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Nat Comes to Plumfield
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The ragged boy looked up at the gate in front of him and stammered, “Pl . . . please, sir, is this Plumfield?” Nat Blake didn’t know if he was in the right place.


“Yes,” the old man at the gate answered. “This is Plumfield. Who sent you?”


“Mr. Laurence gave me a letter for Mrs. Jo Bhaer, the lady of the house.”


The old man opened the gate and said, “In that case, I’m sure she’s expecting you. Go on up.”


The man’s kind words gave Nat the courage to walk up the path to the house. Through the rain, he could see green grass, big trees, and a lovely garden. When he lifted his head, Nat saw a very large, square house with a big, old-fashioned porch.


Goodness, Nat thought to himself, this would be a wonderful place to live.


Warm light glowed from each of the windows, and Nat could hear the pleasant hum of many voices.


I hope the lady will see me, he thought as he knocked on the door.


A rosy-faced maid swung the door open and smiled. She wasn’t at all surprised to see him. “You’re wet!” she said, pointing to a bench in the hall. “Go and sit down there for a spell to dry off while I take your note to the missus.”


The house swarmed with boys of all sizes who were playing a variety of indoor games as the rain fell. Nat looked around. To his right, he saw two large school rooms filled with blackboards, desks, and books. In the large room in front of him, a group of boys lay about talking in front of the fire while an older fellow beside them practiced the flute.


A large dinner table occupied the room to Nat’s left. On top of it were pitchers of milk, piles of brown and white bread, and perfect stacks of gingerbread cookies. He could smell toast and baked apples as well, which made his stomach grumble.


But it was the hall that truly caught his attention. From his bench, Nat could see a gang of happy boys playing tag. On one landing of the stairs, a hearty game of marbles was going on. On the other, there was a game of checkers. The stairs held a number of fascinating things for a little boy: a kitten, two puppies, a boy reading a book, and a girl singing a lullaby to a pretty doll. Nat watched as a constant stream of boys slid down the banister. It didn’t seem to matter if it ruined their clothes or broke their limbs.
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One particularly lively boy came barreling down so quickly that he could not stop and crashed to the floor. Nat ran over to the boy, who must have had a head as hard as a cannonball to survive the fall.


Expecting to find him half-dead, Nat was surprised to see the boy wink at him, and then say with a great grin, “Hello!”


“Are you all right?!” Nat asked.


“Oh, just fine!” the boy replied. “Are you new? What’s your name? How old are you?”


“I don’t know if I’m to stay yet, but my name is Nat Blake and I’m twelve.” Nat answered.


The boy jumped up off the floor and said, “Well, thunder turtles, I’m glad we’re the same age. I’m Tommy Bangs. Why don’t you come up and have a go? I’m sure Mother Jo won’t mind.”


Nat lowered his head. “I think I should wait here until I find out whether I’m to stay or not.”


“Say, Demi,” Tommy called out, “here’s a new fellow! Come down and keep him company while he waits to talk to Mother Jo.”


The boy reading on the stairs looked up from his book, then came down to see Nat and asked, “Did Uncle Laurie send you?”


Nat nodded. “Is that Mr. Laurence?”


“He’s my uncle,” Demi said, “and he always sends nice boys.”


Nat smiled, and the two stood there awkwardly for a moment until the little girl with the doll came to join them.


“This is my twin sister, Daisy,” Demi said.


Nat thought they looked very much alike, as twins should, even if they were brother and sister. She nodded at Nat, who smiled back.


“I do hope you get to stay,” Daisy said. “We have such good times here, don’t we, Demi?”


“Of course we do,” her brother replied. “That’s why Aunt Jo has Plumfield.”


“It seems a very nice place indeed,” Nat said.


“Oh, it’s the nicest place in the world, isn’t it, Demi?” Daisy said.


“No,” Demi answered carefully. “I think Greenland, where the icebergs and seals live, is nicer. But that doesn’t mean I’m not fond of Plumfield. I mean, it is a very nice place to be.”


Demi had just been reading a book on Greenland. He was about to open up the book so he could show Nat the pictures when the maid came back to tell the boy he could stay.


“I’m so glad,” Daisy said. “Let’s go see Aunt Jo.” She took Nat by the hand, which made him feel right at home. Demi returned to his book as his sister led the new boy into the back room. Inside, a stout gentleman wrestled with two little boys on the sofa while a thin lady read Nat’s letter.


“Aunty, he’s here!” Daisy called. “Nat, this is Aunt Jo.”


“So,” Jo replied, “you are Nat, my new boy! It’s lovely to see you. I know you’ll be happy here.”


She drew Nat to her and stroked his hair in a very motherly way. She had a merry face, and although she wasn’t entirely handsome, her whole person was jolly as she said, “I am Mother Jo, and that gentleman is Father Bhaer. The two boys are Rob and Teddy, our little Bhaers. Boys, come now and meet Nat.”


The three wrestlers obeyed quickly and came to welcome Nat.


“There’s a room of your own all ready for you, son.” Father Bhaer said. “Sit down by the fire and dry those wet shoes.”


“Wet?” Mother Jo said. “Oh, so they are! Off with them this minute, and we’ll have some dry things ready for you in no time.”


Jo bustled around him and soon Nat was snuggled in a cozy little chair with dry socks and warm slippers on his feet.


“Thank you, ma’am,” he said.


Jo smiled warmly at Nat and said with a twinkle in her eye, “Those slippers belong to Tommy Bangs, but he never remembers to put them on when he’s in the house, so you’ll have them instead.”


Nat coughed loudly.


“We’re going to need to keep you very warm if we’re to heal that cough,” Jo said. “How long have you had it?”


“All winter. It just won’t get better.”


Jo sighed. “No wonder, with you living in a damp cellar with hardly a rag on your poor back.” She looked over to her husband, who seemed to know exactly what she was thinking.


“Rob, why don’t you go ask the maid to give you the cough medicine,” Father Bhaer said.


Nat looked a little scared when he heard the word medicine, but at that very second, little Teddy started to cough as hard as he could. His face turned red and his eyes practically bulged out of his head.


“Look at that silly Teddy,” Jo said. “He’s trying to make himself cough because the medicine has honey in it, and he does love the taste.”


After he had his dose of medicine, Nat rested in the cozy chair by the fire. He had barely closed his eyes when a large bell sounded. It was time for dinner.
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Nat’s First Night
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When Nat went into the dining room, he saw twelve boys, six on each side of the table, standing behind their proper chairs. They fidgeted, but no one sat down until Mother Jo had taken her place. Teddy sat on her left, and Nat sat on her right.


“This is our new boy, Nat Blake. After supper you can say ‘how do you do,’ but for now let’s sit down and eat.”


The food was delicious, and Nat ate so much he thought he might burst. Tommy Bangs sat beside him. Nat summoned up all his courage and asked, “Who’s that boy down there at the other end? He was talking to me earlier, but I can’t remember his name.”


“Why, that’s Demi Brooke. He’s Mother Jo’s nephew.”


“That’s a funny name,” Nat said.


“His real name is John, but they call him Demi-John because his father’s John, too. It’s a joke, you see?”


Only Nat didn’t quite see, so he smiled politely and said, “He was very nice to me.”


“You bet he was. And he’s real smart, too. He reads a lot and knows everything.”


“Who is the fellow beside him?”


“His name is Franz,” Tommy answered. “He’s Father Bhaer’s nephew. He sees to us and teaches some.”


Nat looked over at Franz. “I saw him playing the flute, didn’t I?” he asked.


Tommy nodded, unable to answer because he had just stuffed an entire baked apple into his mouth. He quickly swallowed and said, “Oh, don’t he play well, though? I like a good drum myself, and I’m going to learn as soon as I can.”


“I can play the fiddle,” Nat said.


“You can?” Tommy half-shouted. “Father Bhaer’s got an old fiddle, and I just know he’d let you play it.”


Nat smiled. “Really? I think I would like that very much. I used to go around fiddling with my father for money until he died.”


“Wasn’t that fun?” Tommy cried with excitement.


“No, it was awful. We were always outside, winter or summer. When I got tired, my father got angry. And we never had enough to eat,” Nat said. “But I do miss my little fiddle.”


Before turning back to his supper, Tommy said, “Well, we’ve got a jolly band here that you can play with if you’re any good. Just wait until tomorrow night. You’ll see!”


Jo looked at the new boy and smiled to herself. Laurie was right—he was the perfect kind of boy for Plumfield. Despite his illness, his blue eyes sparkled, and she was sure his pale, thin frame would soon be improved with good meals and kindness.


After dinner, Jo had a word with Father Bhaer, who took his old fiddle out of its case. Jo came into the schoolroom where the boys were once again playing and found Nat watching them from the corner.


She walked over to the boy and said, “Here you go, Nat. It’s Father Bhaer’s, but he’s happy to let you use it. We must have a fiddle in our Plumfield band, and we think you’re just the boy to play it.”


Nat took the fiddle from her at once and handled it with such care that it was plain to see how much he loved the instrument. He said, “I’ll do the very best I can.”


He drew the bow across the strings and played quietly as the boys started to gather around him. As Nat played louder and louder, more people stopped to listen. His cheeks flushed and his fingers flew. When he finished, they all gave him a hearty round of applause.


“You do play first-rate!” Tommy said.


“Of course you must play with us in the band!” Franz added.


Nat smiled.


Father Bhaer said, “Why don’t you come over here, by the piano, and let’s have some songs we can all sing?”


It was the proudest moment of Nat’s life as he was lead to the place of honor by the piano beside the other musicians, who gathered their instruments. After a few false starts, they all got going: flute, piano, and fiddle. Nat tapped his foot in time and played with a great smile on his face. It was so different to be in a lovely warm room surrounded by people who were all smiling. He wasn’t out in the cold. He wasn’t playing for pennies. But then the excitement became a bit too much for little Nat, who turned to face the corner and started to cry.


“Whatever is wrong?” Jo asked.


Nat answered, “You’ve all been so kind to me. I just can’t help it.” And then he started coughing until he had no breath left.
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