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SOME SHORT CHRISTMAS STORIES

A Christmas Tree

I have been looking on, this evening, at a merry company of children
assembled round that pretty German toy, a Christmas Tree. The tree
was planted in the middle of a great round table, and towered high
above their heads. It was brilliantly lighted by a multitude of little ta-
pers; and everywhere sparkled and glittered with bright objects. There
were rosy-cheeked dolls, hiding behind the green leaves; and there were
real watches (with movable hands, at least, and an endless capacity of
being wound up) dangling from innumerable twigs; there were French-
polished tables, chairs, bedsteads, wardrobes, eight-day clocks, and var-
ious other articles of domestic furniture (wonderfully made, in tin, at
Wolverhampton), perched among the boughs, as if in preparation for
some fairy housekeeping; there were jolly, broad-faced little men, much
more agreeable in appearance than many real men—and no wonder, for
their heads took off, and showed them to be full of sugar-plums; there
were fiddles and drums; there were tambourines, books, work-boxes,
paint-boxes, sweetmeat-boxes, peep-show boxes, and all kinds of boxes;
there were trinkets for the elder girls, far brighter than any grown-
up gold and jewels; there were baskets and pincushions in all devices;
there were guns, swords, and banners; there were witches standing in
enchanted rings of pasteboard, to tell fortunes; there were teetotums,
humming-tops, needle-cases, pen-wipers, smelling-bottles, conversation-
cards, bouquet-holders; real fruit, made artificially dazzling with gold
leaf; imitation apples, pears, and walnuts, crammed with surprises; in
short, as a pretty child, before me, delightedly whispered to another
pretty child, her bosom friend, “There was everything, and more.” This
motley collection of odd objects, clustering on the tree like magic fruit,
and flashing back the bright looks directed towards it from every side—
some of the diamond-eyes admiring it were hardly on a level with the
table, and a few were languishing in timid wonder on the bosoms of
pretty mothers, aunts, and nurses—made a lively realisation of the fan-
cies of childhood; and set me thinking how all the trees that grow and
all the things that come into existence on the earth, have their wild
adornments at that well-remembered time.

Being now at home again, and alone, the only person in the house
awake, my thoughts are drawn back, by a fascination which I do not
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CHARLES DICKENS

believe. Even open, there were three distinct rooms in it: a sitting-room
and bed-room, elegantly furnished, and best of all, a kitchen, with un-
commonly soft fire-irons, a plentiful assortment of diminutive utensils—
oh, the warming-pan!—and a tin man-cook in profile, who was always
going to fry two fish. What Barmecide justice have I done to the noble
feasts wherein the set of wooden platters figured, each with its own pe-
culiar delicacy, as a ham or turkey, glued tight on to it, and garnished
with something green, which I recollect as moss! Could all the Temper-
ance Societies of these later days, united, give me such a tea-drinking
as I have had through the means of yonder little set of blue crockery,
which really would hold liquid (it ran out of the small wooden cask, I
recollect, and tasted of matches), and which made tea, nectar. And if the
two legs of the ineffectual little sugar-tongs did tumble over one another,
and want purpose, like Punch’s hands, what does it matter? And if T did
once shriek out, as a poisoned child, and strike the fashionable company
with consternation, by reason of having drunk a little teaspoon, inadver-
tently dissolved in too hot tea, I was never the worse for it, except by a
powder!

Upon the next branches of the tree, lower down, hard by the green
roller and miniature gardening-tools, how thick the books begin to hang.
Thin books, in themselves, at first, but many of them, and with deli-
ciously smooth covers of bright red or green. What fat black letters to
begin with! “A was an archer, and shot at a frog.” Of course he was. He
was an apple-pie also, and there he is! He was a good many things in his
time, was A, and so were most of his friends, except X, who had so little
versatility, that I never knew him to get beyond Xerxes or Xantippe—
like Y, who was always confined to a Yacht or a Yew Tree; and Z con-
demned for ever to be a Zebra or a Zany. But, now, the very tree it-
self changes, and becomes a bean-stalk—the marvellous bean-stalk up
which Jack climbed to the Giant’s house! And now, those dreadfully
interesting, double-headed giants, with their clubs over their shoulders,
begin to stride along the boughs in a perfect throng, dragging knights
and ladies home for dinner by the hair of their heads. And Jack—how
noble, with his sword of sharpness, and his shoes of swiftness! Again
those old meditations come upon me as I gaze up at him; and I debate
within myself whether there was more than one Jack (which I am loth
to believe possible), or only one genuine original admirable Jack, who
achieved all the recorded exploits.

Good for Christmas-time is the ruddy colour of the cloak, in which—

SOME SHORT CHRISTMAS STORIES

the tree making a forest of itself for her to trip through, with her
basket—TLittle Red Riding-Hood comes to me one Christmas Eve to
give me information of the cruelty and treachery of that dissembling
Wolf who ate her grandmother, without making any impression on his
appetite, and then ate her, after making that ferocious joke about his
teeth. She was my first love. I felt that if I could have married Little
Red Riding-Hood, I should have known perfect bliss. But, it was not to
be; and there was nothing for it but to look out the Wolf in the Noah’s
Ark there, and put him late in the procession on the table, as a mon-
ster who was to be degraded. O the wonderful Noah’s Ark! It was
not found seaworthy when put in a washing-tub, and the animals were
crammed in at the roof, and needed to have their legs well shaken down
before they could be got in, even there—and then, ten to one but they
began to tumble out at the door, which was but imperfectly fastened
with a wire latch—but what was that against it! Consider the noble fly,
a size or two smaller than the elephant: the lady-bird, the butterfly—
all triumphs of art! Consider the goose, whose feet were so small, and
whose balance was so indifferent, that he usually tumbled forward, and
knocked down all the animal creation. Consider Noah and his family,
like idiotic tobacco-stoppers; and how the leopard stuck to warm little
fingers; and how the tails of the larger animals used gradually to resolve
themselves into frayed bits of string!

Hush! Again a forest, and somebody up in a tree—not Robin Hood,
not Valentine, not the Yellow Dwarf (I have passed him and all Mother
Bunch’s wonders, without mention), but an Eastern King with a glitter-
ing scimitar and turban. By Allah! two Eastern Kings, for I see another,
looking over his shoulder! Down upon the grass, at the tree’s foot, lies
the full length of a coal-black Giant, stretched asleep, with his head in
a lady’s lap; and near them is a glass box, fastened with four locks of
shining steel, in which he keeps the lady prisoner when he is awake. T
see the four keys at his girdle now. The lady makes signs to the two
kings in the tree, who softly descend. It is the setting-in of the bright
Arabian Nights.

Oh, now all common things become uncommon and enchanted to
me. All lamps are wonderful; all rings are talismans. Common flower-
pots are full of treasure, with a little earth scattered on the top; trees
are for Ali Baba to hide in; beef-steaks are to throw down into the
Valley of Diamonds, that the precious stones may stick to them, and be
carried by the eagles to their nests, whence the traders, with loud cries,
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CHARLES DICKENS

Pole, and pining for a Fairy immortality along with her. Ah, she comes
back, in many shapes, as my eye wanders down the branches of my
Christmas Tree, and goes as often, and has never yet stayed by me!

Out of this delight springs the toy-theatre,—there it is, with its famil-
iar proscenium, and ladies in feathers, in the boxes!—and all its atten-
dant occupation with paste and glue, and gum, and water colours, in
the getting-up of The Miller and his Men, and Elizabeth, or the Exile
of Siberia. In spite of a few besetting accidents and failures (particu-
larly an unreasonable disposition in the respectable Kelmar, and some
others, to become faint in the legs, and double up, at exciting points of
the drama), a teeming world of fancies so suggestive and all-embracing,
that, far below it on my Christmas Tree, I see dark, dirty, real Theatres
in the day-time, adorned with these associations as with the freshest
garlands of the rarest flowers, and charming me yet.

But hark! The Waits are playing, and they break my childish sleep!
What images do I associate with the Christmas music as I see them set
forth on the Christmas Tree? Known before all the others, keeping far
apart from all the others, they gather round my little bed. An angel,
speaking to a group of shepherds in a field; some travellers, with eyes
uplifted, following a star; a baby in a manger; a child in a spacious tem-
ple, talking with grave men; a solemn figure, with a mild and beautiful
face, raising a dead girl by the hand; again, near a city gate, calling
back the son of a widow, on his bier, to life; a crowd of people looking
through the opened roof of a chamber where he sits, and letting down a
sick person on a bed, with ropes; the same, in a tempest, walking on the
water to a ship; again, on a sea-shore, teaching a great multitude; again,
with a child upon his knee, and other children round; again, restoring
sight to the blind, speech to the dumb, hearing to the deaf, health to
the sick, strength to the lame, knowledge to the ignorant; again, dying
upon a Cross, watched by armed soldiers, a thick darkness coming on,
the earth beginning to shake, and only one voice heard, “Forgive them,
for they know not what they do.”

Still, on the lower and maturer branches of the Tree, Christmas as-
sociations cluster thick. School-books shut up; Ovid and Virgil silenced;
the Rule of Three, with its cool impertinent inquiries, long disposed of;
Terence and Plautus acted no more, in an arena of huddled desks and
forms, all chipped, and notched, and inked; cricket-bats, stumps, and
balls, left higher up, with the smell of trodden grass and the softened
noise of shouts in the evening air; the tree is still fresh, still gay. If I no

10

SOME SHORT CHRISTMAS STORIES

more come home at Christmas-time, there will be boys and girls (thank
Heaven!) while the World lasts; and they do! Yonder they dance and
play upon the branches of my Tree, God bless them, merrily, and my
heart dances and plays too!

And I do come home at Christmas. We all do, or we all should.
We all come home, or ought to come home, for a short holiday—the
longer, the better—from the great boarding-school, where we are for
ever working at our arithmetical slates, to take, and give a rest. As to
going a visiting, where can we not go, if we will; where have we not
been, when we would; starting our fancy from our Christmas Tree!

Away into the winter prospect. There are many such upon the tree!
On, by low-lying, misty grounds, through fens and fogs, up long hills,
winding dark as caverns between thick plantations, almost shutting out
the sparkling stars; so, out on broad heights, until we stop at last, with
sudden silence, at an avenue. The gate-bell has a deep, half-awful sound
in the frosty air; the gate swings open on its hinges; and, as we drive up
to a great house, the glancing lights grow larger in the windows, and
the opposing rows of trees seem to fall solemnly back on either side, to
give us place. At intervals, all day, a frightened hare has shot across this
whitened turf; or the distant clatter of a herd of deer trampling the hard
frost, has, for the minute, crushed the silence too. Their watchful eyes
beneath the fern may be shining now, if we could see them, like the icy
dewdrops on the leaves; but they are still, and all is still. And so, the
lights growing larger, and the trees falling back before us, and closing
up again behind us, as if to forbid retreat, we come to the house.

There is probably a smell of roasted chestnuts and other good com-
fortable things all the time, for we are telling Winter Stories—Ghost
Stories, or more shame for us—round the Christmas fire; and we have
never stirred, except to draw a little nearer to it. But, no matter for
that. We came to the house, and it is an old house, full of great chim-
neys where wood is burnt on ancient dogs upon the hearth, and grim
portraits (some of them with grim legends, too) lower distrustfully from
the oaken panels of the walls. We are a middle-aged nobleman, and we
make a generous supper with our host and hostess and their guests—it
being Christmas-time, and the old house full of company—and then we
go to bed. Our room is a very old room. It is hung with tapestry. We
don’t like the portrait of a cavalier in green, over the fireplace. There are
great black beams in the ceiling, and there is a great black bedstead, sup-
ported at the foot by two great black figures, who seem to have come

11



€1

uax01 SIy1 £q 9130[1BYD) WIIN() PO Y3 031 AI0IS SIYI P[0 UAJO 1IN0
18 INOUOH] JO PIBJA B SBM OUym ‘AIBJN APBT PUy ‘paIp UOISUBUI Y3 JO
ApeT 9yl ‘spIemIaije syiuouw oml I0J ‘pasroid 11 os puy ‘yieap pauayol
-9(] 9J©119]1 31 UO $aZeIIIRd FUI[qUINI 350y 18y A[TWIE] 9YI UT UOTIPEI) B
sem 11 Jey3 AJe]A] AP P[O3 S[POOPIBIA SI[IBYD) ‘ISEJ[BaIq JOIJY “IUIIS
SEM JUO AJ9Ad pue ‘diow ou Aes 01 AIeN ApeT 01 paudis J[pOOpPIBN
JO J[POOPIBIN SI[IBYD) puE Ape] SIy pIp 0s pue ‘9[ed paurni asnoy a3
JO IUMO U3 ‘U], jMOPUIM AW [IBIUIIPUN QIBIIN Y] PUNOI pue
punoI urALIp d19m sa3errred Ayl “‘uol 1ysu [[e Ayp,, ‘parder LArepy
ApeT ‘Usay ], ¢IuBowW ays Jeym AIeJA ApET PIdSe dUO AI9Ad ‘UYL, .iPdq
01 JU9M ] 910J3q ‘31 JO JUI [[91 01 Jou pue ‘dde[d 210UWIAI STYI UT IYSIU ISE]
£11ed € 218] OS 9ARY 01 ‘ppO MOL],, 9[qBI-ISBINBIIq Y1 I ‘SuruIouw 1Xau
‘pres A[auadouul pue ‘A[1ed paq 01 painal “4ournol Suof 1oy yam pandne]
Suraq ‘pue ‘spue[ySIH Ys11109G 33 UT IsnOy pim 281e[ & Ie 11sia & Aed 01
Juam ATe]A ApeT Moy ssed 01 awred 11 ‘snyl 1) "pIeA-3[qeIs ay3 ul sa1ed
18213 91 TeaU SunIem Apoqouios g Ua3s SABM[E ST W] B YINS 18 [OIYm
o8eL1Ied YoR[(q J[qeAOWIWI AMOpeYS B 10 3Ip 01 3ul0g sI A[rwuey ay3 Jo
PBAY 9U3 UdYM UILITYI SIS TNOY JYSIUPTW Y3 I8 “YIIYM Yd0[d-1911Mn3
B ST 2191 ‘as[@ 1O “ureyd e Jo Surpier oy 1o ‘dwen sasioy e 10 ‘ydis
e J0 410 ® 10 ‘d915100] B 1O Towrwrey e 10 ‘[PIaym-3uruuids e Jo punos
pajuney e J0 ‘mnys daoy [[Im I2A3U 1) JoOp IIoue J0 ‘uado daay [im
I9AQU JBY) TOOP PajuNey e SI 21971 2snOY IYIOUE [ons Ul ‘snyJ -oures
a3 3sn[ sfeme—ssa] ou pue a10w ou—id[ed OU pue IOPPaI OU—I( [[1IS
[[IM POO[q 33 2192 ‘Ing ‘PIp IOYIBJPULIS-1BIIS SIY S ‘SpIoe SUOIIS YIIm
uIng pue uIng 1o ‘pIp Iayiejpueid sy se ‘qnids pue qnids 10 ‘pIp Iayiej
sty se ‘oue[d pue sue[d 10 ‘Guop sey roumo 1uasaxd a3 se ‘aderds pue
oderds e noOX “INO U BI o J0u [jm POO[] Y Y21YMm WOIJ I00]f 33
ur syue[d ure1ssd sey ‘JEswIy J0Ys ‘UBWI[IUAS 10 WyJIuy ‘19uoieq ‘pio|
PBQ UTE1I2D B 2IoUM ‘[[BY P[0 UTBIIID B Ul WOOI UTelIdd € eyl ‘ssed 01
SOWIOD 1 ‘SnyJ °YOBI) WAIBIQ B Ul M[EM, Ppue ‘A[eursiio a1 2AeYy
s1soy3 ‘10J ‘sasse[d pue sadA1 [erouad may L1oa B 01 J[qonpar (sdey
-1ad >yrewnar Jo Ayirom s1 1) Inqg ‘s1s0YyS JO JoquNU AU I9IUNODUD PUB
“yoeq 1no dn Suidaad 9[qesasse ue YIm ‘S[quiet Aew am ydIyMm [3noiy
‘s1894 Auew 10J dn Inys sSUIM PIAIUNEBY PUB ‘SIOQUIBYIPI]-2ILIS [BUISIP
pue ‘saud[[ed SUIpuNOsSaI YIIM ‘SISNOY PO Yl 01 PUd OU SI 1Y,
-91doad ajqrsuodsar Auewr 03 (MOU peap I8 M) PIIP 9M 2I0J3q ‘OS Pres
am pue fanm [[e sJ1 ‘ing st 11 os pue (dn paysny aq Aew 11 $39q 9y pue
€$9IN183J SIY IOAO SIUWIOD IPBYS B PUB ‘UIIS IABY 9M IBYM JO ISOY INO [[2I
oM {[9M "SA9Y £Isnx o3 yarm s)20[ plo oy Surdn (dad[s 01 Juom sem

STIYOLS SYWLSIMHD LYOHS 4WOS

91

‘ing -pairedop a1k L3731 YOIYM WOIJ (PIIWS PUEB JUOYS IABY PIAO[ 2ABY
[ 3842 S242 219ym ‘saydueiq A3 uo sadeds Yue[q 218 21971 MOUY | jdI0UW
3JUO YOO[ W 13] PUE ‘194 SB JUWI 01 YIBp 218 SYINOQ JoMO[ Y1 YoIyMm JO
9a1 Surystuea () ‘osned sIUSWOW Y jP[IOA\ UBHISLIYD) 3 [[& JO TBIS 9)
3q ‘Joo1 100d Y31 2A0qE Paisar 1eyl JIels 1YSLIq Ayl AeW ‘SSULIQ UOSEIS
a3 1el UOoNsSa33ns pue IFewl [NJI9YD 1949 U] jpadueyduUn puels pooy
-p[Iy> Auwr jo a3y jueudIuaq 2yl 9] [[1IS QWIN-SBUNSLIYYD) JO SIYSNOYd
[B100s oY1 Aq Pa[2IOUY {I[qBIAI[BUN IOAI IYSIU Y3 UI JISNUW PIUIJOS
31 ‘sITeA\ PO 199MS Y] YIIM PIILBIDOSSE DUO saFewl a1 ag—aind ss9|
pUE U31JO JPI se—aIaY) Surduey saoue] pue s£01 191e[ 9y Suowry
isysnoq ay1 umop
[1e Suruadir ¢do1 £19A oY1 1B ISOW[e ‘WOSSO[q U £931], SEWISLIYY) JNO U0
Sururys ymiy yons jo doid oy s11sep uado smolq A[[eIuapiode 100p )
UayM ‘JB3S SIY JOJ UISOYD SeY 3 [003ISI00] Y3 JJO SI[j pUE ‘punoi pue
apim 343 s1y suado JouI0d 33 Ul £0q[OOYDS Y3 I[IYM ‘I 3y 01 JaILdU
194 meIp am £19100S ISOYM UT ‘SJUSPNIS UBWIIIL) Pajuney 3yl JO Jureu
93 ST UOTZ2T *SA1I0ISAW [BINIBUIIANS SISATP JO IZPIA[MOUY] Y] OIUT SUIOD
om QySIu 91 JO SINOY [[BWIS Y] INOQE QIdYM pUuB—IdpUNYI UI[[NS JO
s[ead Auewr 0s 9YI] ToYlOUE I JUO ‘1BIIIAT IIdYI UO ISO[D SIOOp ul
-18I19q 1949 ) 2IAYM—UIM JUIYY P[O JO sefj e pue ‘sadeid ‘peaiq
‘uoded 15801 pJod ® se 1ayd-1addns yons J[qe [[ews ay1 uo Y110J Sunias
pue ‘yareay 9y uodn poom JO 9101 YsaIJ B UMOP Fulke[ 101Je ‘painal
aaey 1a1ysnep £1301d s1y pue sodoaxuur a8e[[1a oY1 Uaym A[9UO[ £19A [99]
oM 2IYM—IY SUIPOBID Yl AqQ S[[BM YUB[Q Y3 UO UMOIY) ‘SMOPEYS
3y 1B punor due[d am d1ym—uondadar mo 10J My129Yd Apanered
-WOd IPBW ‘WOO0I B 0IUT UMOY[S I8 aMm Iym—a11d3dg ay3 107 11em 03
ouofe dn 11s om JIoUYM ‘SI[ISED UBWIIAL) U3 JO JWEU Y] ST U0y
‘uni Ajoans sem arewde[d sparf siy 10§
2S0T]D oY WOoyM P[IYd I8yl JO 3sIN0d a3 1ed pue ‘Loq ueydiQ oy sem
STy 122 mouy 01 awed syuated oY1 ‘9ouatIadxa [e1e] WO jSUSIs Ipew
pue ‘prun A1oa sem oym ‘4oq Sunjool-uio[ioy ‘41101d e—A~Aoq a8uens
B 1M ‘MOPEIW UTBIIAD B Ul ‘9om-yeo Jemonied e 1opun Jurde(d usaq
pey 9y ‘ewiwie]A ‘YO ‘pres pue ‘9I0J9q SINOY 9A[9M] Je3Y B Ul U0y
aured Yy “[1 uayel Suraq P[IYd Yoed Jo UOISBII0 2yl U “Sunok paip [[e
OyMm “UOTSSIIINS UI ‘SUOS S IAYI0I I JO 231y} £ UIIS OS[E Sem Y Ied
‘st £1038 211 Jo 11ed SqUIIA pue plm o) ‘ing “Aog ueydiQ 2yl uIs
pey 2ys 1Byl paysnes sem dys ‘UdY ] ‘uoneurwexa IoJ ‘uado 1 198 03
UOOU2I0J [0 M B s121uddIed 0M] J0O01 11 pue ‘Onnl A[qeruapun sem STy ],
« dn poqreu s a1 pue ‘asnoy ay3 jo 11ed 19y10 AU Yum,, T9YI0Iq I3y pIres

SNAJXOIQ SATYVHD



CHARLES DICKENS

that the old King always said, “Eh, eh? What, what? Ghosts, ghosts?
No such thing, no such thing!” And never left off saying so, until he
went to bed.

Or, a friend of somebody’s whom most of us know, when he was
a young man at college, had a particular friend, with whom he made
the compact that, if it were possible for the Spirit to return to this earth
after its separation from the body, he of the twain who first died, should
reappear to the other. In course of time, this compact was forgotten by
our friend; the two young men having progressed in life, and taken
diverging paths that were wide asunder. But, one night, many years
afterwards, our friend being in the North of England, and staying for
the night in an inn, on the Yorkshire Moors, happened to look out of
bed; and there, in the moonlight, leaning on a bureau near the window,
steadfastly regarding him, saw his old college friend! The appearance
being solemnly addressed, replied, in a kind of whisper, but very audibly,
“Do not come near me. I am dead. I am here to redeem my promise. I
come from another world, but may not disclose its secrets!” Then, the
whole form becoming paler, melted, as it were, into the moonlight, and
faded away.

Or, there was the daughter of the first occupier of the picturesque
Elizabethan house, so famous in our neighbourhood. You have heard
about her? No! Why, she went out one summer evening at twilight,
when she was a beautiful girl, just seventeen years of age, to gather
flowers in the garden; and presently came running, terrified, into the
hall to her father, saying, “Oh, dear father, I have met myself!” He took
her in his arms, and told her it was fancy, but she said, “Oh no! I met
myself in the broad walk, and I was pale and gathering withered flowers,
and I turned my head, and held them up!” And, that night, she died;
and a picture of her story was begun, though never finished, and they
say it is somewhere in the house to this day, with its face to the wall.

Or, the uncle of my brother’s wife was riding home on horseback,
one mellow evening at sunset, when, in a green lane close to his own
house, he saw a man standing before him, in the very centre of a narrow
way. “Why does that man in the cloak stand there!” he thought. “Does
he want me to ride over him?” But the figure never moved. He felt
a strange sensation at seeing it so still, but slackened his trot and rode
forward. When he was so close to it, as almost to touch it with his
stirrup, his horse shied, and the figure glided up the bank, in a curious,
unearthly manner—backward, and without seeming to use its feet—and
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was gone. The uncle of my brother’s wife, exclaiming, “Good Heaven!
It’s my cousin Harry, from Bombay!” put spurs to his horse, which was
suddenly in a profuse sweat, and, wondering at such strange behaviour,
dashed round to the front of his house. There, he saw the same figure,
just passing in at the long French window of the drawing-room, opening
on the ground. He threw his bridle to a servant, and hastened in after
it. His sister was sitting there, alone. “Alice, where’s my cousin Harry?”
“Your cousin Harry, John?” “Yes. From Bombay. I met him in the lane
just now, and saw him enter here, this instant.” Not a creature had been
seen by any one; and in that hour and minute, as it afterwards appeared,
this cousin died in India.

Or, it was a certain sensible old maiden lady, who died at ninety-nine,
and retained her faculties to the last, who really did see the Orphan Boy;
a story which has often been incorrectly told, but, of which the real truth
is this—because it is, in fact, a story belonging to our family—and she
was a connexion of our family. When she was about forty years of age,
and still an uncommonly fine woman (her lover died young, which was
the reason why she never married, though she had many offers), she
went to stay at a place in Kent, which her brother, an Indian-Merchant,
had newly bought. There was a story that this place had once been
held in trust by the guardian of a young boy; who was himself the next
heir, and who killed the young boy by harsh and cruel treatment. She
knew nothing of that. It has been said that there was a Cage in her
bedroom in which the guardian used to put the boy. There was no
such thing. There was only a closet. She went to bed, made no alarm
whatever in the night, and in the morning said composedly to her maid
when she came in, “Who is the pretty forlorn-looking child who has
been peeping out of that closet all night?” The maid replied by giving a
loud scream, and instantly decamping. She was surprised; but she was
a woman of remarkable strength of mind, and she dressed herself and
went downstairs, and closeted herself with her brother. “Now, Walter,”
she said, “I have been disturbed all night by a pretty, forlorn-looking
boy, who has been constantly peeping out of that closet in my room,
which I can’t open. This is some trick.” “I am afraid not, Charlotte,”
said he, “for it is the legend of the house. It is the Orphan Boy. What
did he do?” “He opened the door softly,” said she, “and peeped out.
Sometimes, he came a step or two into the room. Then, I called to him,
to encourage him, and he shrunk, and shuddered, and crept in again,
and shut the door.” “The closet has no communication, Charlotte,”
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SOME SHORT CHRISTMAS STORIES

What Christmas Is As We Grow Older

Time was, with most of us, when Christmas Day encircling all our
limited world like a magic ring, left nothing out for us to miss or
seek; bound together all our home enjoyments, affections, and hopes;
grouped everything and every one around the Christmas fire; and made
the little picture shining in our bright young eyes, complete.

Time came, perhaps, all so soon, when our thoughts over-leaped that
narrow boundary; when there was some one (very dear, we thought
then, very beautiful, and absolutely perfect) wanting to the fulness of
our happiness; when we were wanting too (or we thought so, which
did just as well) at the Christmas hearth by which that some one sat;
and when we intertwined with every wreath and garland of our life that
some one’s name.

That was the time for the bright visionary Christmases which have
long arisen from us to show faintly, after summer rain, in the palest
edges of the rainbow! That was the time for the beatified enjoyment of
the things that were to be, and never were, and yet the things that were
so real in our resolute hope that it would be hard to say, now, what
realities achieved since, have been stronger!

What! Did that Christmas never really come when we and the price-
less pearl who was our young choice were received, after the happiest
of totally impossible marriages, by the two united families previously at
daggers—drawn on our account? When brothers and sisters-in-law who
had always been rather cool to us before our relationship was effected,
perfectly doted on us, and when fathers and mothers overwhelmed us
with unlimited incomes? Was that Christmas dinner never really eaten,
after which we arose, and generously and eloquently rendered honour
to our late rival, present in the company, then and there exchanging
friendship and forgiveness, and founding an attachment, not to be sur-
passed in Greek or Roman story, which subsisted until death? Has that
same rival long ceased to care for that same priceless pearl, and married
for money, and become usurious? Above all, do we really know, now,
that we should probably have been miserable if we had won and worn
the pearl, and that we are better without her?

That Christmas when we had recently achieved so much fame; when
we had been carried in triumph somewhere, for doing something great
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CHARLES DICKENS

who lay down to his rest in the dark shadow of great forests, and, on
earth, awoke no more. O shall they not, from sand and sea and forest,
be brought home at such a time!

There was a dear girl—almost a woman—never to be one—who
made a mourning Christmas in a house of joy, and went her trackless
way to the silent City. Do we recollect her, worn out, faintly whispering
what could not be heard, and falling into that last sleep for weariness? O
look upon her now! O look upon her beauty, her serenity, her change-
less youth, her happiness! The daughter of Jairus was recalled to life,
to die; but she, more blest, has heard the same voice, saying unto her,
“Arise for ever!”

We had a friend who was our friend from early days, with whom
we often pictured the changes that were to come upon our lives, and
merrily imagined how we would speak, and walk, and think, and talk,
when we came to be old. His destined habitation in the City of the Dead
received him in his prime. Shall he be shut out from our Christmas
remembrance? Would his love have so excluded us? Lost friend, lost
child, lost parent, sister, brother, husband, wife, we will not so discard
you! You shall hold your cherished places in our Christmas hearts, and
by our Christmas fires; and in the season of immortal hope, and on the
birthday of immortal mercy, we will shut out Nothing!

The winter sun goes down over town and village; on the sea it makes
a rosy path, as if the Sacred tread were fresh upon the water. A few more
moments, and it sinks, and night comes on, and lights begin to sparkle
in the prospect. On the hill-side beyond the shapelessly-diffused town,
and in the quiet keeping of the trees that gird the village-steeple, remem-
brances are cut in stone, planted in common flowers, growing in grass,
entwined with lowly brambles around many a mound of earth. In town
and village, there are doors and windows closed against the weather,
there are flaming logs heaped high, there are joyful faces, there is healthy
music of voices. Be all ungentleness and harm excluded from the tem-
ples of the Household Gods, but be those remembrances admitted with
tender encouragement! They are of the time and all its comforting and
peaceful reassurances; and of the history that re-united even upon earth
the living and the dead; and of the broad beneficence and goodness that
too many men have tried to tear to narrow shreds.
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SOME SHORT CHRISTMAS STORIES

The Poor Relation’s Story

He was very reluctant to take precedence of so many respected members
of the family, by beginning the round of stories they were to relate as
they sat in a goodly circle by the Christmas fire; and he modestly sug-
gested that it would be more correct if “John our esteemed host” (whose
health he begged to drink) would have the kindness to begin. For as to
himself, he said, he was so little used to lead the way that really— But
as they all cried out here, that he must begin, and agreed with one voice
that he might, could, would, and should begin, he left off rubbing his
hands, and took his legs out from under his armchair, and did begin.

I have no doubt (said the poor relation) that I shall surprise the
assembled members of our family, and particularly John our esteemed
host to whom we are so much indebted for the great hospitality with
which he has this day entertained us, by the confession I am going to
make. But, if you do me the honour to be surprised at anything that
falls from a person so unimportant in the family as I am, I can only say
that I shall be scrupulously accurate in all I relate.

[ am not what I am supposed to be. T am quite another thing. Per-
haps before I go further, I had better glance at what I am supposed to
be.

It is supposed, unless I mistake—the assembled members of our fam-
ily will correct me if I do, which is very likely (here the poor relation
looked mildly about him for contradiction); that I am nobody’s enemy
but my own. That I never met with any particular success in anything.
That I failed in business because I was unbusiness-like and credulous—
in not being prepared for the interested designs of my partner. That I
failed in love, because I was ridiculously trustful—in thinking it impos-
sible that Christiana could deceive me. That I failed in my expectations
from my uncle Chill, on account of not being as sharp as he could have
wished in worldly matters. That, through life, I have been rather put
upon and disappointed in a general way. That I am at present a bach-
elor of between fifty-nine and sixty years of age, living on a limited
income in the form of a quarterly allowance, to which I see that John
our esteemed host wishes me to make no further allusion.

The supposition as to my present pursuits and habits is to the fol-
lowing effect.
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CHARLES DICKENS

very seldom there. I reside, mostly, in a—I am almost ashamed to say
the word, it sounds so full of pretension—in a Castle. I do not mean that
it is an old baronial habitation, but still it is a building always known
to every one by the name of a Castle. In it, I preserve the particulars of
my history; they run thus:

It was when I first took John Spatter (who had been my clerk) into
partnership, and when I was still a young man of not more than five-
and-twenty, residing in the house of my uncle Chill, from whom I had
considerable expectations, that I ventured to propose to Christiana. I
had loved Christiana a long time. She was very beautiful, and very
winning in all respects. I rather mistrusted her widowed mother, who I
feared was of a plotting and mercenary turn of mind; but, I thought as
well of her as I could, for Christiana’s sake. I never had loved any one
but Christiana, and she had been all the world, and O far more than all
the world, to me, from our childhood!

Christiana accepted me with her mother’s consent, and I was ren-
dered very happy indeed. My life at my uncle Chill’s was of a spare
dull kind, and my garret chamber was as dull, and bare, and cold, as an
upper prison room in some stern northern fortress. But, having Chris-
tiana’s love, I wanted nothing upon earth. I would not have changed
my lot with any human being.

Avarice was, unhappily, my uncle Chill’s master-vice. Though he
was rich, he pinched, and scraped, and clutched, and lived miserably.
As Christiana had no fortune, I was for some time a little fearful of
confessing our engagement to him; but, at length T wrote him a letter,
saying how it all truly was. I put it into his hand one night, on going to
bed.

As I came down-stairs next morning, shivering in the cold December
air; colder in my uncle’s unwarmed house than in the street, where the
winter sun did sometimes shine, and which was at all events enlivened
by cheerful faces and voices passing along; I carried a heavy heart to-
wards the long, low breakfast-room in which my uncle sat. It was a
large room with a small fire, and there was a great bay window in it
which the rain had marked in the night as if with the tears of houseless
people. It stared upon a raw yard, with a cracked stone pavement, and
some rusted iron railings half uprooted, whence an ugly out-building
that had once been a dissecting-room (in the time of the great surgeon
who had mortgaged the house to my uncle), stared at it.

We rose so early always, that at that time of the year we breakfasted
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by candle-light. When I went into the room, my uncle was so contracted
by the cold, and so huddled together in his chair behind the one dim
candle, that I did not see him until I was close to the table.

As T held out my hand to him, he caught up his stick (being infirm,
he always walked about the house with a stick), and made a blow at me,
and said, “You fool!”

“Uncle,” T returned, “I didn’t expect you to be so angry as this.”
Nor had T expected it, though he was a hard and angry old man.

“You didn’t expect!” said he; “when did you ever expect? When did
you ever calculate, or look forward, you contemptible dog?”

“These are hard words, uncle!”

“Hard words? Feathers, to pelt such an idiot as you with,” said he.
“Here! Betsy Snap! Look at him!”

Betsy Snap was a withered, hard-favoured, yellow old woman—our
only domestic—always employed, at this time of the morning, in rub-
bing my uncle’s legs. As my uncle adjured her to look at me, he put his
lean grip on the crown of her head, she kneeling beside him, and turned
her face towards me. An involuntary thought connecting them both
with the Dissecting Room, as it must often have been in the surgeon’s
time, passed across my mind in the midst of my anxiety.

“Look at the snivelling milksop!” said my uncle. “Look at the baby!
This is the gentleman who, people say, is nobody’s enemy but his own.
This is the gentleman who can’t say no. This is the gentleman who
was making such large profits in his business that he must needs take
a partner, t’other day. This is the gentleman who is going to marry a
wife without a penny, and who falls into the hands of Jezabels who are
speculating on my death!”

I knew, now, how great my uncle’s rage was; for nothing short of
his being almost beside himself would have induced him to utter that
concluding word, which he held in such repugnance that it was never
spoken or hinted at before him on any account.

“On my death,” he repeated, as if he were defying me by defying his
own abhorrence of the word. “On my death—death—Death! But I’ll
spoil the speculation. Eat your last under this roof, you feeble wretch,
and may it choke you!”

You may suppose that I had not much appetite for the breakfast to
which I was bidden in these terms; but, I took my accustomed seat. I
saw that I was repudiated henceforth by my uncle; still I could bear that
very well, possessing Christiana’s heart.
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CHARLES DICKENS

“All not worth mentioning, John Spatter,” said I, “but certainly
true.”

“When you were first established in this infant business, which
promises to thrive so well,” pursued John, “I came to you, in my search
for almost any employment, and you made me your clerk.”

“Still not worth mentioning, my dear John Spatter,” said I; “still,
equally true.”

“And finding that I had a good head for business, and that I was re-
ally useful to the business, you did not like to retain me in that capacity,
and thought it an act of justice soon to make me your partner.”

“Still less worth mentioning than any of those other little circum-
stances you have recalled, John Spatter,” said I; “for I was, and am,
sensible of your merits and my deficiencies.”

“Now, my good friend,” said John, drawing my arm through his,
as he had had a habit of doing at school; while two vessels outside the
windows of our counting-house—which were shaped like the stern win-
dows of a ship—went lightly down the river with the tide, as John and
I might then be sailing away in company, and in trust and confidence,
on our voyage of life; “let there, under these friendly circumstances, be
a right understanding between us. You are too easy, Michael. You are
nobody’s enemy but your own. If I were to give you that damaging char-
acter among our connexion, with a shrug, and a shake of the head, and
a sigh; and if I were further to abuse the trust you place in me—”

“But you never will abuse it at all, John,” I observed.

“Never!” said he; “but T am putting a case—I say, and if I were
further to abuse that trust by keeping this piece of our common affairs
in the dark, and this other piece in the light, and again this other piece
in the twilight, and so on, I should strengthen my strength, and weaken
your weakness, day by day, until at last I found myself on the high
road to fortune, and you left behind on some bare common, a hopeless
number of miles out of the way.”

“Exactly so,” said 1.

“To prevent this, Michael,” said John Spatter, “or the remotest
chance of this, there must be perfect openness between us. Nothing
must be concealed, and we must have but one interest.”

“My dear John Spatter,” T assured him, “that is precisely what I
mean.”

“And when you are too easy,” pursued John, his face glowing with
friendship, “you must allow me to prevent that imperfection in your
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nature from being taken advantage of, by any one; you must not expect
me to humour it—"

“My dear John Spatter,” I interrupted, “I don’t expect you to hu-
mour it. I want to correct it.”

“And I, too,” said John.

“Exactly so!” cried I. “We both have the same end in view; and,
honourably seeking it, and fully trusting one another, and having but
one interest, ours will be a prosperous and happy partnership.”

“T am sure of it!” returned John Spatter. And we shook hands most
affectionately.

I took John home to my Castle, and we had a very happy day. Our
partnership throve well. My friend and partner supplied what I wanted,
as I had foreseen that he would, and by improving both the business
and myself, amply acknowledged any little rise in life to which I had
helped him.

I am not (said the poor relation, looking at the fire as he slowly
rubbed his hands) very rich, for I never cared to be that; but I have
enough, and am above all moderate wants and anxieties. My Castle is
not a splendid place, but it is very comfortable, and it has a warm and
cheerful air, and is quite a picture of Home.

Our eldest girl, who is very like her mother, married John Spatter’s el-
dest son. Our two families are closely united in other ties of attachment.
It is very pleasant of an evening, when we are all assembled together—
which frequently happens—and when John and I talk over old times,
and the one interest there has always been between us.

I really do not know, in my Castle, what loneliness is. Some of our
children or grandchildren are always about it, and the young voices of
my descendants are delightful—O, how delightful!'—to me to hear. My
dearest and most devoted wife, ever faithful, ever loving, ever helpful
and sustaining and consoling, is the priceless blessing of my house; from
whom all its other blessings spring. We are rather a musical family,
and when Christiana sees me, at any time, a little weary or depressed,
she steals to the piano and sings a gentle air she used to sing when we
were first betrothed. So weak a man am I, that I cannot bear to hear it
from any other source. They played it once, at the Theatre, when I was
there with Little Frank; and the child said wondering, “Cousin Michael,
whose hot tears are these that have fallen on my hand!”

Such is my Castle, and such are the real particulars of my life therein
preserved. I often take Little Frank home there. He is very welcome to
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not always learning; they had the merriest games that ever were played.
They rowed upon the river in summer, and skated on the ice in win-
ter; they were active afoot, and active on horseback; at cricket, and all
games at ball; at prisoner’s base, hare and hounds, follow my leader,
and more sports than I can think of; nobody could beat them. They
had holidays too, and Twelfth cakes, and parties where they danced till
midnight, and real Theatres where they saw palaces of real gold and
silver rise out of the real earth, and saw all the wonders of the world at
once. As to friends, they had such dear friends and so many of them,
that I want the time to reckon them up. They were all young, like the
handsome boy, and were never to be strange to one another all their
lives through.

Still, one day, in the midst of all these pleasures, the traveller lost
the boy as he had lost the child, and, after calling to him in vain, went
on upon his journey. So he went on for a little while without seeing
anything, until at last he came to a young man. So, he said to the young
man, “What do you do here?” And the young man said, “I am always
in love. Come and love with me.”

So, he went away with that young man, and presently they came to
one of the prettiest girls that ever was seen—just like Fanny in the corner
there—and she had eyes like Fanny, and hair like Fanny, and dimples
like Fanny’s, and she laughed and coloured just as Fanny does while I
am talking about her. So, the young man fell in love directly—just as
Somebody I won’t mention, the first time he came here, did with Fanny.
Well! he was teased sometimes—just as Somebody used to be by Fanny;
and they quarrelled sometimes—just as Somebody and Fanny used to
quarrel; and they made it up, and sat in the dark, and wrote letters
every day, and never were happy asunder, and were always looking out
for one another and pretending not to, and were engaged at Christmas-
time, and sat close to one another by the fire, and were going to be
married very soon—all exactly like Somebody I won’t mention, and
Fanny!

But, the traveller lost them one day, as he had lost the rest of his
friends, and, after calling to them to come back, which they never did,
went on upon his journey. So, he went on for a little while without
seeing anything, until at last he came to a middle-aged gentleman. So,
he said to the gentleman, “What are you doing here?” And his answer
was, “I am always busy. Come and be busy with me!”

So, he began to be very busy with that gentleman, and they went on
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through the wood together. The whole journey was through a wood,
only it had been open and green at first, like a wood in spring; and
now began to be thick and dark, like a wood in summer; some of the
little trees that had come out earliest, were even turning brown. The
gentleman was not alone, but had a lady of about the same age with
him, who was his Wife; and they had children, who were with them
too. So, they all went on together through the wood, cutting down the
trees, and making a path through the branches and the fallen leaves, and
carrying burdens, and working hard.

Sometimes, they came to a long green avenue that opened into
deeper woods. Then they would hear a very little, distant voice crying,
“Father, father, I am another child! Stop for me!” And presently they
would see a very little figure, growing larger as it came along, running
to join them. When it came up, they all crowded round it, and kissed
and welcomed it; and then they all went on together.

Sometimes, they came to several avenues at once, and then they all
stood still, and one of the children said, “Father, I am going to sea,”
and another said, “Father, [ am going to India,” and another, “Father, I
am going to seek my fortune where I can,” and another, “Father, I am
going to Heaven!” So, with many tears at parting, they went, solitary,
down those avenues, each child upon its way; and the child who went
to Heaven, rose into the golden air and vanished.

Whenever these partings happened, the traveller looked at the gen-
tleman, and saw him glance up at the sky above the trees, where the day
was beginning to decline, and the sunset to come on. He saw, too, that
his hair was turning grey. But, they never could rest long, for they had
their journey to perform, and it was necessary for them to be always
busy.

At last, there had been so many partings that there were no children
left, and only the traveller, the gentleman, and the lady, went upon their
way in company. And now the wood was yellow; and now brown; and
the leaves, even of the forest trees, began to fall.

So, they came to an avenue that was darker than the rest, and were
pressing forward on their journey without looking down it when the
lady stopped.

“My husband,” said the lady. “I am called.”

They listened, and they heard a voice a long way down the avenue,
say, “Mother, mother!”

It was the voice of the first child who had said, “I am going to
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CHARLES DICKENS

In the Midsummer holidays, some of our fellows who lived within
walking distance, used to come back and climb the trees outside the
playground wall, on purpose to look at Old Cheeseman reading there
by himself. He was always as mild as the tea—and tha#’S pretty mild,
I should hope!—so when they whistled to him, he looked up and nod-
ded; and when they said, “Halloa, Old Cheeseman, what have you had
for dinner?” he said, “Boiled mutton;” and when they said, “An’t it
solitary, Old Cheeseman?” he said, “It is a little dull sometimes:” and
then they said, “Well good-bye, Old Cheeseman!” and climbed down
again. Of course it was imposing on Old Cheeseman to give him noth-
ing but boiled mutton through a whole Vacation, but that was just like
the system. When they didn’t give him boiled mutton, they gave him
rice pudding, pretending it was a treat. And saved the butcher.

So Old Cheeseman went on. The holidays brought him into other
trouble besides the loneliness; because when the fellows began to come
back, not wanting to, he was always glad to see them; which was aggra-
vating when they were not at all glad to see him, and so he got his head
knocked against walls, and that was the way his nose bled. But he was
a favourite in general. Once a subscription was raised for him; and, to
keep up his spirits, he was presented before the holidays with two white
mice, a rabbit, a pigeon, and a beautiful puppy. Old Cheeseman cried
about it—especially soon afterwards, when they all ate one another.

Of course Old Cheeseman used to be called by the names of all
sorts of cheeses—Double Glo’sterman, Family Cheshireman, Dutchman,
North Wiltshireman, and all that. But he never minded it. And I don’t
mean to say he was old in point of years—because he wasn’t—only he
was called from the first, Old Cheeseman.

At last, Old Cheeseman was made second Latin Master. He was
brought in one morning at the beginning of a new half, and presented
to the school in that capacity as “Mr. Cheeseman.” Then our fellows
all agreed that Old Cheeseman was a spy, and a deserter, who had gone
over to the enemy’s camp, and sold himself for gold. It was no excuse
for him that he had sold himself for very little gold—two pound ten
a quarter and his washing, as was reported. It was decided by a Par-
liament which sat about it, that Old Cheeseman’s mercenary motives
could alone be taken into account, and that he had “coined our blood
for drachmas.” The Parliament took the expression out of the quarrel
scene between Brutus and Cassius.

When it was settled in this strong way that Old Cheeseman was a
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tremendous traitor, who had wormed himself into our fellows’ secrets
on purpose to get himself into favour by giving up everything he knew,
all courageous fellows were invited to come forward and enrol them-
selves in a Society for making a set against him. The President of the
Society was First boy, named Bob Tarter. His father was in the West
Indies, and he owned, himself, that his father was worth Millions. He
had great power among our fellows, and he wrote a parody, beginning

“Who made believe to be so meek
That we could hardly hear him speak,
Yet turned out an Informing Sneak?
Old Cheeseman.”

- and on in that way through more than a dozen verses, which he
used to go and sing, every morning, close by the new master’s desk.
He trained one of the low boys, too, a rosy-cheeked little Brass who
didn’t care what he did, to go up to him with his Latin Grammar one
morning, and say it so: nominativus pronominum—Old Cheeseman,
raro exprimitur—was never suspected, nisi distinctionis—of being an
informer, aut emphasis gratia—until he proved one. ut—for instance,
vos damnastis—when he sold the boys. quasi—as though, dicar—he
should say, pretaerea nemo—I'm a Judas! All this produced a great
effect on Old Cheeseman. He had never had much hair; but what he
had, began to get thinner and thinner every day. He grew paler and
more worn; and sometimes of an evening he was seen sitting at his desk
with a precious long snuff to his candle, and his hands before his face,
crying. But no member of the Society could pity him, even if he felt
inclined, because the President said it was Old Cheeseman’s conscience.

So Old Cheeseman went on, and didn’t he lead a miserable life! Of
course the Reverend turned up his nose at him, and of course she did—
because both of them always do that at all the masters—but he suffered
from the fellows most, and he suffered from them constantly. He never
told about it, that the Society could find out; but he got no credit for
that, because the President said it was Old Cheeseman’s cowardice.

He had only one friend in the world, and that one was almost as
powerless as he was, for it was only Jane. Jane was a sort of wardrobe
woman to our fellows, and took care of the boxes. She had come at
first, I believe, as a kind of apprentice—some of our fellows say from a
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CHARLES DICKENS

now. Lots of them wanted to resign, and lots more began to try to make
out that they had never belonged to it. However, the President stuck up,
and said that they must stand or fall together, and that if a breach was
made it should be over his body—which was meant to encourage the
Society: but it didn’t. The President further said, he would consider the
position in which they stood, and would give them his best opinion and
advice in a few days. This was eagerly looked for, as he knew a good
deal of the world on account of his father’s being in the West Indies.

After days and days of hard thinking, and drawing armies all over
his slate, the President called our fellows together, and made the matter
clear. He said it was plain that when Old Cheeseman came on the ap-
pointed day, his first revenge would be to impeach the Society, and have
it flogged all round. After witnessing with joy the torture of his enemies,
and gloating over the cries which agony would extort from them, the
probability was that he would invite the Reverend, on pretence of con-
versation, into a private room—say the parlour into which Parents were
shown, where the two great globes were which were never used—and
would there reproach him with the various frauds and oppressions he
had endured at his hands. At the close of his observations he would
make a signal to a Prizefighter concealed in the passage, who would
then appear and pitch into the Reverend, till he was left insensible. Old
Cheeseman would then make Jane a present of from five to ten pounds,
and would leave the establishment in fiendish triumph.

The President explained that against the parlour part, or the Jane
part, of these arrangements he had nothing to say; but, on the part of
the Society, he counselled deadly resistance. With this view he recom-
mended that all available desks should be filled with stones, and that
the first word of the complaint should be the signal to every fellow to
let fly at Old Cheeseman. The bold advice put the Society in better spir-
its, and was unanimously taken. A post about Old Cheeseman’s size
was put up in the playground, and all our fellows practised at it till it
was dinted all over.

When the day came, and Places were called, every fellow sat down in
a tremble. There had been much discussing and disputing as to how Old
Cheeseman would come; but it was the general opinion that he would
appear in a sort of triumphal car drawn by four horses, with two livery
servants in front, and the Prizefighter in disguise up behind. So, all our
fellows sat listening for the sound of wheels. But no wheels were heard,
for Old Cheeseman walked after all, and came into the school without
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any preparation. Pretty much as he used to be, only dressed in black.

“Gentlemen,” said the Reverend, presenting him, “our so long re-
spected friend and fellow-pilgrim in the pleasant plains of knowledge, is
desirous to offer a word or two. Attention, gentlemen, one and all!”

Every fellow stole his hand into his desk and looked at the President.
The President was all ready, and taking aim at old Cheeseman with his
eyes.

What did Old Cheeseman then, but walk up to his old desk, look
round him with a queer smile as if there was a tear in his eye, and begin
in a quavering, mild voice, “My dear companions and old friends!”

Every fellow’s hand came out of his desk, and the President suddenly
began to cry.

“My dear companions and old friends,” said Old Cheeseman, “you
have heard of my good fortune. I have passed so many years under this
roof—my entire life so far, I may say—that I hope you have been glad
to hear of it for my sake. I could never enjoy it without exchanging
congratulations with you. If we have ever misunderstood one another
at all, pray, my dear boys, let us forgive and forget. I have a great
tenderness for you, and I am sure you return it. I want in the fulness of
a grateful heart to shake hands with you every one. I have come back
to do it, if you please, my dear boys.”

Since the President had begun to cry, several other fellows had bro-
ken out here and there: but now, when Old Cheeseman began with him
as first boy, laid his left hand affectionately on his shoulder and gave
him his right; and when the President said “Indeed, I don’t deserve it,
sir; upon my honour I don’t;” there was sobbing and crying all over
the school. Every other fellow said he didn’t deserve it, much in the
same way; but Old Cheeseman, not minding that a bit, went cheerfully
round to every boy, and wound up with every master—finishing off the
Reverend last.

Then a snivelling little chap in a corner, who was always under some
punishment or other, set up a shrill cry of “Success to Old Cheeseman!
Hooray!” The Reverend glared upon him, and said, “Mr. Cheeseman,
sir.” But, Old Cheeseman protesting that he liked his old name a great
deal better than his new one, all our fellows took up the cry; and, for I
don’t know how many minutes, there was such a thundering of feet and
hands, and such a roaring of Old Cheeseman, as never was heard.

After that, there was a spread in the dining-room of the most magnif-
icent kind. Fowls, tongues, preserves, fruits, confectionaries, jellies, ne-
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SOME SHORT CHRISTMAS STORIES

Nobody’s Story

He lived on the bank of a mighty river, broad and deep, which was
always silently rolling on to a vast undiscovered ocean. It had rolled on,
ever since the world began. It had changed its course sometimes, and
turned into new channels, leaving its old ways dry and barren; but it had
ever been upon the flow, and ever was to flow until Time should be no
more. Against its strong, unfathomable stream, nothing made head. No
living creature, no flower, no leaf, no particle of animate or inanimate
existence, ever strayed back from the undiscovered ocean. The tide of
the river set resistlessly towards it; and the tide never stopped, any more
than the earth stops in its circling round the sun.

He lived in a busy place, and he worked very hard to live. He had no
hope of ever being rich enough to live a month without hard work, but
he was quite content, God knows, to labour with a cheerful will. He
was one of an immense family, all of whose sons and daughters gained
their daily bread by daily work, prolonged from their rising up betimes
until their lying down at night. Beyond this destiny he had no prospect,
and he sought none.

There was over-much drumming, trumpeting, and speech-making,
in the neighbourhood where he dwelt; but he had nothing to do with
that. Such clash and uproar came from the Bigwig family, at the un-
accountable proceedings of which race, he marvelled much. They set
up the strangest statues, in iron, marble, bronze, and brass, before his
door; and darkened his house with the legs and tails of uncouth images
of horses. He wondered what it all meant, smiled in a rough good-
humoured way he had, and kept at his hard work.

The Bigwig family (composed of all the stateliest people thereabouts,
and all the noisiest) had undertaken to save him the trouble of thinking
for himself, and to manage him and his affairs. “Why truly,” said he,
“I have little time upon my hands; and if you will be so good as to take
care of me, in return for the money I pay over”—for the Bigwig family
were not above his money—*“I shall be relieved and much obliged, con-
sidering that you know best.” Hence the drumming, trumpeting, and
speech-making, and the ugly images of horses which he was expected to
fall down and worship.
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CHARLES DICKENS

The robust and the weak, old age and infancy, the father and the mother,
all were stricken down alike.

What means of flight had he? He remained there, where he was, and
saw those who were dearest to him die. A kind preacher came to him,
and would have said some prayers to soften his heart in his gloom, but
he replied:

“QO what avails it, missionary, to come to me, a man condemned to
residence in this foetid place, where every sense bestowed upon me for
my delight becomes a torment, and where every minute of my numbered
days is new mire added to the heap under which I lie oppressed! But,
give me my first glimpse of Heaven, through a little of its light and air;
give me pure water; help me to be clean; lighten this heavy atmosphere
and heavy life, in which our spirits sink, and we become the indifferent
and callous creatures you too often see us; gently and kindly take the
bodies of those who die among us, out of the small room where we
grow to be so familiar with the awful change that even its sanctity is
lost to us; and, Teacher, then I will hear—none know better than you,
how willingly—of Him whose thoughts were so much with the poor, and
who had compassion for all human sorrow!”

He was at work again, solitary and sad, when his Master came and
stood near to him dressed in black. He, also, had suffered heavily. His
young wife, his beautiful and good young wife, was dead; so, too, his
only child.

“Master, ’tis hard to bear—I know it—but be comforted. I would
give you comfort, if I could.”

The Master thanked him from his heart, but, said he, “O you labour-
ing men! The calamity began among you. If you had but lived more
healthily and decently, I should not be the widowed and bereft mourner
that I am this day.”

“Master,” returned the other, shaking his head, “I have begun to
understand a little that most calamities will come from us, as this one
did, and that none will stop at our poor doors, until we are united
with that great squabbling family yonder, to do the things that are right.
We cannot live healthily and decently, unless they who undertook to
manage us provide the means. We cannot be instructed unless they
will teach us; we cannot be rationally amused, unless they will amuse
us; we cannot but have some false gods of our own, while they set up
so many of theirs in all the public places. The evil consequences of
imperfect instruction, the evil consequences of pernicious neglect, the
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evil consequences of unnatural restraint and the denial of humanising
enjoyments, will all come from us, and none of them will stop with
us. They will spread far and wide. They always do; they always have
done—just like the pestilence. I understand so much, I think, at last.”

But the Master said again, “O you labouring men! How seldom do
we ever hear of you, except in connection with some trouble!”

“Master,” he replied, “I am Nobody, and little likely to be heard of
(nor yet much wanted to be heard of, perhaps), except when there is
some trouble. But it never begins with me, and it never can end with
me. As sure as Death, it comes down to me, and it goes up from me.”

There was so much reason in what he said, that the Bigwig family,
getting wind of it, and being horribly frightened by the late desolation,
resolved to unite with him to do the things that were right—at all events,
so far as the said things were associated with the direct prevention, hu-
manly speaking, of another pestilence. But, as their fear wore off, which
it soon began to do, they resumed their falling out among themselves,
and did nothing. Consequently the scourge appeared again—low down
as before—and spread avengingly upward as before, and carried off vast
numbers of the brawlers. But not a man among them ever admitted, if
in the least degree he ever perceived, that he had anything to do with it.

So Nobody lived and died in the old, old, old way; and this, in the
main, is the whole of Nobody’s story.

Had he no name, you ask? Perhaps it was Legion. It matters little
what his name was. Let us call him Legion.

If you were ever in the Belgian villages near the field of Waterloo,
you will have seen, in some quiet little church, a monument erected
by faithful companions in arms to the memory of Colonel A, Major B,
Captains C, D and E, Lieutenants F and G, Ensigns H, I and ], seven
non-commissioned officers, and one hundred and thirty rank and file,
who fell in the discharge of their duty on the memorable day. The story
of Nobody is the story of the rank and file of the earth. They bear their
share of the battle; they have their part in the victory; they fall; they
leave no name but in the mass. The march of the proudest of us, leads
to the dusty way by which they go. O! Let us think of them this year at
the Christmas fire, and not forget them when it is burnt out.
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