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Preface


Thistle down, thistle down, cast to the wind


So lightly and wildly, you scarcely can find


A glimpse of it here, or a gleam of it there,


As it trembles, a silvery mist, on the air.


 


Like the wide thorny leaves whence the mother root threw


Up its crown of rich purple, bejeweled with dew,


These feathery nothings, barbed, sparsely, with seeds,


Must struggle for life with the brambles and weeds.









Chapter 1


LEAVING HOME


I have made up my mind. Having put my

hand to the plough, it isn’t in me to back out of a duty when duty and one’s own

wishes sail amicably in the same canoe. I am going to give myself up to the good

of mankind and the dissemination of great moral ideas.


Selected by the Society of Infinite Progress as its travelling

missionary, with power to spread the most transcendental of New England ideas throughout

the world, I shall take up my cross and go forth.


The evening after the Society had crowned me with this honor,

I asked Aunt Kesiah and Uncle Ben Frost, who have been working the farm on shares

ever since my father died, if they could not make out to do without me for some

months, or weeks, or years, just as duty or my own feelings took a notion to stay.


Aunt Kesiah sat right down in the rocking-chair and looked straight

in my face for a whole minute without speaking.


“What,” says she at last, “going away from home at your age—a

female woman all alone in the world! You and the Society just take my breath away,

Phemie. Where on arth are you a going to?”


“Well,” says I, “it seems to be my duty to seek a field where

there is the most sin and iniquity a going on, where dishonesty rides rampagnatious

as a roaring lion, and fashion flaunts herself like a peacock with moons in every

tail feather. First of all, the field of my duty lies in York, that Babylon of cities.”


“But whose a going to bear the expenses?” says Uncle Ben, who

always was ’cute as a miser about money matters. “Duty is sumtimes rayther expensive.”


“The Society,” answers I. “The members are a picking up produce

now; I shan’t go empty-handed on my mission. All the members are wide awake about

that. Crops have been first-rate.”


“Yes,” says Uncle Ben, “I give in there.”


“And hens never laid better since chickens were hatched,” continued

I.


“Jes’ so,” says Aunt Kesiah, “if the pesky creturs wouldn’t run

off and hide their nests.”


“Hams are plenty, smoked beef ditto, to say nothing of dried

apples. I mean to sell everything at a profit and settle accounts with the Society.”


“I reckon you’ll get cut short; up to this time there has bin

lots of talking in that Society. When it comes to giving—but never mind—we shall

see!”


“There, there, Benjamin, don’t you go to pouring cold water on

our Phemie’s missionary work. She is sot on going, so let her go.”


“Is she sot?” says Uncle Ben, looking at me sort of anxious.


“Yes,” says I, “my face is turned to the mark of the prize of

the high calling.”


“Jes’ so,” says Uncle Ben, “got your hand on the prow with a

hard grip? That being the fact, old woman, the best thing is for you to lend a helping

hand and send her off comfortably. She can try anyhow, though I have a notion that

the world has got to be so wicked since the war, that one female woman—”


“Girl!” says I.


“Well, girl—may fall short of regenerating the hull of it all

to once. Still there is no knowing what anyone can do till they try.”


“When do you lay out to start?” says Aunt Kesiah, all in a flutter.


“Right off,” says I.


“By land or water?”


“Both,” says I.


“Oh, dear! what if you should get shipwrecked, and all the produce

and garden sass with you!” says she.


“There now, don’t skeer the girl, Kesiah,” says Uncle Ben. “The

Sound don’t rage to any great extent, neither are the engines alles a busting as

a general thing.”


“Well, well, if she’s sot on going, I’ll do my best to help get

her off,” says Aunt Kesiah, and she goes right to putting lard in a kettle, and

while it was a heating, rolled out a lot of doughnuts, which article of food she

excels in. For two whole days that good soul devoted herself to making crullers,

doughnuts, and turnover pies, as if she thought I should not find anything to eat

till I got home again.


Well, by and by the day came for me to start. That tea-party

and a prayer-meeting at Deacon Pettibone’s house was a season that none of us will

ever forget. Mrs. Pettibone, our president, is a wonderfully gifted woman, and that

night she seized right hold of the horns of the altar and fairly beat herself. Oh,

sisters, it was a touching time when I drove with Uncle Ben through Sprucehill a

bowing from one window to another, for every member of the Society seemed to rush

heart and soul to the windows; and when I found your executive committee on that

platform, the tears that had been standing in my eyes just burst out and overflowed

my soul.


There I sat on my trunk in your midst, with a bandbox at my feet,

and a new satchel, large, plump, and shiny, in my hand, ready to start, but feeling

the responsibility of my trust, and the danger of a young girl going forth into

the world all alone. No wonder some of you thought I should give up and take my

hand from the plough. It was a trying situation. I felt it; I suffered; but, knowing

that the eyes of all Sprucehill were upon me, I was firm. Yes, even when Aunt Kesiah

placed that satchel in my lap and told me with tears in her eyes to take special

care of it, for she did not know what I should do if it got lost.


She said this so loud, and with such deep sobs, that a tall gentleman

who stood on the platform with a satchel in his hand, seemed to be greatly affected

by the touching scene, and kept close to us till the train come lumbering and snorting

in.


Then, sisters, you remember how we fell upon each other’s neck,

and wept and kissed each other, then tore apart. How I went weeping into the cars

leaving the satchel behind, and how Uncle Ben pushed it through the window, telling

me to be awful careful of its precious contents so loud that everybody heard, and

I have no doubt wondered how many thousand dollars it held. Well, the contents of

that bag were miscellaneously precious. I had seen Aunt Kesiah pack it, with a feeling

that made me homesick before I left the old farm. Doughnuts, crullers, turn-over

pies, with luscious peach juice breaking through the curves. A great hunk of maple

sugar, another of dried beef, some cheese, and a pint bottle of cider. It nearly

broke Aunt Kesiah’s heart because she couldn’t top things off with a pot of preserves,

but I wasn’t sorry, thinking they might be unhandy to carry.


Well, I took the satchel, set it upon my lap, and looked out

of the window at you all, as well as I could for crying, till the train gave a jerk

that made my teeth rattle, and moved on.


When I lost sight of you, sisters, I felt awfully lonesome and

almost ’fraid to trust myself among so many masculine men as filled the cars. Being

an unprotected female, with a certain amount of promiscuous property in my charge,

I felt a commercial and moral responsibility that weighed down my shoulders till

I felt like a camel with an enormous load to carry.


Had I been travelling with nothing but my own self to take care

of, the sense of responsibility would have been less; but I could not help thinking

that the dignity of our Society was in my keeping, and the anxieties of all Sprucehill

followed me swifter than the cars could run or the snorting engine draw. So I pulled

my dust-colored veil tight over my face, and, with my feet planted firm on the floor,

sat bolt-upright, holding the satchel on my lap with both hands, kind of shivering

for fear some man might attempt to sit down by me. I couldn’t think of this without

feeling as if I should sink right through the red velvet cushions that I sat on.


I was so anxious that my heart jumped right into my mouth when

that man I had seen on the platform come my way. While he was looking around, the

breath stood still on my lips, and I gave my satchel a grip which would have hurt

it if such things have any feeling. I have no doubt that the austerity of my countenance

scared all the rest of them off, for most of ’em passed on, after giving me a regretful

glance; but when he come in swinging his new satchel, so independent, I moved a

little; for I knew he was a gentleman by the way he wore his hat—clear back on his

head—by the great seal, with a red stone in it, on his finger, and by the heavy

gold chain swinging across his breast.


When I saw this man’s eyes fixed on my seat so beseeching, I

kind of moved a little more and then let my eyes droop downward, determined not

to help his presumptuous design to sit by me a single bit.


“Thank you,” says he, sitting down close to me, and chucking

his satchel under the seat. “If there is a superior person in the car, I’m certain

to have the luck and the honor to sit beside her. Some people prefer to look out

of the window, but I would rather gaze on a sweet, pretty face, by a long shot—especially

if it does not belong to a girl with airs.”


I felt myself blushing all over at this delicate compliment,

and observed, with becoming diffidence and great originality, that “beauty was only

skin-deep at the best, and not by any manner of means to be compared with Christian

piety and high intellect.”


The man—he was a stalwart, handsome man; not pursey like Deacon

Pettibone, nor slim to bean-poleishness like the circuit preachers that live about,

and only pick up a little roundness at camp-meetings; but tall, and what young ladies

call imposing. Well, the man gave me another long look at this, and says he:


“But when all these things jibe in together so beautifully, who

is to say which it is that captivates a man’s fancy? Not I. It is my weakness to

take lovely woman into the core of my heart as a whole; but, if there is one quality

that I prize more than another, it is piety.”


I blushed with thrilling consciousness of the grace that has

been in me so long that it has become a part of my being; but his praise did not

satisfy me. One hates to take sweet things in driblets, with a spoon, when the soup-ladle

is handy.


“Piety is a thing to be had for praying, fasting, and unlimited

devotion. Anybody can have it who grapples the horn of the altar in deadly earnest.

In short, if there is anything that everybody on earth has a right to, it’s religion.

The only aristocracy there is about it, comes when one reaches the high point of

perfect sanctification—a state that some people do reach, though it is sometimes

so difficult to point out the particular person.”


“Ah, indeed!” said he. “But I have penetration, madam, great

penetration. Do not torture your sensitive modesty by an attempt to conceal extraordinary

perfection from one who can so fully appreciate it, and who grieves to say how uncommon

it is.”


I said nothing, but dropped my eyes, and sat up straighter than

ever.


“Permit me,” says my polite fellow-traveler, gently laying his

hand on my satchel, “this is too heavy for the lap of a delicate female. Supposing

we place it side by side with mine under the seat?”


I held on to the satchel, afraid that he might mash one of the

turn-over pies.


“Do allow me. I really tremble to see a person so formed by nature

borne down by such a weight,” says my fellow-traveler, with great impressiveness.

“It isn’t to be thought of.”


“But—but I don’t feel the weight so very much,” says I, loosening

my grip a trifle.


“But, my dear madam, remember that the life and health of a person

like you is of consequence to the whole universe. Remember the siotic nerve.”


“The what nerve?” says I.


“Siotic,” says he. “That nerve which is so tender in very pious

people. They say that the Pope has been suffering agonies with it.”


“Dear me,” says I, “is it anything mixed up with a heart disease?”


“Not at all; it is a strain upon the great sensitive nerve that

runs like a whip-cord from I don’t know where down the back of the le—”


Oh! sisters, he almost had that terrible word out, but I gave

such a start and blushed so that he turned it right round on his tongue, and says

he with great emphasis, “limb.”


“Oh!” says I, with a gasp of relief, “now you speak so that a

modest New England woman can understand. So there is a nerve!”


“Peculiarly susceptible in religious and intellectual persons,”

says he.


“Running down the limb!” says I.


“Both limbs,” says he, “which a weight carried on the lap is

sure to exasperate if it does not end in kinking up the siotic and crippling the

l—limbs.”


“Are you a doctor?” says I.


He smiled.


“A sort of one,” says he, and, without more words, he took my

satchel and sat it down by his, under the seat, as sociable as could be.


After that, he took hold of my hand, as if he was a-going to

feel my pulse, looking sweetly anxious.


“Is there a siotic there?” says I.


He gave my hand a hard squeeze and seemed to ruminate.


“It takes a little time to discover,” says he, half closing his

eyes. “Be tranquil; there is no danger now. The arm has been in one position rather

too long; change was necessary. But this is a change.”


Then he gave my hand another squeeze, and, leaning back, shut

his eyes entirely.


That minute the engine gave out a sharp yell that nearly scared

me to death. The cars heaved a jerk and a jolt, the man on the platform sung out

something, and before I could say Jack Robinson, my fellow-passenger made a dive

under the seat, dragged out his satchel, and made for the door, bowing as he went,

and hustling out something about its being his station.


While I was a-staring after him with all the eyes in my head,

the cars gave another jerk, and, splash-bang, away we went, so fast that the man

scooting along that platform, waving his hand backwards, seemed to be swimming in

fog.


Sisters, I must say that a feeling of lonesomeness fell upon

me after he went; his conversation had been so scientific and interesting that I

felt the loss.


Besides that, I felt a little hungry, and thought I’d take a

bite of something to eat. So I stooped down, lifted the satchel to my lap, and tried

to open it.


The lock, it seemed to me, had got a stubborn twist, and wouldn’t

open; just then the conductor came along, and I gave him a pitiful look.


“Please, sir, help me a little,” says I, “it won’t open all I

can do.”


The conductor came forward, snatched hold of the satchel, and

wrenched it open.


“Thank you,” says I, lifting my eyes to his gaze, and diving

my hand down into the satchel, for I meant to give him a doughnut for his politeness;

but instead of that luscious cake, my hands sank into a half peck of sawdust packed

close in the satchel my fellow-passenger had left behind.


“Look there,” says I, “isn’t it dreadful, and I an unprotected

female?”


“Was your money in the bag?” asks the conductor.


“No,” says I, putting one hand up to my bosom, to make sure it

was safe. “I always keep my money where—no matter, the—the handsome upstart will

have a splendid feast of turnovers and doughnuts, besides a lively drink of cider;

but as for money, that is in a safe place.”


“And your ticket?”


“That,” says I, “not being private property, like money, is kept

handier.”


With that, I took the ticket from inside of my glove and handed

it to him.


“All right,” says he, “the scamp hasn’t made so much of a haul

as he expected.”


“But he’ll have a sumptuous meal,” says I, a little down in the

mouth; for I was growing hungry, and not a bite left. Just then a boy came into

the cars with a basketful of popped corn on his arm. It looked awfully tempting,

for every kernel was turned wrong side out, white as snow. I bought a popped corn

of the boy and pacified myself with that till the cars stopped ten minutes, where

there was a mean chance to get something more substantial to eat. I went in with

the crowd, helter skelter; wrestled my way to a long counter, got a cup of tea which

I swallowed scalding hot, and, after a hard struggle for it, carried a wedge of

custard pie off with the palm of my hand for a plate, and skivered back to the cars,

nibbling it as I ran; for the bell was ringing and the conductor yelling “all aboard!”

so loud that half the passengers went back coughing and choking, and muttering some

kind of wickedness as they went.


Well, all the rest of my car ride was just like this, only once

in a while a little more so, till I got onto the Sound. There a great large steamboat,

a quarter of a mile long, took a part of us in, and carried us right out to sea.


HELL GATE.


I was just a little disappointed in that roaring element. The

air that came above it was salty and light, and the waves sparkled beautifully,

but they did not rage worth a cent. Still the shores away off on both sides looked

dreamy, and we cut through the water so swift that it made me dizzy.


Two or three stylish sort of men seemed as if they were hankering

to speak to me as I sat there all alone on deck; but I didn’t seem to see it, and

they contented themselves with looking at me as if I was the most cruel creature

on earth; which I meant to be. The loss of one satchel full of doughnuts and things

is as much as I can afford on one trip.


By and by that part of the ocean we travelled on kept growing

narrower and narrower, till you could see houses on both shores, and splendiferous

houses they were, with great meadows a-sloping down to the water; tall trees shading

them, and bushes growing together in clumps. Some were of stone, some of wood, with

pointed roofs and cupolas, and great wide stoops, in which you could see people

sitting and moving about. Some with spy-glasses in their hands, a-watching us sweep

by them like a house afire.


I felt lonesome and almost homesick, but for all that the sight

was exhilarating—very.


“Haven’t we got almost to New York,” says I to the captain, “it

seems to me as if the sea was shutting in.”


“Oh, we are almost there,” says he, “close on to Hell Gate now.”


“To what?” says I, almost hopping from the stool I sat on.


“Hell Gate,” says he.


“Oh, mercy! you don’t tell me it is so bad as that? I knew York

was an awful, wicked place, but I didn’t think an innocent missionary would have

to go in it through that gate!”


“It is a little dangerous for sail crafts,” says he, smiling,

I suppose, to comfort me, “but you are safe. We shall go through with a rush.”


I caught my breath.


“But supposing He were on the watch?”


“He! Who?”


“Don’t ask me; I’d rather not mention his name, being a female

who abhors profanity.”


All at once the captain’s eyes began to sparkle as if he were

just longing for a tussle with the evil one.


“Don’t be afraid,” says he, “I reckon we shall make the gate

without much trouble. The blasting won’t stop us yet awhile.”


“Blasting?”


“Yes; they’ll have the all-firedest upheave there, before long,

that ever tore a hole in the bottom of the sea.”


“Blasting! with fire and brimstone?”


“And nitroglycerin,” says he, as calm as skim milk.


“And you mean to take this big steamboat right through it with

me on board?”


He laughed right there in my frightened and pale face.


“I really don’t know any other way to reach New York,” says he.


“Let me ashore,” says I, a starting up, “me and my hair-trunk;

I don’t care for the produce; it may serve to cool their tongues down there. But

put me and my hair trunk on any land. It is all I ask.”


“It’s impossible,” says he.


“But I won’t go through that in—that awful gate,” says I.


“Why, we are in it now; don’t you see the whirl of the waters?”


“In it now. Oh, mercy!”


I fell down upon my seat, and buried my face in my shawl, shaking

from head to foot.


Sisters, that cruel man laughed. O, how hardened he must have

got, going through that sulphurious gate.


“I say, madam, there is no danger, we are almost through now.”


“Is he there? Have you seen anything of his blasting hosts?”

says I under my breath. “Do they mean to fire up just yet?”


“No, no, we are all safe. Quite through—New York is in sight.”


I let my shawl drop a little and peeped out. There was no sign

of a gale; the water was a little bubbly and rough, as if it had been rushing through

a race-way, but that was all. That captain of ours must have been on good terms

with the old serpent that keeps the gate, or he never could have got through so

easy. Now that it was over, I almost wished I had found grit enough to see how it

was done. As it was, my eyes were hid, and I did not even see the awful old gate.


Well, at last I rose up slowly and looked forward. There was

New York City, right before me; just one pile of roofs and walls with cupolas, pointed

fronts, and steeples; looking through the smoky haze acres and acres of houses,

miles and miles—a whole island laid down with stone. All around it, just as far

as I could see, the water was thick with ships, steamboats, and small boats, all

flying up and down and across, like living things, each with an errand of its own.

There, along the edges of the city, was what seemed to me like a forest of dead

trees, without a leaf or a sign of greenness upon them.


“Well,” says the captain, “you see that we have run the gate.

Never been here before, I reckon?”


“No, never,” says I, “and hope I never shall be again.”


“I thought things seemed a little green,” says he.


“From the Green Mountains,” says I.


“Exactly,” says he. “Well, how do you like the looks of the city?”


“Hazy,” says I, “dry as tinder. All stone walls, and too many

dead trees about for my notion.”


“Dead trees? I have never seen any,” says he, a-looking around.


“Must be awful short-sighted,” says I. “Just look down there;

it is like a burnt faller.”


He looked ahead where my finger was pointing and laughed right

out.


“Shipping,” says I. “Don’t tell me that! I wasn’t brought up

in the woods not to know tree trunks when I see them, dead or alive.”


“But I assure you those are the masts of vessels. You can see

the hulls now.”


I did see the hulls and felt dreadfully; what would the captain

think of me! At once I looked up.


“Yes,” says I. “There is no question about it. Those are the

hulls of ships, and the others are masts; but I was right.”


He laughed: “But you said they were dead trees.”


“Just so. Isn’t a mast made out of a tree?”


“Certainly.”


“And isn’t the tree dead before it can be made into a mast?”


“Why, yes,” says he, and now it was his turn to be down in the

mouth.


“Well, then, isn’t the edge of the water there chuck full of

dead trees?”


At first the captain sort of choked a little; but the next minute

he burst out a laughing.


“Do you want to know my opinion?” says he.


“Well, rather,” says I.


“Well, it’s this: Green Mountain or not, if anybody buys a certain

lady I know of for a fool, he’ll get awfully taken in.”


“Shouldn’t wonder,” says I.


With that, I picked up my umbrella, tied my bonnet a little tighter,

took my bandbox in one hand, and followed the crowd across a plank bridge, and got

into about the dirtiest road that my foot ever trod on.


“Want a carriage? Want a carriage?” I never saw men more polite

than the drivers with whips were. It seemed as if they couldn’t do enough for me.

It really was a strife which should take me in his carriage. Their attentions really

were flattering. It was like a welcome in this strange place.


It was like being in a little room all cushioned seats and windows

when I got into the great double carriage so kindly offered me.


The cushions were soft as down, and gave so, when I seated myself,

that I couldn’t help catching my breath. “Where to,” says the driver, a-leaning

through the window.


“First,” says I, “if it won’t be too much trouble, I will go

somewhere and buy a new satchel; I really don’t feel at home without one. Then you

may take me to a boarding-house in Bleecker Street. You’ll know where it is by inquiring

about a little. The name is Smith, and they come from Vermont. Their daughter married

and settled on Sprucehill. Smith. You can’t help but find them.”


“Have you got a number?” says the man.


“No,” answers I, “only one family.”


“But the house.”


“No,” says I again. “I haven’t got any house, but the old homestead

on Sprucehill.”


“But Bleecker is a long street.”


“Is it?”


“And I must have a number.”


“Why, isn’t one street of a name enough?” says I, getting out

of patience. “What on earth do you want?”


“I want the name of the people.”


“Smith.”


“And the number of the house they live in.”


“Oh, then, houses go by numbers, not names, here in York, do

they? Stop a minute!”


Here I took a slip of paper from my pocket-book which Smith’s

daughter had written and gave it to him.


“All right,” says he, hopping up the wheel, and going to his

seat. Then away we rolled, genteel as could be.


I bought the satchel at a store we drove by, and then we went

on and on and on, till at last he stopped before a brick house with a good deal

of iron about it.


The driver jumped down, ran up the steps, pulled a rusty knob

fastened to the door stone, and faced round towards his horses.


A girl I should consider as hired help opened the door.


“Is Mrs. Smith at home?” says I, a-putting my head out of the

window.


“Yes,” says she.


“I’ll get out,” says I.


The driver unfolded a lot of steps that had been hid away under

the windows. I went down them with a genteel trip. The man had been so polite, I

stopped to thank him.


“Three dollars,” says he, a holding out his hand.


“Three dollars? What for?” says I, all in a flutter.


“For bringing you here,” says he. “Stopping on the way, and so

on.”


“But you invited me.”


The fellow grinned and held out his hand harder than ever. The

help on top of the steps giggled.


“Come, look sharp, I can’t wait all day,” says he, as pert as

a fox.


“Well,” says I, “being an unprotected female in a strange place,

I can’t help myself, I guess; but they do sell politeness awful dear in York. It

must be scarce.”


I gave him three dollars without another word, feeling like a

robbed princess as I did it. Then I took the bandbox and new satchel in my hand,

and walked into Smith’s boarding-house, about the homesickest creature that ever

bore a cross.









Chapter 2


PHEMIE’S FIRST VISIT


Sisters,


Some of you must remember my cousin Emily Elizabeth Frost, that

married a Dempster ten years ago when most of us were little mites of things sewing

our over-and-over seams. She was a smart creature enough, and as her mother was

a proper, nice woman, it was reasonable to hope that she could be depended on to

bring up her children; for her father was a deacon in the church, and her mother

just the salt of the earth. Well, as soon as I got settled in my boarding-house,

I took it into my head to go and see Cousin Elizabeth. She hadn’t been to Vermont

lately, and I’d rather lost track of her; so I gave one morning to hunting her up.


Some useful things can be found in a great city like this. Now,

I tell you, amongst them is a great, fat dictionary, crowded full of names, where

everybody that keeps a decent house sets down the number, which is a convenience

for strangers like me.


I found the name of Cousin Elizabeth’s husband, who keeps a bank

somewhere downtown, the book said, and got into the first street car that went towards

the Central Park. After a while I got out and hunted up the number, feeling awfully

anxious, for the houses about there were what the papers call palatial—a word we

have not much use for in our parts. I just stopped on the other side of the street

and took a general survey before I attempted to go in, feeling more and more fidgety

every minute, for that house just took me down with its sumptuousness. Such great

windows, with one monstrous pane in a sash, and lace, silk, and tassels shining

through! The front was four stories high and ended off with the steepest roof you

ever saw, just sloping back a trifle, and flattening off at the top, with windows

in it, and all sorts of colors in the shingles, which they call “tiles” here. Then

the stone steps wound up to a platform with a heavy stone railing on each side,

and a great shiny door, sunk deep into the wall, was wide open, and beyond it was

one of glass, frosted over like our windows on a snapping cold morning, and under

my feet was a checkered marble floor. I found the knob of a bell sunk into the door

jamb, and pulled it a little, feeling half-scared to death. Then I just stepped

in and waited in front of the glass door.


A colored person of remarkably genteel appearance opened the

door and gave me a look from head to foot that riled the old Adam in my bosom; then

he muttered something about the basement; but I put him down with just that one

lift of my finger.


“Is my cousin, Mrs. Dempster, at home?” says I.


“I—I’ll inquire,” says he, as meek as Moses, “walk in.”


Walk in I did.


“Have you a card?” says he.


“No,” says I, “as a general thing cards ain’t desirable among

relations, nor moral under any circumstances with religious friends. Say that Miss

Frost is here—Miss Phemie Frost, from the State of Vermont. No cards!”


The fellow opened a door on one side of the hall, and I went

through. Don’t expect me to describe that room. It isn’t in me to give the least

idea of it. Great chunks of glass like the hub of a wheel, with crooked spokes of

glass starting every way from it, and what seemed like hundreds of icicles falling

from them, dropped down from the ceiling. When the negro opened the blinds and let

in a drift of sunshine, they turned into a snarl of rainbows that fairly blinded

me. Then there was a carpet soft as spring grass in a meadow, and bright as a flower-garden;

chairs shining with gold and silk; marble women, white as milk, with not a thing

on worth speaking of, and looking-glasses half as large as our spring ponds.


I turned my looks away from the women without clothes, while

that colored person was by; but gave them a skimpy peep or two the minute he was

gone. Really, it was dreadful. I would not have believed such things of Cousin Elizabeth.


Oh mercy on me! while I was looking, in came a gentleman, who

bowed, and took a chair, and sat smiling on those creatures just as if he was used

to it. Talk of blushing—my face was one blaze of fire.


While I was wondering what I should do, a girl, or what ought

to have been a little girl, came sidling into the room, gave me a look as if I’d

been a dog in the wrong place, and went up to the gentleman.


“Mamma will be down directly, and has sent me to entertain you,”

says she, shaking out her short skirts, and almost sitting down on the crimpy hair

that half covered them behind. “Ah! I see you are admiring our crouching Venus.

Lovely, isn’t it? The curving lines are so perfect. The limbs—have you observed

the foreshortening of that limb?”


The foreshortening of that limb? Mercy on me, I couldn’t stand

it. Another minute and I should have boxed her ears, for all the blood that burned

in my face went tingling down to my fingers. That was too much; so I up and said

I would call again and marched right out of the house. Girls indeed!









Chapter 3


ABOUT GIRLS


Dear sisters,


You ask a puzzling and painful question—What kind of girls do

the children I write about make?


My dear friends, girls—modest, rosy, bright-eyed school-girls,

such as you are a-thinking of—are scarce as hen’s teeth in this great city, and

not to be found in profuseness anywhere. They went out with pink calico sun-bonnets,

and ain’t likely to come in again yet awhile, I tell you! Republican institutions

can be carried to a great extent; and our young ones have found it out, and trample

down all the good, wholesome old fashions before their little feet quite get out

of baby shoes. At this moment I can’t find a girl of twelve years old that don’t

know a thousand times more than her mother and wouldn’t attempt to teach law to

her father if he was a judge in the Supreme Court. Yet, it’s a shocking truth, the

little upstarts don’t know how to read like Christians or spell half their words.

The tip-top fashionable school-marms here are quite above teaching such common things

as reading and spelling and turn up their noses at any study that hasn’t some “ology”

or “phy” at the end of it.


I should just like to have a string of the girls that walk in

squads up and down the Fifth Avenue, with short dresses and hair streaming loose

down their backs, in a district school-house, with no books but Webster’s Spelling-book

and the Columbian Reader. Wouldn’t I astonish them with science? I guess they would

understand the meaning of a spelling-class by the time I got through with ’em!


As for arithmetic, they don’t know what it is in these high-falutin

seminaries; mathematics is the word; A B roots and squaring circles, as if circles

ever would be square. Of course they can’t, having been tried and kept round as

an O all the time. But these A’s and B’s, and roots and such like, are considered

as arithmetic for girls here; so the end of it is, they can, maybe, tell you how

many square feet there are in a building lot, but couldn’t add up ten shillings

to save their lives; of course they forget how to estimate the square feet for want

of having unlimited building lots to work on, while the washing bill and girl’s

wages and such things, come up every day all through their lives.


What do girls learn at the schools?


Oh, a mighty deal that some good women pass half through a lifetime

without knowing and are just as likely as not all the better for it. Some of the

lessons are paid for, and some are given free gratis for nothing by the scholars

to each other, and what some of them don’t know in the way of flirting, drooping

the eyes, and things you never dreamed of, ain’t worth keeping secret.


“A little leaven leavens the whole lump.” That passage has always

relieved my feelings about the old patriarchs; for it’s a proof that they and their

families had raised bread in those old Bible times; and light bread, even if saleratus

has to be used, is a blessing on the domestic hearth. For that reason, I’m astonished

that bread-making is left to men-bakers here in York. But this passage sometimes

puts you in mind of something beside turnpike emptins. I should like to promulgate

some genuine old-fashioned ideas into these tip-top schools, where one bold, forward

girl with unwholesome ideas in her head, would set them working like leaven in every

innocent young soul in the seminary. Somehow, more or less, girls always do manage

to give a good deal of knowledge that isn’t set down in the bill, though that is

generally long enough, goodness knows.


I wish you could see one of these bills with the extras. Now

in our district schools, there isn’t much chance for the scholars to get over intimate.

They don’t sleep, eat, and work together, like canary birds crowded in one cage

and huddled together on one roost; the weak don’t catch the faults of the strong,

and if they did, the free breezes of our hills would sweep them away before the

poison struck in. Flirtations do not become a science with them before they can

spell “baker,” and they don’t often learn such things from their New England mothers,

anyhow.


Well, I would give a good deal to see a genuine girl who did

not think herself a marvel of superior knowledge at twelve or had not plunged into

a heart disease at the sight of some hotel lounger at fourteen. I tell you, sisters,

these young creatures have too much liberty; they have no wholesome growth either

of body or mind. They know too much at fifteen and will know a great deal too little

at forty.


The girl of twelve—which is about the age you are thinking of—has

a great deal more assurance than some of our church members at fifty. Baby boys

and girls haven’t gone quite out of fashion, but they are getting scarcer every

year, people tell me; and regular-built, wholesome children are as hard to find

here as green gooseberries in October. I’ve seen plenty of little men and women,

that couldn’t speak plain to save their lives, dressed out like soldiers on a training

day, with short frocks or tunics, and legs as bare as bare could be; but such boys

and girls as we remember are not to be found anywhere nowadays, I tell you.


What does all this mean? Just this: Mothers don’t trust their

young ones out of fashion long enough to grow. Besides, there isn’t, only now and

then, one who gets acquainted with her own child well enough to know what is good

for it. Why, these city women would go crazy to see a little girl, six years old,

swing upon a gate or riding horseback on a rusty old farm-horse, gripping the mane

with both hands, and sending up shouts of fun if she happened to tumble off. Children,

in the natural state, love water, like ducks and goslings. It used to be a sight

to watch them, knee-deep in the brooks, with their tenty-tointy feet shining through

the ripples, as they hunted for water-cresses and sweet flag-root; but catch one

of your new-fangled young ones at anything with so much human nature in it. All

the water they see is in the bottom of a bath-tub, rubbed on their skimpy limbs

by an Irish girl’s hands. Not the mother’s. Oh, no! Care of one’s own children is

too much for a healthy young woman nowadays. Being a professor and member of a church,

I want to speak accordingly, and just drop the mothers here. Christian language

isn’t up to the occasion.


Well, as I was saying, the meanness of these mothers in hiving

up their young ones and cheating ’em out of the very best years of life, is enough

to make a saint mad. The rough-and-tumble season, which gives a child sound lungs,

strong limbs, and a brain that thinks of nothing but high play, is just knocked

out of their lives. It’s an awful swindle on the poor little things, and I’m not

afraid to say it openly and above-board here in my very first report.


If I haven’t a right to speak on this subject, I should like

to know who has. That’s all. I never had a child of my own, which is, perhaps, natural

to a state of single blessedness, and so had plenty of time to make other people’s

children a specialty. Besides, haven’t I kept district school, and boarded round

enough to get an inside view of a good many family circles? Haven’t I seen droves

of young ones, in loose calico slips or cozy-fitting jackets and trousers, coming

miles to school, only setting their dinner baskets down now and then to stone a

squirrel, or climb up among the burrs of some great chestnut limb which offered

to give them a ride to Boston or a trip to Canterbury.


Dear me, I think I see them now running “like split,” as they

said, to catch up time, with such a lively color rushing through the tan on their

faces, hats off, and sun-bonnets flying out by the strings.


There, that’s what I call childhood. You and I, sister, know

something about it; now don’t we? Do you remember that little red school-house where

we learned our letters, and the old broken-limbed apple-tree behind it? No wonder

the limbs got scraggly; they couldn’t stand horse for a whole school, year after

year, without some wear and tear, could they?


Well, maybe you and I owe to that old patriarch more than we

know of. The apples were so sour the pigs wouldn’t eat ’em, but they never hurt

us. Then the limbs stretching out every which way—weren’t they splendid to swing

on, and in a hot day the shade was like a tent.


You and I have been tough and hearty all our lives, just as like

as not on account of that old tree and the long road home, and the pine woods it

ran through, with the good wholesome samp and milk when we got there. There was

generally a little red light in the sky from the sunset when we went to bed, and

just a streak of rosy, yellow when we got up, with dew enough on the grass to wash

our faces in before breakfast.


That’s what I call life for a child; all out-doors for a playground,

good, sound sleep, plenty of wholesome food, three times a day, and always hungry

at that. Why, the few years after you begin to toddle, and before you learn to read,

if you’re properly let alone, are choke-full of happiness that ripples like a brook

through your whole life. I say, once more, it’s a sin and a shame to cheat a child

out of that which is just God’s portion of a human life.


Now I ask you, isn’t it probable, between you and I, that the

Savior picked out just such bright, happy little creatures as these, when He took

’em in His arms and blessed ’em and said of such is the kingdom of heaven. If the

apostles wanted to hunt up one of the kind now, they’d have to catch it in the cradle.

Just think of bringing forward one of the little things we meet in the avenues here,

to be held up as a monument—all flutings and lace, kid gaiters, pink and blue sashes,

long white feathers, and parasols. Yes, believe it or not, I say parasols about

the size of a poppy. Oh, don’t mention it! The whole thing makes me sick. The children

you meet here in York look like little barefooted scarecrows, or else like motto

papers afloat.


But are all the little folks you see painted like a dahlia, and

pink as hollyhocks. You are asking this question in the Society. I know it. Well,

I should rather think not. These whipper-snappers go tipping down the avenues, and

ride with their mothers’ lap-dogs in the Park, a-looking like their own French dolls,

and are about as likely to make men and women.









Chapter 4


MORE ABOUT GIRLS


Sisters,


My cousin’s little girl has just upset me. Remember she is my

own flesh and blood; and genuine honest blood in Vermont is as pure as the sap in

our maple-trees, and ought to keep sweet as the sugar we make from it, wherever

it is found. Being my second cousin in her own right, I expected to find her a model

of what the rising generation ought to be, and went to that house, exalting myself

accordingly. I shall find, thought I, a genteel, modest, seemly little lady, polite,

and cordially glad to see a relative that wants to love her and exalt her into a

pattern and a monument of female promise. But instead of that, just read my last

report, though it must fall short of giving you any idea how heavy my heart was,

and how my brain burned with disappointment.


Has female modesty died out since you and I came into

the world? or was it burnt over during the war, like the great prairies, where the

hot flames parch up all the sweet green grass and the bright flowers, killing them

root and blossom, snakes likewise? One thing is certain, my dear sisters in the

cause, honesty among men and modesty among women go hand in hand all over the earth.

When women degenerate, it is because the moral atmosphere which they breathe is

tainted and unwholesome. Something has gone awfully wrong both with the men and

women of America in these latter years. The fraud and demoralization of the thing

they call “shoddy” has settled down upon our social life everywhere. I shudder to

think of it! With a constitution made strong with fresh air from the Green Mountains,

and morals consolidated in the oldest congregation of the State, I feel afraid of

myself and almost weary of well-doing. It has become so miserably unfashionable

to be honest, that people seem to think me crazy when I speak my mind.


Do not start and say that Phemie Frost is ready to give up her

mission; because she isn’t of that sort. Her hand is on the plough—they spell it

plow here, which takes away half the strength of that agricultural word—on

the plough, is she, a female, to turn back because rocks and roots choke up the

furrow? Not if Miss Frost knows anything of herself!


Speaking of female modesty, between my little cousin and that

marble girl, the poor naked creature seemed to have the most of it. She did scrouch

down and try to hide herself behind herself, as if she was ashamed that the man

who made her had forgot to cover her up a little. But the live girl did not seem

to feel for her a mite; in fact, I think she enjoyed seeing her scrouch, because

of the foreshortenings, you know.


It’s of no use denying it, I did feel down in the mouth about

this girl; and seeing my duty clear, determined to do it or perish in the attempt.


Once more I stood in front of that “palatial residence,” and,

with a handmade firm by a powerful sense of duty, pulled the silver knob in the

jamb of the door. The same finified youngster came and asked me with his saucy eyes

what I wanted there. This time I had written out a square piece of paper, on which

he had the pleasure of reading: “Miss Phemie Frost, Home Missionary and Special

Plenipotentiary from the Society of Infinite Progress, Sprucehill, Vermont.” “Think,”

says I, when I handed him the paper, “if this don’t fetch them all down a notch

or two, nothing will.”


And it did!


Yes, I have the pleasure of saying pretension and pomposity do

have a wonderful effect here in New York. I don’t know whether it was the missionary

or the plenipotentiary that brought my cousin to her oats, but rather think it was

the latter—having a foreign twang to it, of course, it impressed her aristocratically.


The waiter-man took me into the drawing-room, as he called it,

but why, no human being could have told; for there wasn’t a sign of drawing paper,

pencil, nor painting things in sight. In fact, it was the self-same room that I

went into the last time I was there. A little darker and more sunsetty, because

the red curtains swept close, and blinds were rolled down under the lace. There

was that marble girl, too, a-looking at me as if half-scared to death; but in that

light she seemed dressed in a veil of pink gauze and looked just lovely. There being

no man by I really could have kissed her, she seemed so sweet, and so awfully ashamed

of herself huddled down as if she longed to creep out of sight.


The door opened, and that fellow came in simpering like a chessy

cat and asked if I would be so good as to walk up to the boudoir.


“To the what?” says I.


“To the ladies’ boudoir,” says he, a turning his head, and trying

to choke off a laugh. “This way!”


I took my satchel from a table all framed in gold, and checkered

with precious stones, where I had laid it down. Then, bowing my head and lifting

my forefinger, told that servile creature to proceed, with an air of command that

quenched his saucy smile in no time.


Up the stairs he went, and I followed after; treading a carpet

that gave to the feet like a meadow in its first spring grass. Through an open door

I saw my cousin lifting herself up from a sofa, covered with blue silk and open-worked

lace. Then she dawdled towards me with one hand out, and the laziest smile you ever

saw about her mouth.


“Cousin Emily,” says I, “how do you do?”


“My dear Miss Frost,” says she, “I’m happy to make your acquaintance.”


Happy to make my acquaintance, and I her first cousin. Did you

ever?


At first I was taken aback and felt as if I should choke.

Hadn’t I learned that great white creature her letters? Hadn’t I spent dollars on

her for slates and pencils, besides taking her to the maple camps when she was a

little girl and giving her no end of sweet sap to drink. Who was it but me that

turned down her first over-and-over seam and gave her a tentie-tointy silver thimble

to take the stitches with. I wonder what she did with it? Now she was happy to make

my acquaintance, and dragged a double winrow of worked flounces, topped off with

a muslin skirt and scarlet training jacket, across the room to tell me so. Our mothers

were sisters; pray remember that!


“Take that seat,” says she, a-dropping down to the sofa as a

great white hen turkey settles onto its nest. “How long have you been in the city?

Do you make anything of a visit? So thoughtful and kind of you to give me an early

call.”


There I sat, straight as a sign-post, with my satchel in my lap,

and both hands on that, riling up like an Irish girl’s coffee, and feeling the wrath

within me grow stronger and stronger while she settled back and half-shut her eyes,

and seemed to be quite satisfied that she had done her best. I could see that her

half-shut eyes were turned on my alpaca dress, which was a trifle dusty, and on

my cotton gloves, that were clean and whole, at any rate. While she examined them,

I took an observation of her. Mercy, how she has changed! Five times the hair she

ever had before hung in great, heavy braided loops down her back. There must be

some way of making the hair grow, ’specially here in York, that we never heard of.

And her figure, which was slim and graceful as the droop of a willow when she married,

has swelled out fearfully behind, which makes her seem to stoop, and gives one the

most humpy idea of a camel in motion of anything I know, which, being Scriptural,

is, I dare say, the only religious idea she has kept firm to.


“You called the other day,” says she. “I was so sorry not to

have seen you; but I was dressing to go out. Still, you saw my little girl?”


“Yes,” says I, “I saw your little girl; and, to tell you the

honest truth, that is what brings me here now. I haven’t had a minute’s rest since

I was here. Why, Cousin Emily, I expected to see a child. Instead of that—”


She roused up at this, opened her eyes wide, and interrupted

me.


“Instead of that,” says she, turning a great gold bracelet on

her arm, and smiling as if what she was saying swelled her out with pride, “instead

of that, you found a finished young lady. No wonder you were surprised.”


“A finished young lady!” says I, riling into strength. “That

is what no child ever can be; and let me tell you, the attempt to force one into

such an unnatural creature is abominable. You can polish every bit of the modesty

and innocence of childhood out of a little girl; but all that you can get for it

is affectation and self-sufficient impertinence, becoming neither to the child nor

the woman. Why, cousin, the little creature I saw in your parlor—sent there, as

she said, to entertain a gentleman—was just an absurdity to him, and to me

something dreadful. I asked myself what a childlike that would become at forty years

of age. Why, cousin, when she is at her meridian she will feel herself at least

a hundred and fifty. You have cut off all the bloom and richness of a young life;

you have made a dainty little monster of her—swept away all companionship with children

and made it presumption and impertinence when she attempts to force herself among

her elders. I could not be so cruel to a dog as you have been to that child.”


Cousin Emily woke up now with a vengeance. Her sleepy eyes flashed

lightning. “Cruel!” says she. “I cruel to my only daughter? Why, there is not a

child in America who has had such care—such abundant chances for improvement. She

has been to the most expensive schools.”


“Exactly,” says I.


“She has had masters at home—music, dancing, the languages—”


“Exactly,” says I.


“Things that I never thought of learning she has mastered.”


“Just so,” says I.


“She had a French nurse before she could speak. No expense has

been spared by her father. I never had such chances; and we are determined to give

her a splendid education. In fact, she might come out this season, so far as that

is concerned; but I have resolved to be rigid—not a day before she is seventeen.

Then her education will be complete.”


“Her education complete at seventeen! Why, Cousin Emily, a woman’s

education is never complete. At the best schools we get but a dreamy sort

of idea of the things we must bring all the faculties of a well-regulated mind to

understand in after years. A well-educated woman is one who studies and learns something

every day of her life—who thinks about what she sees, and acts upon what she knows.”


Cousin Emily lifted up both hands, all covered with shining rings,

as if to choke me off. I stopped. Far be it from Phemie Frost to force the opinions

of our Society upon unwilling ears; but I lifted my forefinger in solemn admonishment,

and says I:


“Oh, Cousin Emily, Cousin Emily, has it got so that you hold

up both hands against common-sense!”


“Not against common-sense,” says she, “but against your uncommonly

long sentences. Why, Miss Frost, it is like our old-fashioned country preaching.”


“Which has died out of your heart, I dare say. Oh, Emily, Emily,

what would your sainted mother, my aunt, say?”


This brought the misguided woman to her tears. She sat up on

that lace-silk sofa, straight and listening, as I have seen her many a time on the

a b c bench at school, when her little feet couldn’t touch the floor.


“Cousin Phemie,” says she, “I am trying to do what is right.”


“I hope so,” says I, with tears of thankfulness in my eyes, for

the “Cousin Phemie” went straight to my heart. “But my mind isn’t quite equal to

more of this conversation this morning. The next time I come this way we shall both

be more like our natural selves.”


With that I tightened my cotton gloves, took up my satchel, and

left that house, feeling that I had paved the way to a good work hereafter.









Chapter 5


POOR CHILDREN


Are there no genuine children among the

poor of New York?


Beloved sisters, your question wrings the heart in my bosom.

I asked it of myself this very morning and resolved to investigate.


I hadn’t found a child that could be called a child outside a

perambulator, which means a little carriage pushed by an Irish girl, with a cap

on, along the avenues. So I took my mission down among the tenement-houses. There

I found young ones on the sidewalks, the doorsteps, and in the gutters, thick as

grasshoppers in a dry pasture lot, all hard at work, trying to play. But the play

seemed more like fighting than fun. Two girls stopped me on the sidewalk, swinging

the dirty end of a rope, while another tried to jump it, but only tripped up, and

went at it again. Shaking her loose hair, and—yes, I say it with tears in my eyes—swearing

at the other two.


I laid my hand on her head, and gently expostulated. She was

a little mite of a girl, with a sharp, knowing face. The first word she spoke made

my nerves creep. Why, that little thing had the wickedness of an old sinner on her

baby mouth and couldn’t speak it out plain yet.


Oh! my dear sister, and you, my friend, in the great course of

infinite progress and general perfection, had you been with me, almost broken-hearted

among that rabble of children, who will never, never know what childhood is, the

last pound of butter and dozen of eggs in our village would be freely given to support

my mission here. Barefooted, bareheaded, barelegged, and, it seemed to be, bare

of soul, these little wretches swarmed around me when I kindly asked the baby girls

not to swear, all making faces at me. The boys, that sat with their feet in the

gutters, flung away the oyster-shells and lobster claws they had just raked from

an ash-barrel, and began to hoot at me. One little wretch—forgive me for calling

names—not more than five years old, had a cigar in his mouth half as long as his

own arm. When I stooped down to take it from him, he gave a great puff right into

my eyes, and scampered off, with his dirty fingers twirling about his face like

the handle of a coffee-mill.


As a New England woman, whose duty, I take it, is to set everybody

right, I wasn’t to be put down by a boy like that, but caught him by the collar

of his jacket, snatched the cigar from his lips, and flung it into the gutter, where

it sizzled itself out. Then I lifted my forefinger as I do in Sunday-class and began

to admonish him. But instead of listening, he got the skirt of my alpaca dress between

his teeth and ground a great hole in it, swearing like a trooper betweenwhiles.


Oh, sister! that was a trying season! In less than three minutes

the sidewalk was swarming with dirty-faced children. I might as well have been in

a wasps’ nest. The spiteful imps buzzed around me so—little girls, with lank hair

falling over their eyes; lazy boys, swaggering like drunken men, and swearing like

troopers; and a woman—the boy who smoked called her mother—who stood on a doorstep,

with a hand on each hip, scolding like fury. I kept my finger up. They would not

hear a word I said, but I felt it my duty to do that much, when a very gentlemanly

man in blue regimentals touched my arm and observed in the kindest way that things

were getting so mixed and unpleasant perhaps I would permit him to escort me round

the corner. You know, sister, I always had a power in the lift of my finger. It

was wonderfully manifest just as this gentleman crossed the street, and must have

astonished him, for the children hushed up at once, and huddled back to the doorstep

like a flock of lambs, which was an evidence of moral suasion I take pride in reporting

to the Society.









Chapter 6


HE HAS COME


Sisters,


As a representative of your august body, I ought now to have

been in an atmosphere of royalty—Imperial royalty, which counts at A No. 1, as kings

are put down. The young potentate of all the Russias, with all his ships and things,

ought to have been on hand a week ago; but he still lingers on the “rolling sea

and briny deep,” a prey, it is dreadfully to be feared, to sea-sickness—which, they

tell me, is heart-rending—and storms which are liable to aggravate the sea-sickness.


I sympathize with that young man in all the depths of my feminine

nature—which are getting bottomless from the great need of compassion which human

life exhibits to the thinking mind. He ought to have been here when our enthusiasm

was at its hottest point. Then he would have had the stormiest sort of a welcome.

The soldiers were ready to file out any minute; the mouths of ever so many cannon

were burning to let off fire; all the ships would have burst into a storm of flags

at the first gun. People couldn’t but just keep from shouting every time they met

each other. But the young man didn’t come. He hasn’t come yet, and all the enthusiasm

is burning down to cinders and ashes. When he does come, I’m afraid it’ll be like

putting a mess of apples into an oven after the pan of baked pork and beans has

been drawn out—half roasted, and hard at the core when you cut ’em.


This is a great country, my friends—in fact, very extensive—but

you can’t wake it up to an earthquake of enthusiasm about the same person more than

once. That prince had better have struck when the iron was red-hot. He didn’t, and

so I can’t tell you anything about him, except that he isn’t more at sea than the

rest of us. When he does come, depend upon it, there will be an uprising among the

females of this great city; and foremost of her sex will be your representative,

faithful to her trust, and ready, with a modest helping hand, to lead this young

person into the paths of propriety.


He has come at last, but the bitter-sweet of hope and fear has

been given us as daily food for two weeks past, and the wormwood of ceaseless apprehension

took the place of the yellow berries, and nightshade darkness settled down upon

us. Lovely young girls cried over their ball-dresses of illusion and wondered if

their hopes would thin off into the same slimpsy nothingness. Middle-aged

ladies, whose hair needs no powder, and whose teeth never ache, began to falter

in the dancing steps practiced in the private recesses of their own palatial homes,

and wondered if their joints were to be twisted and racked into new-born graces,

only to settle down into rusty stiffness again without having fascinated the Russian

soul out of that princely bosom.


Of course it is right and proper that an opportunity to study

the antiquities of a nation should be offered to every potentate and prince that

honors our Republican shores by setting his high-born foot upon them, and it is

highly proper that first-class specimens should be in readiness the moment he enters

a ball-room. That is what people tell me has always been the custom at balls given

to princes, and it isn’t likely that new rules are to be laid down for the benefit

of a lot of girls, anyhow. Governors and mayors are not often so young as they have

been. As a general thing, their wives are not troubled with an epidemic of youth

and beauty. It is an awful omission in the laws, but these dignified chaps can’t

get up young and dashing wives for the occasion, when a great high potentate from

overseas shines down upon us in the dancing way. I haven’t a doubt they would like

to sacrifice themselves and astonish the world by so doing, but common people would

be apt to call it bigamy. So they have to do the very best they can with such wives

as they have got, and furbish them up with diamonds, laces, flounces, and a dancing-master,

till they answer to begin with.


I don’t mean to be hard or sarcastical on this subject, but in

these times, when it is so easy for a man to put away his wife, couldn’t this official

potentate get a temporary divorce just for the occasion, especially if the kingly

visitor happens to be young and very fond of dancing. It would give us young girls

a chance.


Don’t think that I am putting on airs, or that I don’t feel reverential

when age is mentioned, but Emperors’ sons don’t come to our free land of liberty

every day, and girls are so plenty that old folks ought to stand back. Far be it

from Phemie Frost, on her own humble merits, to build upon opening that ball with

the Imperial Duke of all the Russias; but a Society like ours has its social, moral,

and scientific claims. As for literature, since my reports have been honored by

publication, I must maintain the dignity of the position. If dignity and age is

to lead in this grand ceremonial, I have kept school, and—well, yes—no, one could

say that I—in fact, as to years, am I not competent to open the ball with any prince

that can come across the ocean, be he boy or patriarch? There, that sentence is

off my mind, and I can go on without a hitch of the pen.


In other respects I have been silently but surely preparing myself.

The Society has been liberal, and most of my savings were in the bank, rolling up

interest beautifully, when I came from my childhood’s home. Then there was a handsome

profit on the donation of eggs and butter and maple-sugar which came in the freight

train before I started. I attended to the sale myself at the market and had nothing

to do with that Mr. Middleman people talk so awfully about as a cheat and a general

grabber. Well, I dickered the things off at a good price, as I was a-saying, and

have got the money safe in my bosom—a hiding-place sacred to myself alone.


Thus lifted above all mercenary anxieties, I gave my attention

entirely to the self-improvement necessary to my appearance before his highness

as a representative character on whom the eyes of all Sprucehill were fixed. I would

say the world—only for the modest consciousness that comes over me when I think

of myself as a genius.









Chapter 7


THE FRENCH DRESS-MAKER


Alpaca does make a first-class dress

for our social gatherings and literary circles in Sprucehill, and when puffed out

behind, and trimmed promiscuously with flutings, it sometimes has a sumptuous appearance

elsewhere; but for a ball, in which one aims to dance with a great grand Archduke

of all the Russias—excuse me for saying it, but alpaca is not quite the thing. Doubtful

of my own imperfect judgment, I asked a fashionable dress-maker in the Third Avenue,

who had “Madame” spelt with an E on her tin sign at the door, and she said: “It

wasn’t the thing for a lady entirely, by no manner of means,” and her tongue had

a rich roll to it, which satisfied me that Ireland had sympathized with France in

her troubles, to the extent of getting the language a little mixed.


“No,” says she, a leaning both elbows on her counter, and a looking

at me from head to foot. “Madame should have a robe de silk, very complete,

with flowers in her hair entirely, and an overskirt to the fore, garnitured with

Limerick point.”


“An overskirt before,” says I, lifting both hands, satchel and

all. “Why, every skirt that I’ve seen in the street, or anywhere else, was puckered

and bunched up behind,” says I. “Excuse me, but I really couldn’t think of wearing

’em in any other way.”


The French dress-maker—I know she was French by the letter E

after Madam, and because the sign said she was from Paris. Well, she colored up,

and looked every which way at first, but then she gave a skimping laugh, and said

that I didn’t understand French. I—I didn’t understand French! I who had studied

“French without a Master” as a specialty, with the most intelligent member of our

circle, and conversed in the language as directed by that excellent book so fluently

that the pronunciation sounded almost like English nipped off a little! This was

too much.


The clear grit, which lies at the bottom of every New England

woman’s heart, riled up in mine when that cherished accomplishment was cast into

disrepute.


“Madame,” says I, putting a keen emphasis on that E, “I came

here to inquire about the most fashionable way of making a dress, not to give or

take a lesson in the languages. Permit me to say I never could submit to wear an

overskirt in the way you speak of—wrong side before—why, it would look dreadfully.”


“But Madame does not understand; I speak English so much in this

country that my own language gets knocked into smithereens. I beg pardon—into confusion.

Madame must be very perfect herself to detect it.”


I felt a smile creeping over my lips. Really, sisters, I had

been too hard on the poor woman. It was not her fault if my ear was so very correct

that nothing but the purest accent could satisfy me. She saw this look dawning upon

my face, and I knew that she felt relieved by the way her elbows settled down on

the counter again.


“If madame will take a chair—that is, repose herself. Madame—”


“Excuse me,” says I, benignly, for I didn’t want to hurt her

feelings again. “Mademoiselle, if you please.”


“Pardon me,” says she, humbly.


“Just so,” says I, benignly. “Now supposing we go on about this

ball-dress. How much silk will it take?”


The woman sat and thought to herself ever so long. Then she counted

her fingers over once or twice. Then she said she didn’t exactly know how much,

which is the way with dress-makers all over the world, I do believe.


“But one won’t buy a dress without knowing how much to ask for,”

says I. “Say twelve yards now?”


The woman lifted herself right off from the counter and sat staring

at me.


“Twelve!” says she, “eighteen at the least.”


I felt as if someone had struck me. Eighteen yards for a dress

and gored all to pieces at that!


“Some of your dress-makers in Broadway would want more than that!”

says she, “and send for more and more after that.”


I made no answer but took up my satchel and walked straight out

of the door.


Eighteen yards of silk for a dress! The thought of it kept me

awake all night.


The next morning I went right up to the palatial residence of

my cousin, Emily Elizabeth Dempster, feeling that she would expect me to enter on

that subject about bringing up children, which was my duty; but I was so down in

the mouth about that dress, that everything like a moral idea had just swamped itself

in those eighteen yards of silk; and instead of giving advice, I went into that

house to beg for it, feeling all the time as if somebody had dumped me down from

a mighty high horse onto that stone doorstep, and left me to travel home afoot.

In fact, I felt as if coming to that house to ask about ball-dresses, instead of

giving instruction, was a mean sort of business. But the ambition of a great, worldly

idea was burning in my bosom, and I resolved to press forward to the mark of the

prize of the high calling.


Mercy on me! it is a ball-dress, not a class-meeting, that I

am writing about. Oh, my sisters! is it true that black angels and white angels

ever do get to fighting in a human soul, just as they do down South? If so, they

had a tussle in my bosom that morning, and the black fellow came out best, with

a gorgeous silk dress a-floating and a-rustling out from his triumphant right hand,

and the splendid shadow of a great Grand Duke following after.


Cousin Emily Elizabeth was just coming downstairs, flounced,

puffed, and tucked up about the waist, till she was all over in a flutter of silk,

and lace, and black beads, with a dashing bonnet on her head high enough for a trooper’s

training-cap, all shivery with lace and bows, with one long feather curling half

way round it, and a white tuft sticking up straight on the top, looking so ’cute

and saucy.


Emily Elizabeth looked a little scared when she saw me coming

in with my satchel; but when I told her what I wanted, her eyes brightened up, and

she laughed as easy as a blackbird sings. “Oh, is that all!” says she. “I thought

it was about the children. I’ll give you a note to my dress-maker. Styles all French,

and so recherché.” Look in the dictionary, sisters, and you will discover

that this means something first-class.


She took out a pencil and a square piece of paper with her name

printed on it, and wrote something French, with the number of a house, which I won’t

give, not wanting any of my friends to be talked out of a year’s growth, as I was.


“There,” says she. “The cream-on-cream all go to her. She’ll

fit you out splendidly. Leave it all to her. Good-morning, cousin; I must go; but

my daughter is in the drawing-room—she will entertain you.”


“Just so,” says I, putting the card in my satchel, and making

swift tracks for the out-door, “but I haven’t time to be entertained.”









Chapter 8


THE GENUINE MADAME


Well, I went straight down to that dress-maker’s

house and handed the square paper cousin had written on to a lady who was fluttering

round among a lot of girls, all hard at work sewing, like bumble-bees in a rose-bush.


She looked at the paper; then she gave my alpaca dress an overhauling

with her scornful eyes. Then she began to talk; but, my goodness, her French was

awful. I couldn’t understand a word of it. Once in a while she would chuck an English

word in, and rush on again like a mill-dam.


When I tried to put in a word of genuine French or pure English,

she lifted her hands, hitched up her shoulders, and seemed as if she was swearing

at me one minute and wanted to kiss me the next. I couldn’t stand that.


“How much will you ask—how many yards will it take. La pre

la pre?” says I, bursting into French.


The woman looked around on her girls, spread her hands as if

praying for help, and then, all red in the face, she burst into English. Then I

knew she did not understand her own native tongue and gave her a sarcastic smile.


“I find everything. How many yards? Oh, that depends on the idea,

the invention. I have it here growing in my brain. The price? Ah, I cannot tell.

When the work is complete then we know. There will be crêpe and point—”


“But I don’t want points,” says I. “Talk in English if you don’t

understand your own language. The price, the price!”


“Oh, very well, it shall be to your own satisfaction—perfect,”

says she, and then the creature shook out her hands as if she was shewing chickens

from a corn-crib, and before I could say another word she shewed me on to the steps

and shut the door.


Well, I went back to my boarding-house, beat out and worried

almost to death. Figures are satisfactory to the New England mind; but when you

have only a whirlpool of broken words, ending with satisfaction, with a woman’s

hands spread out on her bosom, and nothing more, it is tantalizing. But I reckon

the figures will come by and by, only I should like to have an idea of what

they will count up to.


As I was saying in the beginning of my report, ten thousand anxious

female bosoms thrilled with expectations every night, and existence dragged woefully

in literary and fashionable circles until that auspicious moment arrived when the

son of an Imperial Emperor cast refulgence on our Western Hemisphere. But the waiting

of us young girls was lonesome, very.


I had done my best. For the first time in my life I had twisted

my front hair into little wire tongs they call crimping-pins; maybe it was their

tightness that held my eyes so wide open last night. I was trying with all my strength

to shut them, when the sound of a cannon, ever so far off, brought me up in the

bed, with my hand clasped and the heart in my bosom trembling like a frightened

chicken.


“He has come,” says I to myself. “Alexis has come. Tomorrow we

shall see him—handsome, young, filled with Imperial royalty from the crown of his

noble head to the soles of his patent-leather boots. But will he wear his crown

in the procession, or only keep it for the grand ball. What if he should rest that

crown on the head of some distinguished American, selecting a literary lady?” This

thought impressed me; both hands went up to my lofty brow. Alas! they only sent

the crimping-pins ploughing across my head with a thorny sharpness that filled my

throat with screeches.


My dress has come home—I am stunned:
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I have just recovered from a long fainting fit. They have taken the crimping-pins

out of my hair and deluged it with crystal water. I am lying on my couch faint and

exhausted. Oh, my sisters, the paths of royalty are beautiful, but full of thorns.

That bill has been enough to destroy all my pleasure in the visit of the Grand Duke

Alexis.
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