before she overtook him, and was walking, more quickly than he had yet done, down a narrow street. He was not playing now; but the monkey, who had finished his cake, was climbing over his master’s shoulders, running down his arms and back, chattering, grinning, making faces, and evidently having a little game of romps on his own account.
‘Toinette, very much amused, tripped along behind, talking as fast as the monkey, and asking all manner of questions, to none of which either monkey or man made any reply; while all the time the beautiful rosy light was fading out of the west, and the streets were growing dark and crowded; and as the organ-grinder, followed by ‘Toinette, turned from one into another, each was dirtier and narrower and more disagreeable than the last.
All at once, the man, after hesitating for a moment, dashed across the street, and into a narrow alley opposite. Two or three dirt-carts were passing at the same time; and ‘Toinette, afraid to follow, stood upon the edge of the sidewalk, looking wistfully after him, and beginning to wonder if she ought not to be going home.
[image: The Gaming House]The Gaming House — William Hogarth (1732)While she wondered, a number of rude boys came rushing by; and, either by accident or malice, the largest one, in passing the little girl, pushed her so roughly, that she stumbled off the sidewalk altogether, and fell into the gutter.
[image: A House of Cards]A House of Cards — William Hogarth (1730)A little hurt, a good deal frightened, and still more indignant, ‘Toinette picked herself up, and looked ruefully at the mud upon her pretty dress, but would not allow herself to cry, as she longed to do.
“If I’d got my gingham dress on, it wouldn’t do so much harm,” thought she, her mind returning to the story she had that afternoon heard; and then all at once an anxious longing for home and mother seized the little heart, and sent the tiny feet flying up the narrow street as fast as they could move. But, at the corner, ‘Toinette, who never had seen the street before, took the wrong turn; and, although she ran as fast as she could, every step now led her farther from home, and deeper into the squalid by-streets and alleys, among which she was lost.
[image: ]
[image: ]Chapter VI. Mother Winch.

IN a narrow court, hardly lighted by the one gas-light flaring at its entrance, ‘Toinette stopped, and, looking dismally about her, began at last to cry. At the sound, a crooked old woman, with a great bag on her back, who had been resting upon the step of a door close by, although the little girl had not noticed her, rose, and came toward her.
“What’s the matter, young one?” asked the old woman harshly.
“I don’t know the way home, and I’m lost!” said ‘Toinette, wiping her eyes, and looking doubtfully at the old woman, who was very dark and hairy as to the face, very blinking and wicked as to the eyes, and very crooked and warped as to figure, while her dress seemed to be a mass of rags held together by dirt.
“Lost, be you?” asked this unpleasant old woman, seizing Mrs. Legrange’s beautiful breakfast-shawl, and twitching it off the child’s shoulders. “And where’d you git this ‘ere pretty shawl?”
“It’s my mamma’s, and you’d better not touch it; you might soil it, you know,” said ‘Toinette anxiously.
“Heh! Why, I guess you’re a little lady, ain’t you? B’long to the big-bugs, don’t you?”
“I don’t know. I want to go home,” stammered ‘Toinette, perplexed and frightened.
“Well, you come right in here along o’ me, and wait till I get my pack off; then I’ll show you the way home,” said the woman, as, seizing the little girl’s hand, she led her to the bottom of the court, and down some steps into a foul-smelling cellar room, perfectly dark, and very cold.
“You stop right there till I get a light,” said the woman, letting go the child’s hand when they reached the middle of the room. “Don’t ye budge now.”
Too much frightened to speak, or even cry, ‘Toinette did as she was bid, and stood perfectly still until the old woman had found a match, and, drawing it across the rusty stove, lighted a tallow[1] candle, and stuck it into the mouth of a junk-bottle. This she set upon the table; and, sinking into a chair beside it, stretched out a skinny hand, and, seizing ‘Toinette by the arm, dragged her close to her.
“Yes, you kin let me have that pooty shawl, little gal, cause—Eh, what fine clo’es we’ve got on!” exclaimed the hag, as, pulling off the shawl ‘Toinette had again wrapped about her, she examined her dress attentively for a moment, and then, fixing her eyes sternly upon the child, continued angrily,—
“Now look at here, young un. Them ain’t your clo’es; you know they ain’t. You stole ‘em.”
“Stealed my clothes!” exclaimed ‘Toinette in great indignation. “Why, no, I didn’t. Mamma gave them to me, and Susan sewed them.”
“No sech a thing, you young liar!” returned the old woman, shaking her roughly by one arm. “You stole ‘em; and I’m a-going to take ‘em off, and give you back your own, or some jist like ‘em. Then I’ll carry these fine fixings to the one they b’long to. Come, now, no blubbering. Strip off, I tell yer.”
As she spoke, she twirled the little girl round, and began to pull open the buttons of her dress. In doing this, her attention was attracted by the bracelet looping up the right sleeve; ‘Toinette having, it will be remembered, pulled off the other, and left it at home.
“Hi, hi! What sort o’ gimcrack you got here?” exclaimed she, pulling at it, until, as ‘Toinette had done with the other, she broke the links between two of the cameos, without unclasping the bracelet.
“Hi! that’s pooty! Now, what a young wretch you be for to go and say that ere’s yourn!” added she severely, as she held the trinket out of reach of the little girl, who eagerly cried,—
“It is, it is mine! Papa gave me both of them, ‘cause it’s my birthday. They’re my bracelets; only mamma said I was too little to wear them on my arms like she does, and she tied up my sleeves with them.”
“Where’s t’other one, then?”
“It’s at home. I pulled it off ‘cause I was going to be like Merry, that weared a sun-bonnet, and didn’t have any bracelets.”
“Sun-bonnet! What d’ye want of a sun-bonnet, weather like this? I’ll give you my old hood; that’s more like it, I reckon,” replied the hag, amused, in spite of herself, by the prattle of the child. ‘Toinette hesitated.
“No,” said she at last: “I guess you’d better give me my own very clo’ses, and carry me home. Then mamma will give me a gingham dress and a sun-bonnet; and maybe she’ll give you my pretty things, if you want them.”
“Thanky for nothing, miss. I reckon it’ll be a saving of trouble to take em now. I don’t b’lieve a word about your ma’am giving ‘em to you; and, more’n all, I don’t b’lieve you’ve got no ma’am.”
So saying, she rudely stripped off, first the dress, then the underclothes, and finally even the, stockings and pretty gaiter-boots; so that the poor child, frightened, ashamed, and angry, stood at last with no covering but the long ringlets of her golden hair, which, as she, sobbing, hid her face in her hands, fell about her like a veil.
[image: An Imaginary Wooded Village with Drovers and Cattle]An Imaginary Wooded Village with Drovers and Cattle — Thomas Gainsborough (1771)Leaving her thus, the old woman rummaged for a few moments in a heap of clothes thrown into the corner of the room,—the result, apparently, of many a day’s begging or theft. From them she presently produced a child’s nightgown, petticoat, and woolen skirt, a pair of coarse shoes much worn, and an old plaid shawl
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