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There was nothing like home, that familiar smell of bread cooking over coals, the scent of Mother's lavender sachets tucked into every corner, and the particular mustiness that clung to old wood and well-worn fabric. Jo breathed it in deeply as she climbed the narrow stairs, her carpetbag bumping against her hip with each step. The floorboards creaked their familiar greeting beneath her boots.

New York had been all sharp edges and foreign smells, smoke and strangers' perfume, and the metallic tang of ambition that seemed to coat everything. Here, the air itself felt softer, more forgiving. Even if Friedrich's words still rang in her ears like a bell she couldn't silence.

"Base," he had called her stories. "Unbefitting."

Jo's jaw tightened as she pushed open the door to her room.

What did he know of what befitted a woman? The professor, with his careful manners, pressed collars, and his way of looking at her as if she were a child playing at being grown. She dropped her bag with more force than necessary, savoring the satisfying thud it made against the floor.

She had made twenty-five dollars from those "base" stories. It was more money than most women could earn in a year. She pulled out the folded banknotes from her pocket and studied them, the edges already worn from how often she'd taken them out to count during her journey home.

Friedrich Bhaer would have had her turn down the money on principle, money that could help Marmee and Beth, that could pay for little luxuries they'd never afforded.

Jo paced the small room, her mind racing. She'd seen other stories in the penny papers or those sold quietly in the markets. Stories that made hers look positively tame by comparison. Why, just on the train ride home, she'd glimpsed a woman reading a yellow-backed novel with heaving bosoms on the cover, cheeks flushed as she turned each page.

Those authors surely made twice, perhaps three times, what she'd earned.

Jo glanced at her watch. Three hours until anyone would be home for tea. Meg was visiting the Moffats with the twins. Amy was at her art lesson. Marmee had taken Beth to visit the Humm

els. The house was utterly silent. With a sudden burst of resolve, Jo gathered up her writing materials and headed for the attic. It had always been her sanctuary, the place where her imagination could run wild without judgment or restraint.

Jo settled at her writing desk, running her fingers lovingly over its scarred surface. "Base and unbefitting," she muttered, dipping her pen into the inkwell with more force than necessary. "I'll show him base."

The words began to flow, hesitant at first, then faster. Her cheeks grew warm as she described a midnight encounter between a lady of quality and her groom.

"Her breath caught as his calloused fingers traced the delicate skin of her—" she read aloud as she wrote.

A tremendous crash shattered her concentration, and Joe leapt to her feet with a startled cry. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she pressed her hand to her chest, trying to steady her breathing.

"Who's there?" she called out, her voice higher than she intended.
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