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            First New England Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      They thought they had come to their port that day,

      But not yet was their journey done;

      And they drifted away from Provincetown Bay

      In the fireless light of the sun.

      With rain and sleet were the tall masts iced,

      And gloomy and chill was the air,

      But they looked from the crystal sails to Christ,

      And they came to a harbor fair.

      The white hills silent lay,—

      For there were no ancient bells to ring,

      No priests to chant, no choirs to sing,

      No chapel of baron, or lord, or king,

      That gray, cold winter day.

      The snow came down on the vacant seas,

      And white on the lone rocks lay,—

      But rang the axe 'mong the evergreen trees

      And followed the Sabbath day.

      Then rose the sun in a crimson haze,

      And the workmen said at dawn:

      "Shall our axes swing on this day of days,

      When the Lord of Life was born?"

      The white hills silent lay,—

      For there were no ancient bells to ring,

      No priests to chant, no choirs to sing,

      No chapel of baron, or lord, or king,

      That gray, cold Christmas Day.

      "The old town's bells we seem to hear:

      They are ringing sweet on the Dee;

      They are ringing sweet on the Harlem Meer,

      And sweet on the Zuyder Zee.

      The pines are frosted with snow and sleet.

      Shall we our axes wield

      When the chimes at Lincoln are ringing sweet

      And the bells of Austerfield?"

      The air was cold and gray,—

      And there were no ancient bells to ring,

      No priests to chant, no choirs to sing,

      No chapel of baron, or lord, or king,

      That gray, cold Christmas Day.

      Then the master said, "Your axes wield,

      Remember ye Malabarre Bay;

      And the covenant there with the Lord ye sealed;

      Let your axes ring to-day.

      You may talk of the old town's bells to-night,

      When your work for the Lord is done,

      And your boats return, and the shallop's light

      Shall follow the light of the sun.

      The sky is cold and gray,—

      And here are no ancient bells to ring,

      No priests to chant, no choirs to sing,

      No chapel of baron, or lord, or king.

      This gray, cold Christmas Day.

      "If Christ was born on Christmas Day,

      And the day by Him is blest,

      Then low at His feet the evergreens lay

      And cradle His church in the West.

      Immanuel waits at the temple gates

      Of the nation to-day ye found,

      And the Lord delights in no formal rites;

      To-day let your axes sound!"

      The sky was cold and gray,—

      And there were no ancient bells to ring,

      No priests to chant, no choirs to sing,

      No chapel of baron, or lord, or king,

      That gray, cold Christmas Day.

      Their axes rang through the evergreen trees

      Like the bells on the Thames and Tay;

      And they cheerily sang by the windy seas,

      And they thought of Malabarre Bay.

      On the lonely heights of Burial Hill

      The old Precisioners sleep;

      But did ever men with a nobler will

      A holier Christmas keep,

      When the sky was cold and gray,—

      And there were no ancient bells to ring,

      No priests to chant, no choirs to sing,

      No chapel of baron, or lord, or king,

      That gray, cold Christmas Day?
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      Allus when our Pa he's away

      Nen Uncle Sidney comes to stay

      At our house here--so Ma an' me

      An' Etty an' Lee-Bob won't be

      Afeard ef anything at night

      Might happen--like Ma says it might.

      

      (Ef Trip wuz big, I bet you he

      'Uz best watch-dog you ever see!)

      An' so last winter--ist before

      It's go' be Chris'mus-Day,--w'y, shore

      Enough, Pa had to haf to go

      To 'tend a lawsuit--"An' the snow

      Ist right fer Santy Claus!" Pa said,

      As he clumb in old Ayersuz' sled,

      An' said he's sorry he can't be

      With us that night--"'Cause," he-says-ee,

      "Old Santy might be comin' here--

      This very night of all the year

      

      I' got to be away!--so all

      You kids must tell him--ef he call--

      He's mighty welcome, an' yer Pa

      He left his love with you an' Ma

      

      An' Uncle Sid!" An' clucked, an' leant

      Back, laughin'--an' away they went!

      An' Uncle wave' his hands an' yells

      "Yer old horse ort to have on bells!"

      But Pa yell back an' laugh an' say

      "I 'spect when Santy come this way

      It's time enough fer sleighbells nen!"

      An' holler back "Good-by!" again,

      An' reach out with the driver's whip

      An' cut behind an' drive back Trip.

      

      An' so all day it snowed an' snowed!

      An' Lee-Bob he ist watched the road,

      In his high-chair; an' Etty she

      U'd play with Uncle Sid an' me--

      Like she wuz he'ppin' fetch in wood

      An' keepin' old fire goin' good,

      

      Where Ma she wuz a-cookin' there

      An' kitchen, too, an' ever'where!

      An' Uncle say, "'At's ist the way

      Yer Ma's b'en workin', night an' day,

      Sence she hain't big as Etty is

      Er Lee-Bob in that chair o' his!"

      Nen Ma she'd laugh 't what Uncle said,

      An' smack an' smoove his old bald head

      An' say "Clear out the way till I

      Can keep that pot from b'ilin' dry!"

      Nen Uncle, when she's gone back to

      The kitchen, says, "We ust to do

      

      Some cookin' in the ashes.--Say,

      S'posin' we try some, thataway!"

      An' nen he send us to tell Ma

      Send two big 'taters in he saw

      

      Pa's b'en a-keepin' 'cause they got

      The premiun at the Fair. An' what

      You think?--He rake a grea'-big hole

      In the hot ashes, an' he roll

      Them old big 'taters in the place

      An' rake the coals back--an' his face

      Ist swettin' so's he purt'-nigh swear

      'Cause it's so hot! An' when they're there

      'Bout time 'at we fergit 'em, he

      Ist rake 'em out again--an' gee!--

      He bu'st 'em with his fist wite on

      A' old stove-led, while Etty's gone

      

      To git the salt, an' butter, too—

      Ist like he said she haf to do,

      No matter what Ma say! An' so

      He salt an' butter 'em, an' blow

      'Em cool enough fer us to eat—

      

      An' me-o-my! they're hard to beat!

      An' Trip 'ud ist lay there an' pant

      Like he'd laugh out loud, but he can't.

      Nen Uncle fill his pipe—an' we

      'Ud he'p him light it—Sis an' me,—

      But mostly little Lee-Bob, 'cause

      "He's the best Lighter ever wuz!"

      Like Uncle telled him wunst when Lee-

      Bob cried an' jerked the light from me,

      He wuz so mad! So Uncle pat

      An' pet him. (Lee-Bob's ust to that—

      'Cause he's the little-est, you know,

      An' allus has b'en humored so!)

      Nen Uncle gits the flat-arn out,

      An', while he's tellin' us all 'bout

      

      Old Chris'mus-times when he's a kid,

      He ist cracked hickernuts, he did,

      Till they's a crockful, mighty nigh!

      An' when they're all done by an' by,

      He raked the red coals out again

      An' telled me, "Fetch that popcorn in,

      An' old three-leggud skillut—an'

      The led an' all now, little man,—

      An' yer old Uncle here 'ull show

      You how corn's popped, long years ago

      When me an' Santy Claus wuz boys

      On Pap's old place in Illinoise!—

      

      An' your Pa, too, wuz chums, all through,

      With Santy!—Wisht Pa'd be here, too!"

      Nen Uncle sigh at Ma, an' she

      Pat him again, an' say to me

      An' Etty,—"You take warning fair!—

      Don't talk too much, like Uncle there,

      Ner don't fergit, like him, my dears,

      That 'little pitchers has big ears!'"

      But Uncle say to her, "Clear out!—

      Yer brother knows what he's about.—

      You git your Chris'mus-cookin' done

      Er these pore childern won't have none! »

      

      Nen Trip wake up an' raise, an' nen

      Turn roun' an' nen lay down again.

      An' one time Uncle Sidney say,—

      "When dogs is sleepin' thataway,

      Like Trip, an' whimpers, it's a sign

      He'll ketch eight rabbits—mayby nine—

      Afore his fleas'll wake him—nen

      He'll bite hisse'f to sleep again

      An try to dream he's go' ketch ten."

      

      An' when Ma's gone again back in

      The kitchen, Uncle scratch his chin

      An' say, "When Santy Claus an' Pa

      An' me wuz little boys—an' Ma,

      When she's 'bout big as Etty there;—

      W'y,—'When we're growed—no matter where,'

      Santy he cross' his heart an' say,—

      'I'll come to see you, all, some day

      

      When you' got childerns—all but me

      An' pore old Sid!'" Nen Uncle he

      Ist kindo' shade his eyes an' pour'

      'Bout forty-'leven bushels more

      O' popcorn out the skillut there

      In Ma's new basket on the chair.

      An' nen he telled us—an' talk' low,

      "So Ma can't hear," he say:—"You know

      Yer Pa know', when he drived away,

      Tomorry's go' be Chris'mus-Day;—

      Well, nen tonight," he whisper, "see?—

      It's go' be Chris'mus-Eve," says-ee,

      "An', like yer Pa hint, when he went,

      Old Santy Claus (now hush!) he's sent

      Yer Pa a postul-card, an' write

      He's shorely go' be here tonight....

      That's why yer Pa's so bored to be

      Away tonight, when Santy he

      Is go' be here, sleighbells an' all,

      To make you kids a Chris'mus-call!"

      

      An' we're so glad to know fer shore

      He's comin', I roll on the floor—

      An' here come Trip a-waller'n' roun'

      An' purt'-nigh knock the clo'eshorse down!—

      An' Etty grab Lee-Bob an' prance

      All roun' the room like it's a dance—

      Till Ma she come an' march us nen

      To dinner, where we're still again,

      But tickled so we ist can't eat

      But pie, an' ist the hot mincemeat

      With raisins in.—But Uncle et,

      An' Ma. An' there they set an' set

      Till purt'-nigh supper-time; nen we

      Tell him he's got to fix the Tree

      'Fore Santy gits here, like he said.

      

      We go nen to the old woodshed—

      All bundled up, through the deep snow—

      "An' snowin' yet, jee-rooshy-O!"

      Uncle he said, an' he'p us wade

      Back where's the Chris'mus-Tree he's made

      Out of a little jackoak-top

      He git down at the sawmill-shop—

      An' Trip 'ud run ahead, you know,

      An' 'tend-like he 'uz eatin' snow—

      When we all waddle back with it;

      An' Uncle set it up—an' git

      It wite in front the fireplace—'cause

      He says "'Tain't so 'at Santy Claus

      Comes down all chimblies,—least, tonight

      He's comin' in this house all right—

      By the front-door, as ort to be!—

      We'll all be hid where we can see!"

      

      Nen he look up, an' he see Ma

      An' say, "It's ist too bad their Pa

      Can't be here, so's to see the fun

      The childern will have, ever' one!"
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      Well, we!—We hardly couldn't wait Till it wuz dusk, an' dark an' late Enough to light the lamp!—An' Lee- Bob light a candle on the Tree— "Ist one—'cause I'm 'The Lighter'!"—Nen He clumb on Uncle's knee again An' hug us bofe;—an' Etty git Her little chist an' set on it Wite clos't, while Uncle telled some more 'Bout Santy Claus, an' clo'es he wore

      

      "All maked o' furs, an' trimmed as white As cotton is, er snow at night!" An' nen, all sudden-like, he say,— "Hush! Listen there! Hain't that a sleigh An' sleighbells jinglin'?" Trip go "whooh!" Like he hear bells an' smell 'em, too. Nen we all listen.... An'-sir, shore Enough, we hear bells—more an' more A-jinglin' clos'ter—clos'ter still Down the old crook-road roun' the hill.

      

      An' Uncle he jumps up, an' all The chairs he jerks back by the wall An' th'ows a' overcoat an' pair O' winder-curtains over there An' says, "Hide quick, er you're too late!— Them bells is stoppin' at the gate!— Git back o' them-'air chairs an' hide, 'Cause I hear Santy's voice outside!"

      

      Bang! bang! bang! we heerd the door— Nen it flewed open, an' the floor Blowed full o' snow—that's first we saw, Till little Lee-Bob shriek' at Ma

      

      "There's Santy Claus!—I know him by His big white mufftash!"—an' ist cry An' laugh an' squeal an' dance an' yell— Till, when he quiet down a spell,

      

      Old Santy bow an' th'ow a kiss To him—an' one to me an' Sis— An' nen go clos't to Ma an' stoop An' kiss her—An' nen give a whoop That fainted her!—'Cause when he bent An' kiss her, he ist backed an' went Wite 'ginst the Chris'mus-Tree ist where The candle's at Lee-Bob lit there!— An' set his white-fur belt afire— An' blaze streaked roun' his waist an' higher Wite up his old white beard an' th'oat!—

      

      Nen Uncle grabs th' old overcoat An' flops it over Santy's head, An' swing the door wide back an' said, "Come out, old man!—an' quick about It!—I've ist got to put you out!" An' out he sprawled him in the snow— "Now roll!" he says—"Hi-roll-ee-O!"— An' Santy, sputter'n' "Ouch! Gee-whiz!" Ist roll an' roll fer all they is! An' Trip he's out there, too,—I know, 'Cause I could hear him yappin' so— An' I heerd Santy, wunst er twic't, Say, as he's rollin', "Drat the fice't!" Nen Uncle come back in, an' shake Ma up, an' say, "Fer mercy-sake!— He hain't hurt none!" An' nen he said,— "You youngsters h'ist up-stairs to bed!— Here! kiss yer Ma 'Good-night,' an' me,— We'll he'p old Santy fix the Tree— An' all yer whistles, horns an' drums I'll he'p you toot when morning comes!"

      

      It's long while 'fore we go to sleep,— 'Cause down-stairs, all-time somepin' keep A-kindo' scufflin' roun' the floors— An' openin' doors, an' shettin' doors— An' could hear Trip a-whinin', too, Like he don't know ist what to do—

      

      An' tongs a-clankin' down k'thump!— Nen some one squonkin' the old pump— An' Wooh! how cold it soun' out there! I could ist see the pump-spout where t's got ice chin-whiskers all wet An' drippy—An' I see it yet!

      

      An' nen, seem-like, I hear some mens A-talkin' out there by the fence, An' one says, "Oh, 'bout twelve o'clock!" "Nen," 'nother'n says, "Here's to you, Doc!— God bless us ever' one!" An' nen I heerd the old pump squonk again. An' nen I say my prayer all through Like Uncle Sidney learn' me to,— "O Father mine, e'en as Thine own, This child looks up to Thee alone: Asleep or waking, give him still His Elder Brother's wish and will." An' that's the last I know.... Till Ma She's callin' us—an' so is Pa,—

      

      He holler "Chris'mus-gif'!" an' say,— "I'm got back home fer Chris'mus-Day!— An' Uncle Sid's here, too—an' he Is nibblin' 'roun' yer Chris'mus-Tree!"

      

      Nen Uncle holler, "I suppose Yer Pa's so proud he's froze his nose He wants to turn it up at us, 'Cause Santy kick' up such a fuss— Tetchin' hisse'f off same as ef He wuz his own fireworks hisse'f!" An' when we're down-stairs,—shore enough, Pa's nose is froze an' salve an' stuff All on it—an' one hand's froze, too, An' got a old yarn red-and-blue Mitt on it—"An' he's froze some more Acrost his chist, an' kindo' sore

      

      All roun' his dy-fram," Uncle say.— "But Pa he'd ort a-seen the way Santy bear up last night when that- Air fire break out, an' quicker'n scat He's all a-blazin', an' them-'air Gun-cotton whiskers that he wear Ist flashin'!—till I burn a hole In the snow with him, and he roll The front-yard dry as Chris'mus jokes Old parents plays on little folks! But, long's a smell o' tow er wool, I kep' him rollin' beautiful!—

      

      Till I wuz shore I shorely see He's squenched! W'y, hadn't b'en fer me, That old man might a-burnt clear down Clean—plum'—level with the groun'!" Nen Ma say, "There, Sid; that'll do!— Breakfast is ready—Chris'mus, too.— Your voice 'ud soun' best, sayin' Grace— Say it." An' Uncle bow' his face An' say so long a Blessing nen, Trip bark' two times 'fore it's "A-men!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. Watchman, Tell Us of the Night

          

        

        
          John Bowring

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Watchman, Tell Us of the Night

          

        

      

    

    
      Watchman, tell us of the night,

      What its signs of promise are.

      Traveler, o'er yon mountain's height,

      See that glory beaming star.

      Watchman, does its beauteous ray

      Aught of joy or hope foretell?

      Traveler, yes – it brings the day,

      Promised day of Israel.

      

      Watchman, tell us of the night;

      Higher yet that star ascends.

      Traveler, blessedness and light,

      Peace and truth its course portends.

      Watchman, will its beams alone

      Gild the spot that gave them birth?

      Traveler, ages are its own;

      See, it bursts o'er all the earth.

      

      Watchman, tell us of the night,

      For the morning seems to dawn.

      Traveler, darkness takes its flight,

      Doubt and terror are withdrawn.

      Watchman, let thy wanderings cease;

      Hie thee to thy quiet home.

      Traveler, lo! the Prince of Peace,

      Lo! the Son of God is come!
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            A Christmas Carmen
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      Sound over all waters, reach out from all lands,

      The chorus of voices, the clasping of hands;

      Sing hymns that were sung by the stars of the morn,

      Sing songs of the angels when Jesus was born!

      With glad jubilations

      Bring hope to the nations!

      The dark night is ending and dawn has begun:

      Rise, hope of the ages, arise like the sun,

      All speech flow to music, all hearts beat as one!

      

      
        
        II

      

      

      

      Sing the bridal of nations! with chorals of love

      Sing out the war-vulture and sing in the dove,

      Till the hearts of the peoples keep time in accord,

      And the voice of the world is the voice of the Lord!

      Clasp hands of the nations

      In strong gratulations:

      

      The dark night is ending and dawn has begun;

      Rise, hope of the ages, arise like the sun,

      All speech flow to music, all hearts beat as one!

      

      
        
        III

      

      

      

      Blow, bugles of battle, the marches of peace;

      East, west, north, and south let the long quarrel cease

      Sing the song of great joy that the angels began,

      Sing of glory to God and of good-will to man!

      Hark! joining in chorus

      The heavens bend o'er us!

      The dark night is ending and dawn has begun;

      Rise, hope of the ages, arise like the sun,

      All speech flow to music, all hearts beat as one!
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            The Mystic's Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      "All hail!" the bells of Christmas rang,

      "All hail!" the monks at Christmas sang,

      The merry monks who kept with cheer

      The gladdest day of all their year.

      

      But still apart, unmoved thereat,

      A pious elder brother sat

      Silent, in his accustomed place,

      With God's sweet peace upon his face.

      

      "Why sitt'st thou thus?" his brethren cried.

      "It is the blessed Christmas-tide;

      The Christmas lights are all aglow,

      The sacred lilies bud and blow.

      

      "Above our heads the joy-bells ring,

      Without the happy children sing,

      And all God's creatures hail the morn

      On which the holy Christ was born!

      

      "Rejoice with us; no more rebuke

      Our gladness with thy quiet look."

      The gray monk answered: "Keep, I pray,

      Even as ye list, the Lord's birthday.

      

      "Let heathen Yule fires flicker red

      Where thronged refectory feasts are spread;

      With mystery-play and masque and mime

      And wait-songs speed the holy time!

      

      "The blindest faith may haply save;

      The Lord accepts the things we have;

      And reverence, howsoe'er it strays,

      May find at last the shining ways.

      

      "They needs must grope who cannot see,

      The blade before the ear must be;

      As ye are feeling I have felt,

      And where ye dwell I too have dwelt.

      

      "But now, beyond the things of sense,

      Beyond occasions and events,

      I know, through God's exceeding grace,

      Release from form and time and place.

      

      "I listen, from no mortal tongue,

      To hear the song the angels sung;

      And wait within myself to know

      The Christmas lilies bud and blow.

      

      "The outward symbols disappear

      From him whose inward sight is clear;

      And small must be the choice of clays

      To him who fills them all with praise!

      

      "Keep while you need it, brothers mine,

      With honest zeal your Christmas sign,

      But judge not him who every morn

      Feels in his heart the Lord Christ born!"
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            Little Bun Rabbit

          

        

      

    

    
      "Oh, Little Bun Rabbit, so soft and so shy,

      Say, what do you see with your big, round eye?"

      "On Christmas we rabbits," says Bunny so shy,

      "Keep watch to see Santa go galloping by."

      

      Little Dorothy had passed all the few years of her life in the country, and being the only child upon the farm she was allowed to roam about the meadows and woods as she pleased. On the bright summer mornings Dorothy's mother would tie a sun-bonnet under the girl's chin, and then she romped away to the fields to amuse herself in her own way.

      

      She came to know every flower that grew, and to call them by name, and she always stepped very carefully to avoid treading on them, for Dorothy was a kind-hearted child and did not like to crush the pretty flowers that bloomed in her path. And she was also very fond of all the animals, and learned to know them well, and even to understand their language, which very few people can do. And the animals loved Dorothy in turn, for the word passed around amongst them that she could be trusted to do them no harm. For the horse, whose soft nose Dorothy often gently stroked, told the cow of her kindness, and the cow told the dog, and the dog told the cat, and the cat told her black kitten, and the black kitten told the rabbit when one day they met in the turnip patch.

      

      Therefore when the rabbit, which is the most timid of all animals and the most difficult to get acquainted with, looked out of a small bush at the edge of the wood one day and saw Dorothy standing a little way off, he did not scamper away, as is his custom, but sat very still and met the gaze of her sweet eyes boldly, although perhaps his heart beat a little faster than usual.

      

      Dorothy herself was afraid she might frighten him away, so she kept very quiet for a time, leaning silently against a tree and smiling encouragement at her timorous companion until the rabbit became reassured and blinked his big eyes at her thoughtfully. For he was as much interested in the little girl as she in him, since it was the first time he had dared to meet a person face to face.

      

      Finally Dorothy ventured to speak, so she asked, very softly and slowly,

      

      "Oh, Little Bun Rabbit, so soft and so shy,

      Say, what do you see with your big, round eye?"

      

      "Many things," answered the rabbit, who was pleased to hear the girl speak in his own language; "in summer-time I see the clover-leaves that I love to feed upon and the cabbages at the end of the farmer's garden. I see the cool bushes where I can hide from my enemies, and I see the dogs and the men long before they can see me, or know that I am near, and therefore I am able to keep out of their way."

      

      "Is that the reason your eyes are so big?" asked Dorothy.

      

      "I suppose so," returned the rabbit; "you see we have only our eyes and our ears and our legs to defend ourselves with. We cannot fight, but we can always run away, and that is a much better way to save our lives than by fighting."

      

      "Where is your home, bunny?" enquired the girl.

      

      "I live in the ground, far down in a cool, pleasant hole I have dug in the midst of the forest. At the bottom of the hole is the nicest little room you can imagine, and there I have made a soft bed to rest in at night. When I meet an enemy I run to my hole and jump in, and there I stay until all danger is over."

      

      "You have told me what you see in summer," continued Dorothy, who was greatly interested in the rabbit's account of himself, "but what do you see in the winter?"

      

      "In winter we rabbits," said Bunny so shy, "Keep watch to see Santa go galloping by."

      

      "And do you ever see him?" asked the girl, eagerly.

      

      "Oh, yes; every winter. I am not afraid of him, nor of his reindeer. And it is such fun to see him come dashing along, cracking his whip and calling out cheerily to his reindeer, who are able to run even swifter than we rabbits. And Santa Claus, when he sees me, always gives me a nod and a smile, and then I look after him and his big load of toys which he is carrying to the children, until he has galloped away out of sight. I like to see the toys, for they are so bright and pretty, and every year there is something new amongst them. Once I visited Santa, and saw him make the toys."

      

      "Oh, tell me about it!" pleaded Dorothy.

      

      "It was one morning after Christmas," said the rabbit, who seemed to enjoy talking, now that he had overcome his fear of Dorothy, "and I was sitting by the road-side when Santa Claus came riding back in his empty sleigh. He does not come home quite so fast as he goes, and when he saw me he stopped for a word.

      

      "'You look very pretty this morning, Bun Rabbit,' he said, in his jolly way; 'I think the babies would love to have you to play with.'

      

      "'I do n't doubt it, your honor,' I answered; 'but they 'd soon kill me with handling, even if they did not scare me to death; for babies are very rough with their playthings.'

      

      "'That is true,' replied Santa Claus; 'and yet you are so soft and pretty it is a pity the babies can't have you. Still, as they would abuse a live rabbit I think I shall make them some toy rabbits, which they cannot hurt; so if you will jump into my sleigh with me and ride home to my castle for a few days, I 'll see if I can't make some toy rabbits just like you."

      

      "Of course I consented, for we all like to please old Santa, and a minute later I had jumped into the sleigh beside him and we were dashing away at full speed toward his castle. I enjoyed the ride very much, but I enjoyed the castle far more; for it was one of the loveliest places you could imagine. It stood on the top of a high mountain and is built of gold and silver bricks, and the windows are pure diamond crystals. The rooms are big and high, and there is a soft carpet upon every floor and many strange things scattered around to amuse one. Santa Claus lives there all alone, except for old Mother Hubbard, who cooks the meals for him; and her cupboard is never bare now, I can promise you! At the top of the castle there is one big room, and that is Santa's work-shop, where he makes the toys. On one side is his work-bench, with plenty of saws and hammers and jack-knives; and on another side is the paint-bench, with paints of every color and brushes of every size and shape. And in other places are great shelves, where the toys are put to dry and keep new and bright until Christmas comes and it is time to load them all into his sleigh.

      

      "After Mother Hubbard had given me a good dinner, and I had eaten some of the most delicious clover I have ever tasted, Santa took me up into his work-room and sat me upon the table.

      

      "'If I can only make rabbits half as nice as you are,' he said, 'the little ones will be delighted.' Then he lit a big pipe and began to smoke, and soon he took a roll of soft fur from a shelf in a corner and commenced to cut it out in the shape of a rabbit. He smoked and whistled all the time he was working, and he talked to me in such a jolly way that I sat perfectly still and allowed him to measure my ears and my legs so that he could cut the fur into the proper form.

      

      "'Why, I 've got your nose too long, Bunny,' he said once; and so he snipped a little off the fur he was cutting, so that the toy rabbit's nose should be like mine. And again he said, 'Good gracious! the ears are too short entirely!' So he had to get a needle and thread and sew on more fur to the ears, so that they might be the right size. But after a time it was all finished, and then he stuffed the fur full of sawdust and sewed it up neatly; after which he put in some glass eyes that made the toy rabbit look wonderfully life-like. When it was all done he put it on the table beside me, and at first I did n't know whether I was the live rabbit or the toy rabbit, we were so much alike.

      

      "'It 's a very good job,' said Santa, nodding his head at us pleasantly; 'and I shall have to make a lot of these rabbits, for the little children are sure to be greatly pleased with them.'

      

      "So he immediately began to make another, and this time he cut the fur just the right size, so that it was even better than the first rabbit.

      

      "'I must put a squeak in it,' said Santa.

      

      "So he took a box of squeaks from a shelf and put one into the rabbit before he sewed it up. When it was all finished he pressed the toy rabbit with his thumb, and it squeaked so naturally that I jumped off the table, fearing at first the new rabbit was alive. Old Santa laughed merrily at this, and I soon recovered from my fright and was pleased to think the babies were to have such pretty playthings.

      

      "'After this,' said Santa Claus, 'I can make rabbits without having you for a pattern; but if you like you may stay a few days longer in my castle and amuse yourself."

      

      "I thanked him and decided to stay. So for several days I watched him making all kinds of toys, and I wondered to see how quickly he made them, and how many new things he invented.

      

      "'I almost wish I was a child,' I said to him one day, 'for then I too could have playthings.'

      

      "'Ah, you can run about all day, in summer and in winter, and enjoy yourself in your own way,' said Santa; 'but the poor little children are obliged to stay in the house in the winter and on rainy days in the summer, and then they must have toys to amuse them and keep them contented."

      

      "I knew this was true, so I only said, admiringly, 'You must be the quickest and the best workman in all the world, Santa.'

      

      "'I suppose I am,' he answered; 'but then, you see, I have been making toys for hundreds of years, and I make so many it is no wonder I am skillful. And now, if you are ready to go home, I 'll hitch up the reindeer and take you back again.'

      

      "'Oh, no,' said I, 'I prefer to run by myself, for I can easily find the way and I want to see the country.'

      

      "'If that is the case,' replied Santa, 'I must give you a magic collar to wear, so that you will come to no harm.'

      

      "So, after Mother Hubbard had given me a good meal of turnips and sliced cabbage, Santa Claus put the magic collar around my neck and I started for home. I took my time on the journey, for I knew nothing could harm me, and I saw a good many strange sights before I got back to this place again."

      

      "But what became of the magic collar?" asked Dorothy, who had listened with breathless interest to the rabbit's story.

      

      "After I got home," replied the rabbit, "the collar disappeared from around my neck, and I knew Santa had called it back to himself again. He did not give it to me, you see; he merely let me take it on my journey to protect me. The next Christmas, when I watched by the road-side to see Santa, I was pleased to notice a great many of the toy rabbits sticking out of the loaded sleigh. The babies must have liked them, too, for every year since I have seen them amongst the toys.

      

      "Santa never forgets me, and every time he passes he calls out, in his jolly voice,

      

      "'A merry Christmas to you, Bun Rabbit! The babies still love you dearly.'"

      

      The Rabbit paused, and Dorothy was just about to ask another question when Bunny raised his head and seemed to hear something coming.

      

      "What is it?" enquired the girl.

      

      "It 's the farmer's big shepherd dog," answered the Rabbit, "and I must be going before he sees me, or I shall shall [both shalls in original] have to run for my life. So good bye, Dorothy; I hope we shall meet again, and then I will gladly tell you more of my adventures."

      

      The next instant he had sprung into the wood, and all that Dorothy could see of him was a gray streak darting in and out amongst the trees.
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      Count Rostow's affairs were going from bad to worse. He was of a warm, generous nature, with unlimited faith in his servants, and hence was blind to the mismanagement and dishonesty which had sapped his fortune. The possessor of a handsome establishment at the Russian capital, Moscow, the owner of rich provincial estates, and the inheritor of a noble name and wealth, he was nevertheless on the verge of ruin. He had given up his appointment as _Marechal de la Noblesse_, which he had gone to his seat of Otradnoe to assume, because it entailed too many expenses; and yet there was no improvement in the state of his finances.

      

      Nicolas and Natacha, his son and daughter, often found their father and mother in anxious consultation, talking in low tones of the sale of their Moscow house or of their property in the neighborhood. Having thus retired into private life, the count now gave neither fetes nor entertainments. Life at Otradnoe was much less gay than in past years; still, the house and domain were as full of servants as ever, and twenty persons or more sat down to dinner daily. These were dependants, friends, and intimates, who were regarded almost as part of the family, or at any rate seemed unable to tear themselves away from it: among them a musician named Dimmler and his wife, Loghel the dancing-master and his family, and old Mlle. Below, former governess of Natacha and Sonia, the count's niece and adopted child, and now the tutor of Petia, his younger son; besides others who found it simpler to live at the count's expense than at their own. Thus, though there were no more festivities, life was carried on almost as expensively as of old, and neither the master nor the mistress ever imagined any change possible. Nicolas, again, had added to the hunting establishment; there were still fifty horses in the stables, still fifteen drivers; handsome presents were given on all birthdays and fete days, which invariably wound up as of old with a grand dinner to all the neighborhood; the count still played whist or boston, invariably letting his cards be seen by his friends, who were always ready to make up his table, and relieve him without hesitation of the few hundred roubles which constituted their principal income. The old man marched on blindfold through the tangle of his pecuniary difficulties, trying to conceal them, and only succeeding in augmenting them; having neither the courage nor the patience to untie the knots one by one.

      

      The loving heart by his side foresaw their children's ruin, but she could not accuse her husband, who was, alas! too old for amendment; she could only seek some remedy for the disaster. From her woman's point of view there was but one: Nicolas's marriage, namely, with some rich heiress. She clung desperately to this last chance of salvation; but if her son should refuse the wife she should propose to him, every hope of reinstating their fortune would vanish. The young lady whom she had in view was the daughter of people of the highest respectability, whom the Rostows had known from her infancy: Julie Karaguine, who, by the death of her second brother, had suddenly come into great wealth.

      

      The countess herself wrote to Mme. Karaguine to ask her whether she could regard the match with favor, and received a most flattering answer. Indeed, Mme. Karaguine invited Nicolas to her house at Moscow, to give her daughter an opportunity of deciding for herself.

      

      Nicolas had often heard his mother say, with tears in her eyes, that her dearest wish was to see him married. The fulfilment of this wish would sweeten her remaining days, she would say, adding covert hints as to a charming girl who would exactly suit him. One day she took the opportunity of speaking plainly to him of Julie's charms and merits, and urged him to spend a short time in Moscow before Christmas. Nicolas, who had no difficulty in guessing what she was aiming at, persuaded her to be explicit on the matter, and she owned frankly that her hope was to see their sinking fortunes restored by his marriage with her dear Julie!

      

      "Then, mother, if I loved a penniless girl, you would desire me to sacrifice my feelings and my honor--to marry solely for money?"

      

      "Nay, nay; you have misunderstood me," she said, not knowing how to excuse her mercenary hopes. "I wish only for your happiness!" And then, conscious that this was not her sole aim, and that she was not perfectly honest, she burst into tears.

      

      "Do not cry, mamma; you have only to say that you really and truly desire it, and you know I would give my life to see you happy; that I would sacrifice everything, even my feelings."

      

      But this was not his mother's notion. She asked no sacrifice, she would have none; she would sooner have sacrificed herself, if it had been possible.

      

      "Say no more about it; you do not understand," she said, drying away her tears.

      

      "How could she think of such a marriage?" thought Nicolas. "Does she think that because Sonia is poor I do not love her? And yet I should be a thousand times happier with her than with a doll like Julie."

      

      He stayed in the country, and his mother did not revert to the subject. Still, as she saw the growing intimacy between Nicolas and Sonia, she could not help worrying Sonia about every little thing, and speaking to her with colder formality. Sometimes she reproached herself for these continual pin-pricks of annoyance, and was quite vexed with the poor girl for submitting to them with such wonderful humility and sweetness, for taking every opportunity of showing her devoted gratitude, and for loving Nicolas with a faithful and disinterested affection which commanded her admiration.

      

      Just about this time a letter came from Prince Andre, dated from Rome, whither he had gone to pass the year of probation demanded by his father as a condition to giving consent to his son's marriage with the Countess Natacha. It was the fourth the Prince had written since his departure. He ought long since to have been on his way home, he said, but the heat of the summer had caused the wound he had received at Austerlitz to reopen, and this compelled him to postpone his return till early in January.

      

      Natacha, though she was so much in love that her very passion for Prince Andre had made her day-dreams happy, had hitherto been open to all the bright influences of her young life; but now, after nearly four months of parting, she fell into a state of extreme melancholy, and gave way to it completely. She bewailed her hard fate, she bewailed the time that was slipping away and lost to her, while her heart ached with the dull craving to love and be loved. Nicolas, too, had nearly spent his leave from his regiment, and the anticipation of his departure added gloom to the saddened household.

      

      Christmas came; but, excepting the pompous high Mass and the other religious ceremonies, the endless string of neighbors and servants with the regular compliments of the season, and the new gowns which made their first appearance on the occasion, nothing more than usual happened on that day, or more extraordinary than twenty degrees of frost, with brilliant sunshine, a still atmosphere, and at night a glorious starry sky.

      

      After dinner, on the third day of Christmas-tide, when every one had settled into his own corner once more, ennui reigned supreme throughout the house. Nicolas, who had been paying a round of visits in the neighborhood, was fast asleep in the drawing-room. The old count had followed his example in his room. Sonia, seated at a table in the sitting-room, was copying a drawing. The countess was playing out a "patience," and Nastacia Ivanovna, the old buffoon, with his peevish face, sitting in a window with two old women, did not say a word.

      

      Natacha came into the room, and, after leaning over Sonia for a minute or two to examine her work, went over to her mother and stood still in front of her.

      

      The countess looked up. "Why are you wandering about like a soul in torment? What do you want?" she said.

      

      "Want! I want him!" replied Natacha, shortly, and her eyes glowed. "Now, here--at once!"

      

      Her mother gazed at her anxiously.

      

      "Do not look at me like that; you will make me cry."

      

      "Sit down here."

      

      "Mamma, I want him, I want him! Why must I die of weariness?" Her voice broke and tears started from her eyes. She hastily quitted the drawing-room and went to the housekeeper's room, where an old servant was scolding one of the girls who had just come in breathless from out-of-doors.

      

      "There is a time for all things," growled the old woman. "You have had time enough for play."

      

      "Oh, leave her in peace, Kondratievna," said Natacha. "Run away, Mavroucha--go."

      

      Pursuing her wandering, Natacha went into the hall; an old man-servant was playing cards with two of the boys. Her entrance stopped their game and they rose. "And what am I to say to these?" thought she.

      

      "Nikita, would you please go--what on earth can I ask for?--go and find me a cock; and you, Micha, a handful of corn."

      

      "A handful of corn?" said Micha, laughing.

      

      "Go, go at once," said the old man.

      

      "And you, Fedor, can you give me a piece of chalk?"

      

      Then she went on to the servants' hall and ordered the samovar to be got ready, though it was not yet tea-time; she wanted to try her power over Foka, the old butler, the most morose and disobliging of all the servants. He could not believe his ears, and asked her if she really meant it. "What next will our young lady want?" muttered Foka, affecting to be very cross.

      

      No one gave so many orders as Natacha, no one sent them on so many errands at once. As soon as a servant came in sight she seemed to invent some want or message; she could not help it. It seemed as though she wanted to try her power over them; to see whether, some fine day, one or another would not rebel against her tyranny; but, on the contrary, they always flew to obey her more readily than any one else.

      

      "And now what shall I do, where can I go?" thought she, as she slowly went along the corridor, where she presently met the buffoon.

      

      "Nastacia Ivanovna," said she, "if I ever have children, what will they be?"

      

      "You! Fleas and grasshoppers, you may depend upon it!"

      

      Natacha went on. "Good God! have mercy, have mercy!" she said to herself. "Wherever I go it is always, always the same. I am so weary; what shall I do?"

      

      Skipping lightly from step to step, she went to the upper story and dropped in on the Loghels. Two governesses were sitting chatting with M. and Mme. Loghel; dessert, consisting of dried fruit, was on the table, and they were eagerly discussing the cost of living at Moscow and Odessa. Natacha took a seat for a moment, listened with pensive attention, and then jumped up again. "The island of Madagascar!" she murmured, "Ma-da-gas-car!" and she separated the syllables. Then she left the room without answering Mme. Schoss, who was utterly mystified by her strange exclamation.

      

      She next met Petia and a companion, both very full of some fireworks which were to be let off that evening. "Petia!" she exclaimed, "carry me down-stairs!" And she sprang upon his back, throwing her arms round his neck; and, laughing and galloping, they thus scrambled along to the head of the stairs.

      

      "Thank you, that will do. Madagascar!" she repeated; and, jumping down, she ran down the flight.

      

      After thus inspecting her dominions, testing her power, and convincing herself that her subjects were docile, and that there was no novelty to be got out of them, Natacha settled herself in the darkest corner of the music-room with her guitar, striking the bass strings, and trying to make an accompaniment to an air from an opera that she and Prince Andre had once heard together at St. Petersburg. The uncertain chords which her unpractised fingers sketched out would have struck the least experienced ear as wanting in harmony and musical accuracy, while to her excited imagination they brought a whole train of memories. Leaning against the wall and half hidden by a cabinet, with her eyes fixed on a thread of light that came under the door from the rooms beyond, she listened in ecstasy and dreamed of the past.

      

      Sonia crossed the room with a glass in her hand. Natacha glanced round at her and again fixed her eyes on the streak of light. She had the strange feeling of having once before gone through the same experience--sat in the same place, surrounded by the same details, and watching Sonia pass carrying a tumbler. "Yes, it was exactly the same," she thought.

      

      "Sonia, what is this tune?" she said, playing a few notes.

      

      "What, are you there?" said Sonia, startled. "I do not know," she said, coming closer to listen, "unless it is from 'La Tempete';" but she spoke doubtfully.

      

      "It was exactly so," thought Natacha. "She started as she came forward, smiling so gently; and I thought then, as I think now, that there is something in her which is quite lacking in me. No," she said aloud, "you are quite out; it is the chorus from the 'Porteur d'Eau'--listen," and she hummed the air. "Where are you going?"

      

      "For some fresh water to finish my drawing."

      

      "You are always busy and I never. Where is Nicolas?"

      

      "Asleep, I think."

      

      "Go and wake him, Sonia. Tell him to come and sing."

      

      Sonia went, and Natacha relapsed into dreaming and wondering how it had all happened. Not being able to solve the puzzle, she drifted into reminiscence once more. She could see him--_him_--and feel his impassioned eyes fixed on her face. "Oh, make haste back! I am so afraid he will not come yet! Besides, it is all very well, but I am growing old; I shall be quite different from what I am now! Who knows? Perhaps he will come to-day! Perhaps he is here already! Here in the drawing-room. Perhaps he came yesterday and I have forgotten."

      

      She rose, laid down the guitar, and went into the next room. All the household party were seated round the tea-table,--the professors, the governesses, the guests; the servants were waiting on one and another--but there was no Prince Andre.

      

      "Ah, here she is," said her father. "Come and sit down here." But Natacha stopped by her mother without heeding his bidding.

      

      "Oh, mamma, bring him to me, give him to me soon, very soon," she murmured, swallowing down a sob. Then she sat down and listened to the others. "Good God! always the same people! always the same thing! Papa holds his cup as he always does, and blows his tea to cool it as he did yesterday, and as he will to-morrow."

      

      She felt a sort of dull rebellion against them all; she hated them for always being the same.

      

      After tea Sonia, Natacha, and Nicolas huddled together in their favorite, snug corner of the drawing-room; that was where they talked freely to each other.

      

      "Do you ever feel," Natacha asked her brother, "as if there was nothing left to look forward to; as if you had had all your share of happiness, and were not so much weary as utterly dull?"

      

      "Of course I have. Very often I have seen my friends and fellow-officers in the highest spirits and been just as jolly myself, and suddenly have been struck so dull and dismal, have so hated life, that I have wondered whether we were not all to die at once. I remember one day, for instance, when I was with the regiment; the band was playing, and I had such a fit of melancholy that I never even thought of going to the promenade."

      

      "How well I understand that! I recollect once," Natacha went on, "once when I was a little girl, I was punished for having eaten some plums, I think. I had not done it, and you were all dancing, and I was left alone in the school-room. How I cried! cried because I was so sorry for myself, and so vexed with you all for making me so unhappy."

      

      "I remember; and I went to comfort you and did not know how; we were funny children then; I had a toy with bells that jingled, and I made you a present of it."

      

      "Do you remember," said Natacha, "long before that, when we were no bigger than my hand, my uncle called us into his room, where it was quite dark, and suddenly we saw----"

      

      "A negro!" interrupted Nicolas, smiling at her recollection. "To be sure. I can see him now; and to this day I wonder whether it was a dream or a reality, or mere fancy invented afterwards."

      

      "He had white teeth and stared at us with his black eyes."

      

      "Do you remember him, Sonia?"

      

      "Yes, yes--but very dimly."

      

      "But papa and mamma have always declared that no negro ever came to the house. And the eggs; do you remember the eggs we used to roll up at Easter; and one day how two little grinning old women came up through the floor and began to spin round the table?"

      

      "Of course. And how papa used to put on his fur coat and fire off his gun from the balcony. And don t you remember----?" And so they went on recalling, one after the other, not the bitter memories of old age, but the bright pictures of early childhood, which float and fade on a distant horizon of poetic vagueness, midway between reality and dreams. Sonia remembered being frightened once at the sight of Nicolas in his braided jacket, and her nurse promising her that she should some day have a frock trimmed from top to bottom.

      

      "And they told me you had been found in the garden under a cabbage," said Natacha. "I dared not say it was not true, but it puzzled me tremendously."

      

      A door opened, and a woman put in her head, exclaiming, "Mademoiselle, mademoiselle, they have fetched the cock!"

      

      "I do not want it now; send it away again, Polia." said Natacha.

      

      Dimmler, who had meanwhile come into the room, went up to the harp, which stood in a corner, and in taking off the cover made the strings ring discordantly.

      

      "Edward Karlovitch, play my favorite nocturne--Field's," cried the countess, from the adjoining room.

      

      Dimmler struck a chord. "How quiet you young people are," he said, addressing them.

      

      "Yes, we are studying philosophy," said Natacha, and they went on talking of their dreams.

      

      Dimmler had no sooner begun his nocturne than Natacha, crossing the room on tiptoe, seized the wax-light that was burning on the table and carried it into the next room; then she stole back to her seat, it was now quite dark in the larger room, especially in their corner, but the silvery moonbeams came in at the wide windows and lay in broad sheets on the floor.

      

      "Do you know," whispered Natacha, while Dimmler, after playing the nocturne, let his fingers wander over the strings, uncertain what to play next, "when I go on remembering one thing beyond another, I go back so far, so far, that at last I remember things that happened before I was born, and----"

      

      "That is metempsychosis," interrupted Sonia, with a reminiscence of her early lessons. "The Egyptians believed that our souls had once inhabited the bodies of animals, and would return to animals again after our death."

      

      "I do not believe that," said Natacha, still in a low voice, though the music had ceased. "But I am quite sure that we were angels once, somewhere there beyond, or, perhaps, even here; and that is the reason we remember a previous existence."

      

      "May I join the party?" asked Dimmler, coming towards them.

      

      "If we were once angels, how is it that we have fallen lower?"

      

      "Lower? Who says that it is lower? Who knows what I was?" Natacha retorted with full conviction. "Since the soul is immortal, and I am to live forever in the future, I must have existed in the past, so I have eternity behind me, too."

      

      "Yes; but it is very difficult to conceive of that eternity," said Dimmler, whose ironical smile had died away.

      

      "Why?" asked Natacha. "After to-day comes to-morrow, and then the day after, and so on forever; yesterday has been, to-morrow will be----"

      

      "Natacha, now it is your turn; sing me something," said her mother. "What are you doing in that corner like a party of conspirators?"

      

      "I am not at all in the humor, mamma," said she; nevertheless she rose. Nicolas sat down to the piano; and standing, as usual, in the middle of the room, where the voice sounded best, she sang her mother's favorite ballad.

      

      Though she had said she was not in the humor, it was long since Natacha had sung so well as she did that evening, and long before she sang so well again. Her father, who was talking over business with Mitenka in his room, hurriedly gave him some final instructions as soon as he heard the first note, as a schoolboy scrambles through his tasks to get to his play; but as the steward did not go, he sat in silence, listening, while Mitenka, too, standing in his presence, listened with evident satisfaction. Nicolas did not take his eyes off his sister's face, and only breathed when she took breath. Sonia was under the spell of that exquisite voice and thinking of the gulf of difference that lay between her and her friend, full conscious that she could never exercise such fascination. The old countess had paused in her "patience,"--a sad, fond smile played on her lips, her eyes were full of tears, and she shook her head, remembering her own youth, looking forward to her daughter's future and reflecting on her strange prospects of marriage.

      

      Dimmler, sitting by her side, listened with rapture, his eyes half closed.

      

      "She really has a marvellous gift!" he exclaimed. "She has nothing to learn,--such power, such sweetness, such roundness!"

      

      "And how much I fear for her happiness!" replied the countess, who in her mother's heart could feel the flame that must some day be fatal to her child's peace.

      

      Natacha was still singing when Petia dashed noisily into the room to announce, in triumphant tones, that a party of mummers had come.

      

      "Idiot!" exclaimed Natacha, stopping short, and, dropping into a chair, she began to sob so violently that it was some time before she could recover herself. "It is nothing, mamma, really nothing at all," she declared, trying to smile. "Only Petia frightened me; nothing more." And her tears flowed afresh.

      

      All the servants had dressed up, some as bears, Turks, tavern-keepers, or fine ladies; others as mongrel monsters. Bringing with them the chill of the night outside, they did not at first venture any farther than the hall; by degrees, however, they took courage; pushing each other forward for self-protection, they all soon came into the music-room. Once there, their shyness thawed; they became expansively merry, and singing, dancing, and sports were soon the order of the day. The countess, after looking at them and identifying them all, went back into the sitting-room, leaving her husband, whose jovial face encouraged them to enjoy themselves.

      

      The young people had all vanished; but half an hour later an old marquise with patches appeared on the scene--none other than Nicolas; Petia as a Turk; a clown--Dimmler; a hussar--Natacha; and a Circassian--Sonia. Both the girls had blackened their eyebrows and given themselves mustaches with burned cork.

      

      After being received with well-feigned surprise, and recognized more or less quickly, the children, who were very proud of their costumes, unanimously declared that they must go and display them elsewhere. Nicolas, who was dying to take them all for a long drive _en troika_,[C] proposed that, as the roads were in splendid order, they should go, a party of ten, to the Little Uncle's.

      

      [C] A team of three horses harnessed abreast.

      

      "You will disturb the old man, and that will be all," said the countess. "Why, he has not even room for you all to get into the house! If you must go out, you had better go to the Melukows'."

      

      Mme. Melukow was a widow living in the neighborhood; her house, full of children of all ages, with tutors and governesses, was distant only four versts from Otradnoe.

      

      "A capital idea, my dear," cried the count, enchanted. "I will dress up in costume and go, too. I will wake them up, I warrant you!"

      

      But this did not at all meet his wife's views. Perfect madness! For him to go out with his gouty feet in such cold weather was sheer folly! The count gave way, and Mme. Schoss volunteered to chaperon the girls. Sonia's was by far the most successful disguise; her fierce eyebrows and mustache were wonderfully becoming, her pretty features gained expression, and she wore the dress of a man with unexpected swagger and smartness. Something in her inmost soul told her that this evening would seal her fate.

      

      In a few minutes four sleighs with three horses abreast to each, their harness jingling with bells, drew up in a line before the steps, the runners creaking and crunching over the frozen snow. Natacha was the foremost, and the first to tune her spirits to the pitch of this carnival freak. This mirth, in fact, proved highly infectious, and reached its height of tumult and excitement when the party went down the steps and packed themselves into the sleighs, laughing and shouting to each other at the top of their voices. Two of the sleighs were drawn by light cart-horses, to the third the count's carriage horses were harnessed, and one of these was reputed a famous trotter from Orlow's stable; the fourth sleigh, with its rough-coated, black shaft-horse, was Nicolas's private property. In his marquise costume, over which he had thrown his hussar's cloak, fastened with a belt round the waist, he stood gathering up the reins. The moon was shining brightly, reflected in the plating of the harness and in the horses' anxious eyes as they turned their heads in uneasy amazement at the noisy group that clustered under the dark porch. Natacha, Sonia, and Mme. Schoss, with two women servants, got into Nicolas's sleigh; Dimmler and his wife, with Petia, into the count's; the rest of the mummers packed into the other sleighs.

      

      "Lead the way, Zakhare!" cried Nicolas, to his father's coachman, promising himself the pleasure of outstripping him presently; the count's sleigh swayed and strained, the runners, which the frost had already glued to the ground, creaked, the bells rang out, the horses closed up for a pull, and off they went over the glittering, hard snow, flinging it up right and left like spray of powdered sugar. Nicolas started next, and the others followed along the narrow way, with no less jingling and creaking. While they drove under the wall of the park the shadows of the tall, skeleton trees lay on the road, checkering the broad moonlight; but as soon as they had left it behind them, the wide and spotless plain spread on all sides, its whiteness broken by myriads of flashing sparks and spangles of reflected light. Suddenly a rut caused the foremost sleigh to jolt violently, and then the others in succession; they fell away a little, their intrusive clatter breaking the supreme and solemn silence of the night.

      

      "A hare's tracks!" exclaimed Natacha, and her voice pierced the frozen air like an arrow.

      

      "How light it is, Nicolas," said Sonia. Nicolas turned round to look at the pretty face with its black mustache, under the sable hood, looking at once so far away and so close in the moonshine. "It is not Sonia at all," he said, smiling.

      

      "Why, what is the matter?"

      

      "Nothing," said he, returning to his former position.

      

      When they got out on the high-road, beaten and ploughed by horses' hoofs and polished with the tracks of sleighs, his steeds began to pull and go at a great pace. The near horse, turning away his head, was galloping rather wildly, while the horse in the shafts pricked his ears and still seemed to doubt whether the moment for a dash had come. Zakhare's sleigh, lost in the distance, was no more than a black spot on the white snow, and as he drew farther away the ringing of the bells was fainter and fainter; only the shouts and songs of the maskers rang through the calm, clear night.

      

      "On you go, my beauties!" cried Nicolas, shaking the reins and raising his whip. The sleigh seemed to leap forward, but the sharp air that cut their faces and the flying pace of the two outer horses alone gave them any idea of the speed they were making. Nicolas glanced back at the other two drivers; they were shouting and urging their shaft-horses with cries and cracking of whips, so as not to be quite left behind; Nicolas's middle horse, swinging steadily along under the shaft-bow, kept up his regular pace, quite ready to go twice as fast the moment he should be called upon.

      

      They soon overtook the first troika, and after going down a slope they came upon a wide cross-road running by the side of a meadow.

      

      "Where are we, I wonder," thought Nicolas; "this must be the field and slope by the river. No--I do not know where we are! This is all new and unfamiliar to me! God only knows where we are! But no matter!" And smacking his whip with a will, he went straight ahead. Zakhare held in his beasts for an instant, and turned his face, all fringed with frost, to look at Nicolas, who came flying onward.

      

      "Steady there, sir!" cried the coachman, and leaning forward, with a click of his tongue he urged his horses in their turn to their utmost speed. For a few minutes the sleighs ran equal, but before long, in spite of all Zakhare could do, Nicolas gained on him and at last flew past him like a lightning flash; a cloud of fine snow, kicked up by the horses, came showering down on the rival sleigh; the women squeaked, and the two teams had a struggle for the precedence, their shadows crossing and mingling on the snow.

      

      Then Nicolas, moderating his speed, looked about him; before, behind, and on each side of him stretched the fairy scene; a plain strewn with stars and flooded with light.

      

      "To the left, Zakhare says. Why to the left?" thought he. "We were going to the Melukows'. But we are going where fate directs or as Heaven may guide us. It is all very strange and most delightful, is it not?" he said, turning to the others.

      

      "Oh! look at his eyelashes and beard; they are quite white!" exclaimed one of the sweet young men, with pencilled mustache and arched eyebrows.

      

      "That I believe is Natacha?" said Nicolas. "And that little Circassian--who is he? I do not know him, but I like his looks uncommonly! Are you not frozen?" Their answer was a shout of laughter.

      

      Dimmler was talking himself hoarse, and he must be saying very funny things, for the party in his sleigh were in fits of laughing.

      

      "Better and better," said Nicolas to himself; "now we are in an enchanted forest--the black shadows lie across a flooring of diamonds and mix with the sparkling of gems. That might be a fairy palace, out there, built of large blocks of marble and jewelled tiles? Did I not hear the howl of wild beasts in the distance? Supposing it were only Melukovka that I am coming to after all! On my word, it would be no less miraculous to have reached port after steering so completely at random!"

      

      It was, in fact, Melukovka, for he could see the house servants coming out on the balcony with lights, and then down to meet them, only too glad of this unexpected diversion.

      

      "Who is there?" a voice asked within.

      

      "The mummers from Count Rostow's; they are his teams," replied the servants.

      

      * * * * *

      

      Pelagueia Danilovna Melukow, a stout and commanding personality, in spectacles and a flowing dressing-gown, was sitting in her drawing-room surrounded by her children, whom she was doing her best to amuse by modelling heads in wax and tracing the shadows they cast on the wall, when steps and voices were heard in the ante-room. Hussars, witches, clowns, and bears were rubbing their faces, which were scorched by the cold and covered with rime, or shaking the snow off their clothes. As soon as they had cast off their furs they rushed into the large drawing-room, which was hastily lighted up. Dimmler, the clown, and Nicolas, the marquise, performed a dance, while the others stood close along the wall, the children shouting and jumping about them with glee.

      

      "It is impossible to know who is who--can that really be Natacha? Look at her; does not she remind you of some one? Edward, before Karlovitch, how fine you are! and how beautifully you dance! Oh! and that splendid Circassian--why, it is Sonia! What a kind and delightful surprise; we were so desperately dull. Ha, ha! what a beautiful hussar! A real hussar, or a real monkey of a boy--which is he, I wonder? I cannot look at you without laughing." They all shouted and laughed and talked at once, at the top of their voices.

      

      Natacha, to whom the Melukows were devoted, soon vanished with them to their own room, where corks and various articles of men's clothing were brought to them, and clutched by bare arms through a half-open door. Ten minutes later all the young people of the house rejoined the company, equally unrecognizable. Pelagueia Danilovna, going and coming among them all, with her spectacles on her nose and a quiet smile, had seats arranged and a supper laid out for the visitors, masters and servants alike. She looked straight in the face of each in turn, recognizing no one of the motley crew--neither the Rostows, nor Dimmler, nor even her own children, nor any of the clothes they figured in.

      

      "That one, who is she?" she asked the governess, stopping a Kazan Tartar, who was, in fact, her own daughter. "One of the Rostows, is it not? And you, gallant hussar, what regiment do you belong to?" she went on, addressing Natacha. "Give some _pastila_ to this Turkish lady," she cried to the butler; "it is not forbidden by her religion, I believe."

      

      At the sight of some of the reckless dancing which the mummers performed under the shelter of their disguise, Pelagueia Danilovna could not help hiding her face in her handkerchief, while her huge person shook with uncontrollable laughter--the laugh of a kindly matron, frankly jovial and gay.

      

      When they had danced all the national dances, ending with the _Horovody_, she placed every one, both masters and servants, in a large circle, holding a cord with a ring and a rouble, and for a while they played games. An hour after, when the finery was the worse for wear and heat and laughter had removed much of the charcoal, Pelagueia Danilovna could recognize them, compliment the girls on the success of their disguise, and thank the whole party for the amusement they had given her. Supper was served for the company in the drawing-room, and for the servants in the large dining-room.

      

      "You should try your fortune in the bathroom over there; that is enough to frighten you!" said an old maid who lived with the Melukows.

      

      "Why?" said the eldest girl.

      

      "Oh! you would never dare to do it; you must be very brave."

      

      "Well, I will go," said Sonia.

      

      "Tell us what happened to that young girl, you know," said the youngest Melukow.

      

      "Once a young girl went to the bath, taking with her a cock and two plates with knives and forks, which is what you must do; and she waited. Suddenly she heard horses' bells--some one was coming; he stopped, came up-stairs, and she saw an officer walk into the room; a real live officer--at least so he seemed--who sat down opposite to her where the second cover was laid."

      

      "Oh! how horrible!" exclaimed Natacha, wide-eyed. "And he spoke to her--really spoke?"

      

      "Yes, just as if he had really been a man. He begged and prayed her to listen to him, and all she had to do was to refuse him and hold out till the cock crowed; but she was too much frightened. She covered her face with her hands, and he clasped her in his arms; luckily some girls who were on the watch rushed in when she screamed."

      

      "Why do you terrify them with such nonsense?" said Pelagueia Danilovna.

      

      "But, mamma, you know you wanted to try your fortune too."

      

      "And if you try your fortune in a barn, what do you do?" asked Sonia.

      

      "That is quite simple. You must go to the barn--now, for instance--and listen. If you hear thrashing, it is for ill-luck; if you hear grain dropping, that is good."

      

      "Tell us, mother, what happened to you in the barn."

      

      "It is so long ago," said the mother, with a smile, "that I have quite forgotten; besides, not one of you is brave enough to try it."

      

      "Yes, I will go," said Sonia. "Let me go."

      

      "Go by all means if you are not afraid."

      

      "May I, Madame Schoss?" said Sonia to the governess.

      

      Now, whether playing games or sitting quietly and chatting, Nicolas had not left Sonia's side the whole evening; he felt as if he had seen her for the first time, and only just now appreciated all her merits. Bright, bewitchingly pretty in her quaint costume, and excited as she very rarely was, she had completely fascinated him.

      

      "What a simpleton I must have been!" thought he, responding in thought to those sparkling eyes and that triumphant smile which had revealed to him a little dimple at the tip of her mustache that he had never observed before.

      

      "I am afraid of nothing," she declared. She rose, asked her way, precisely, to the barn, and every detail as to what she was to expect, waiting there in total silence; then she threw a fur cloak over her shoulders, glanced at Nicolas, and went on.

      

      She went along the corridor and down the back-stairs; while Nicolas, saying that the heat of the room was too much for him, slipped out by the front entrance. It was as cold as ever, and the moon seemed to be shining even more brightly than before. The snow at her feet was strewn with stars, while their sisters overhead twinkled in the deep gloom of the sky, and she soon looked away from them, back to the gleaming earth in its radiant mantle of ermine.

      

      Nicolas hurried across the hall, turned the corner of the house, and went past the side door where Sonia was to come out. Half-way to the barn stacks of wood, in the full moonlight, threw their shadows on the path, and beyond, an alley of lime-trees traced a tangled pattern on the snow with the fine crossed lines of their leafless twigs. The beams of the house and its snow-laden roof looked as if they had been hewn out of a block of opal, with iridescent lights where the facets caught the silvery moonlight. Suddenly a bough fell crashing off a tree in the garden; then all was still again. Sonia's heart beat high with gladness; as if she were drinking in not common air, but some life-giving elixir of eternal youth and joy.

      

      "Straight on, if you please, miss, and on no account look behind you."

      

      "I am not afraid," said Sonia, her little shoes tapping the stone steps and then crunching the carpet of snow as she ran to meet Nicolas, who was within a couple of yards of her. And yet not the Nicolas of every-day life. What had transfigured him so completely? Was it his woman's costume with frizzed-out hair, or was it that radiant smile which he so rarely wore, and which at this moment illumined his face?

      

      "But Sonia is quite unlike herself, and yet she is herself," thought Nicolas on his side, looking down at the sweet little face in the moonlight. He slipped his arms under the fur cloak that wrapped her, and drew her to him, and he kissed her lips, which still tasted of the burned cork that had blackened her mustache.

      

      "Nicolas--Sonia," they whispered; and Sonia put her little hands round his face. Then, hand in hand, they ran to the barn and back, and each went in by the different doors they had come out of.

      

      Natacha, who had noted everything, managed so that she, Mme. Schoss, and Dimmler should return in one sleigh, while the maids went with Nicolas and Sonia in another. Nicolas was in no hurry to get home; he could not help looking at Sonia and trying to find under her disguise the true Sonia--his Sonia, from whom nothing now could ever part him. The magical effects of moonlight, the remembrance of that kiss on her sweet lips, the dizzy flight of the snow-clad ground under the horses' hoofs, the black sky, studded with diamonds, that bent over their heads, the icy air that seemed to give vigor to his lungs--all was enough to make him fancy that they were transported to a land of magic.

      

      "Sonia, are you not cold?"

      

      "No; and you?"

      

      Nicolas pulled up, and giving the reins to a man to drive, he ran back to the sleigh in which Natacha was sitting.

      

      "Listen," he said, in a whisper and in French; "I have made up my mind to tell Sonia."

      

      "And you have spoken to her?" exclaimed Natacha, radiant with joy.

      

      "Oh, Natacha, how queer that mustache makes you look! Are you glad?"

      

      "Glad! I am delighted. I did not say anything, you know, but I have been so vexed with you. She is a jewel, a heart of gold. I--I am often naughty, and I have no right to have all the happiness to myself now. Go, go back to her."

      

      "No. Wait one minute. Mercy, how funny you look!" he repeated, examining her closely and discovering in her face, too, an unwonted tenderness and emotion that struck him deeply. "Natacha, is there not some magic at the bottom of it all, heh?"

      

      "You have acted very wisely. Go."

      

      "If I had ever seen Natacha look as she does at this moment I should have asked her advice and have obeyed her, whatever she had bid me do; and all would have gone well. So you are glad?" he said, aloud. "I have done right?"

      

      "Yes, yes, of course you have! I was quite angry with mamma the other day about you two. Mamma would have it that Sonia was running after you. I will not allow any one to say--no, nor even to think--any evil of her, for she is sweetness and truth itself."

      

      "So much the better." Nicolas jumped down and in a few long strides overtook his own sleigh, where the little Circassian received him with a smile from under the fur hood; and the Circassian was Sonia, and Sonia beyond a doubt would be his beloved little wife!

      

      When they got home the two girls went into the countess's room and gave her an account of their expedition; then they went to bed. Without stopping to wipe off their mustaches they stood chattering as they undressed; they had so much to say of their happiness, their future prospects, the friendship between their husbands:

      

      "But, oh! when will it all be? I am so afraid it will never come to pass," said Natacha, as she went toward a table on which two looking-glasses stood.

      

      "Sit down," said Sonia, "and look in the glass; perhaps you will see something about it." Natacha lighted two pairs of candles and seated herself. "I certainly see a pair of mustaches," she said, laughing.

      

      "You should not laugh," said the maid, very gravely.

      

      Natacha settled herself to gaze without blinking into the mirror; she put on a solemn face and sat in silence for some time, wondering what she should see. Would a coffin rise before her, or would Prince Andre presently stand revealed against the confused background in the shining glass? Her eyes were weary and could hardly distinguish even the flickering light of the candles. But with the best will in the world she could see nothing; not a spot to suggest the image either of a coffin or of a human form. She rose.

      

      "Why do other people see things and I never see anything at all? Take my place, Sonia; you must look for yourself and for me, too. I am so frightened; if I could but know!"

      

      Sonia sat down and fixed her eyes on the mirror.

      

      "Sofia Alexandrovna will be sure to see something," whispered Douniacha; "but you always are laughing at such things." Sonia heard the remark and Natacha's whispered reply: "Yes, she is sure to see something; she did last year." Three minutes they waited in total silence. "She is sure to see something," Natacha repeated, trembling.

      

      Sonia started back, covered her face with one hand, and cried out:

      

      "Natacha!"

      

      "You saw something? What did you see?" And Natacha rushed forward to hold up the glass.

      

      But Sonia had seen nothing; her eyes were getting dim, and she was on the point of giving it up when Natacha's exclamation had stopped her; she did not want to disappoint them; but there is nothing so tiring as sitting motionless. She did not know why she had called out and hidden her face.

      

      "Did you see him?" asked Natacha.

      

      "Yes; stop a minute. I saw him," said Sonia, not quite sure whether "him" was to mean Nicolas or Prince Andre. "Why not make them believe that I saw something?" she thought. "A great many people have done so before, and no one can prove the contrary. Yes, I saw him," she repeated.

      

      "How? standing up or lying down?"

      

      "I saw him--at first there was nothing; then suddenly I saw him lying down."

      

      "Andre, lying down? Then he is ill!" And Natacha gazed horror-stricken at her companion.

      

      "Not at all; he seemed quite cheerful, on the contrary," said she, beginning to believe in her own inventions.

      

      "And then--Sonia, what then?"

      

      "Then I saw only confusion--red and blue."

      

      "And when will he come back, Sonia? When shall I see him again? O God! I am afraid for him--afraid of everything."

      

      And, without listening to Sonia's attempts at comfort, Natacha slipped into bed, and, long after the lights were out, she lay motionless but awake, her eyes fixed on the moonshine that came dimly through the frost-embroidered windows.

      

      A Wayfarer's Fancy.

      

      "A felicitous combination of the German, the Sclave, and the Semite, with grand features, brown hair floating in artistic fashion, and brown eyes in spectacles."

      

      George Eliot.
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            Papa Panov's Special Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Christmas Eve and although it was still afternoon, lights had begun to appear in the shops and houses of the little Russian village, for the short winter day was nearly over. Excited children scurried indoors and now only muffled sounds of chatter and laughter escaped from closed shutters.

      

      Old Papa Panov, the village shoemaker, stepped outside his shop to take one last look around. The sounds of happiness, the bright lights and the faint but delicious smells of Christmas cooking reminded him of past Christmas times when his wife had still been alive and his own children little. Now they had gone. His usually cheerful face, with the little laughter wrinkles behind the round steel spectacles, looked sad now. But he went back indoors with a firm step, put up the shutters and set a pot of coffee to heat on the charcoal stove. Then, with a sigh, he settled in his big armchair.

      

      Papa Panov did not often read, but tonight he pulled down the big old family Bible and, slowly tracing the lines with one forefinger, he read again the Christmas story. He read how Mary and Joseph, tired by their journey to Bethlehem, found no room for them at the inn, so that Mary's little baby was born in the cowshed.

      

      "Oh, dear, oh, dear!" exclaimed Papa Panov, "if only they had come here! I would have given them my bed and I could have covered the baby with my patchwork quilt to keep him warm."

      

      He read on about the wise men who had come to see the baby Jesus, bringing him splendid gifts. Papa Panov's face fell. "I have no gift that I could give him," he thought sadly.

      

      Then his face brightened. He put down the Bible, got up and stretched his long arms t the shelf high up in his little room. He took down a small, dusty box and opened it. Inside was a perfect pair of tiny leather shoes. Papa Panov smiled with satisfaction. Yes, they were as good as he had remembered -- the best shoes he had ever made. "I should give him those," he decided, as he gently put them away and sat down again.

      

      He was feeling tired now, and the further he read the sleepier he became. The print began to dance before his eyes so that he closed them, just for a minute. In no time at all Papa Panov was fast asleep.

      

      And as he slept he dreamed. He dreamed that someone was in his room and he knew at once, as one does in dreams, who the person was. It was Jesus.

      

      "You have been wishing that you could see me, Papa Panov." he said kindly, "then look for me tomorrow. It will be Christmas Day and I will visit you. But look carefully, for I shall not tell you who I am."

      

      When at last Papa Panov awoke, the bells were ringing out and a thin light was filtering through the shutters. "Bless my soul!" said Papa Panov. "It's Christmas Day!"

      

      He stood up and stretched himself for he was rather stiff. Then his face filled with happiness as he remembered his dream. This would be a very special Christmas after all, for Jesus was coming to visit him. How would he look? Would he be a little baby, as at that first Christmas? Would he be a grown man, a carpenter -- or the great King that he is, God's Son? He must watch carefully the whole day through so that he recognized him however he came.

      

      Papa Panov put on a special pot of coffee for his Christmas breakfast, took down the shutters and looked out of the window. The street was deserted, no one was stirring yet. No one except the road sweeper. He looked as miserable and dirty as ever, and well he might! Whoever wanted to work on Christmas Day -- and in the raw cold and bitter freezing mist of such a morning?

      

      Papa Panov opened the shop door, letting in a thin stream of cold air. "Come in!" he shouted across the street cheerily. "Come in and have some hot coffee to keep out the cold!"

      

      The sweeper looked up, scarcely able to believe his ears. He was only too glad to put down his broom and come into the warm room. His old clothes steamed gently in the heat of the stove and he clasped both red hands round the comforting warm mug as he drank.

      

      Papa Panov watched him with satisfaction, but every now and them his eyes strayed to the window. It would never do to miss his special visitor.

      

      "Expecting someone?" the sweeper asked at last. So Papa Panov told him about his dream.

      

      "Well, I hope he comes," the sweeper said, "you've given me a bit of Christmas cheer I never expected to have. I'd say you deserve to have your dream come true." And he actually smiled.

      

      When he had gone, Papa Panov put on cabbage soup for his dinner, then went to the door again, scanning the street. He saw no one. But he was mistaken. Someone was coming.

      

      The girl walked so slowly and quietly, hugging the walls of shops and houses, that it was a while before he noticed her. She looked very tired and she was carrying something. As she drew nearer he could see that it was a baby, wrapped in a thin shawl. There was such sadness in her face and in the pinched little face of the baby, that Papa Panov's heart went out to them.

      

      "Won't you come in," he called, stepping outside to meet them. "You both need a warm seat by the fire and a rest."

      

      The young mother let him shepherd her indoors and to the comfort of the armchair. She gave a big sigh of relief.

      

      "I'll warm some milk for the baby," Papa Panov said, "I've had children of my own -- I can feed her for you." He took the milk from the stove and carefully fed the baby from a spoon, warming her tiny feet by the stove at the same time.

      

      "She needs shoes," the cobbler said.

      

      But the girl replied, "I can't afford shoes, I've got no husband to bring home money. I'm on my way to the next village to get work."

      

      A sudden thought flashed through Papa Panov's mind. He remembered the little shoes he had looked at last night. But he had been keeping those for Jesus. He looked again at the cold little feet and made up his mind.

      

      "Try these on her," he said, handing the baby and the shoes to the mother. The beautiful little shoes were a perfect fit. The girl smiled happily and the baby gurgled with pleasure.

      

      "You have been so kind to us," the girl said, when she got up with her baby to go. "May all your Christmas wishes come true!"

      

      But Papa Panov was beginning to wonder if his very special Christmas wish would come true. Perhaps he had missed his visitor? He looked anxiously up and down the street. There were plenty of people about but they were all faces that he recognized. There were neighbors going to call on their families. They nodded and smiled and wished him Happy Christmas! Or beggars -- and Papa Panov hurried indoors to fetch them hot soup and a generous hunk of bread, hurrying out again in case he missed the Important Stranger.

      

      All too soon the winter dusk fell. When Papa Panov next went to the door and strained his eyes, he could no longer make out the passers-by. Most were home and indoors by now anyway. He walked slowly back into his room at last, put up the shutters, and sat down wearily in his armchair.

      

      So it had been just a dream after all. Jesus had not come.

      

      Then all at once he knew that he was no longer alone in the room.

      

      This was not dream for he was wide awake. At first he seemed to see before his eyes the long stream of people who had come to him that day. He saw again the old road sweeper, the young mother and her baby and the beggars he had fed. As they passed, each whispered, "Didn't you see me, Papa Panov?"

      

      "Who are you?" he called out, bewildered.

      

      Then another voice answered him. It was the voice from his dream -- the voice of Jesus.

      

      "I was hungry and you fed me," he said. "I was naked and you clothed me. I was cold and you warmed me. I came to you today in everyone of those you helped and welcomed."

      

      Then all was quiet and still. Only the sound of the big clock ticking. A great peace and happiness seemed to fill the room, overflowing Papa Panov's heart until he wanted to burst out singing and laughing and dancing with joy.

      

      "So he did come after all!" was all that he said.
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      Now out upon you, Christmas!

      Is this the merry time

      When the red hearth blazed, the harper sung,

      And the bells rung their glorious chime?

      

      You are called merry Christmas—

      Like many that I know,

      You are living on a character

      Acquired long ago.

      

      The dim lamps glimmer o'er the streets;

      Through the dun and murky air

      You may not see the moon or stars,

      For the fog is heavy there;

      

      As if all high and lovely things

      Were blotted from the sight,

      And Earth had nothing but herself

      Left to her own drear light.

      

      A gloomy crowd goes hurrying by;

      And in the lamplight's glare,

      Many a heavy step is seen,

      And many a face of care.

      

      I saw an aged woman turn

      To her wretched home again—

      All day she had asked charity,

      And all day asked in vain.

      

      The fog was on the cutting wind,

      The frost was on the flood;

      And yet how many past that night

      With neither fire nor food!

      

      There came on the air a smother’d groan,

      And a low and stifled cry,

      And there struggled a child, a young fair child,

      In its mortal agony.

      

      "Now for its price," the murderer said;

      "On earth we must live as we can;

      And this is not a crime, but a sacrifice

      In the cause of science and man."

      

      Is this the curse that is laid on the earth?

      And must it ever be so,

      That there can be nothing of human good

      But must from some evil flow?

      

      On, on, and the dreary city's smoke

      And the fog are left behind,

      And the leafless boughs of the large old trees

      Are stirred by the moaning wind;

      

      And all is calm, like the happy dream

      Which we have of an English home—

      A lowly roof where cheerful toil

      And healthy slumbers come.

      

      Is there a foreign foe in the land,

      That the midnight sky grows red—

      That by homestead, and barn, and rick, and stack,

      Yon cruel blaze is fed?

      

      There were months of labour, of rain, and sun,

      Ere the harvest followed the plough—

      Ere the stack was reared, and the barn was filled,

      Which the fire is destroying now.

      

      And the dark incendiary goes through the night

      With a fierce and wicked joy;

      The wealth and the food which he may not share,

      He will at least destroy.

      

      The wind, the wind, it comes from the sea,

      With a wailing sound it passed;

      'Tis soft and mild for a winter's wind,

      And yet there is death on the blast.

      

      From the south to the north hath the Cholera come,

      He came like a despot king;

      He hath swept the earth with a conqueror's step,

      And the air with a spirit's wing.

      

      We shut him out with a girdle of ships,

      And a guarded quarantine;

      What ho ! now which of your watchers slept?

      The Cholera's past your line!

      

      There's a curse on the blessed sun and air,

      What will ye do for breath?

      For breath, which was once but a word for life,

      Is now but a word for death.

      

      Wo for affection! when love must look

      On each face it loves with dread—

      Kindred and friends—when a few brief hours

      And the dearest may be the dead!

      

      The months pass on, and the circle spreads;

      And the time is drawing nigh,

      When each street may have a darkened house,

      Or a coffin passing by.

      

      Our lot is cast upon evil days,

      In the world's winter-time;

      The earth is old, and worn with years

      Of want, of wo, and of crime.

      

      Then out on the folly of ancient times—

      The folly which wished you mirth:

      Look round on the anguish, look round on the vice,

      Then dare to be glad upon earth!

      ⁠L. E. L.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. Christmas Greetings from a Fairy to a Child

          

        

        
          Lewis Carroll

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Christmas Greetings from a Fairy to a Child

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady dear, if Fairies may

      For a moment lay aside

      Cunning tricks and elfish play,

      'Tis at happy Christmas-tide.

      

      We have heard the children say—

      Gentle children, whom we love—

      Long ago, on Christmas Day,

      Came a message from above.

      

      Still, as Christmas-tide comes round,

      They remember it again—

      Echo still the joyful sound

      "Peace on earth, good-will to men!"

      

      Yet the hearts must childlike be

      Where such heavenly guests abide:

      Unto children, in their glee,

      All the year is Christmas-tide!

      

      Thus, forgetting tricks and play

      For a moment, Lady dear,

      We would wish you, if we may,

      Merry Christmas, glad New Year!

      

      LEWIS CARROLL.

      

      Christmas, 1867.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. A Christmas Cradlesong

          

        

        
          Lope de Vega

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Christmas Cradlesong

          

        

      

    

    
      Holy angels and blest,

      Through the palms as ye sweep

      Hold their branches at rest

      For my babe is asleep.

      

      And ye Bethlehem palm-trees

      As stormy winds rush

      In tempest and fury

      Your angry noise hush;-

      Move gently, move gently,

      Restrain your wild sweep;

      Hold your branches at rest

      My babe is asleep.

      

      My babe all divine,

      With earth’s sorrows oppressed,

      Seeks slumber an instant

      His grievings to rest;

      He slumbers,- he slumbers,-

      O, hush then and keep

      Your branches all still,-

      My babe is asleep.

      

      Cold blasts wheel about him,-

      A rigourous storm,-

      And ye see how, in vain,

      I would shelter his form;-

      Holy angels and blest

      As above me ye sweep,

      Hold these branches at rest,-

      My babe is asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. A Stolen Christmas

          

        

        
          Mary E. Wilkins Freeman

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Stolen Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don't s'pose you air goin' to do much Christmas over to your house.”

      

      Mrs. Luther Ely stood looking over her gate. There was a sweet, hypocritical smile on her little thin red mouth. Her old china blue eyes stared as innocently as a baby's, although there was a certain hardness in them. Her soft wrinkled cheeks were pink and white with the true blond tints of her youth, which she had never lost. She was now an old woman, but people still looked at her with admiring eyes, and probably would until she died. All her life long her morsel of the world had had in it a sweet savor of admiration, and she had smacked her little feminine lips over it greedily. She expected every one to contribute toward it, even this squat, shabby, defiant old body standing squarely out in the middle of the road. Marg'ret Poole had stopped unwillingly to exchange courtesies with Mrs. Luther Ely. She looked aggressive. She eyed with a sidewise glance the other woman's pink, smirking face.

      

      “'Tain't likely we be,” she said, in a voice which age had made gruff instead of piping. Then she took a step forward.

      

      “Well, we ain't goin' to do much,” continued Mrs. Ely, with an air of subdued loftiness. “We air jest goin' to hev a little Christmas tree for the children. Flora's goin' to git a few things. She says there's a very nice 'sortment up to White's.”

      

      Marg'ret gave a kind of affirmative grunt; then she tried to move on, but Mrs. Ely would not let her.

      

      “I dun know as you have noticed our new curtains,” said she.

      

      Had she not! Poor Marg'ret Poole, who had only green paper shades in her own windows, had peeped slyly around the corner of one, and watched mournfully, though not enviously, her opposite neighbor tacking up those elegant Nottingham lace draperies, and finally tying them back with bows of red ribbon.

      

      Marg'ret would have given much to have scouted scornfully the idea, but she was an honest old woman, if not a sweet one.

      

      “Yes, I see 'em,” said she, shortly.

      

      “Don't you think they're pretty?”

      

      “Well 'nough,” replied Marg'ret, with another honest rigor.

      

      “They cost consider'ble. I told Flora I thought she was kind of extravagant; but then Sam's airnin' pretty good wages. I dun know but they may jest as well have things. Them white cotton curtains looked dreadful kind of gone by.”

      

      Marg'ret thought of her green paper ones. She did not hate this other old woman; she at once admired and despised her; and this admiration of one whom she despised made her angry with herself and ashamed. She was never at her ease with Mrs. Luther Ely.

      

      Mrs. Ely had run out of her house on purpose to intercept her and impress her with her latest grandeur — the curtains and the Christmas tree. She was sure of it. Still she looked with fine appreciation at the other's delicate pinky face, her lace cap adorned with purple ribbons, her black gown with a flounce around the bottom. The gown was rusty, but Marg'ret did not notice that; her own was only a chocolate calico. Black wool of an afternoon was sumptuous to her. She thought how genteel she looked in it. Mrs. Ely still retained her slim, long-waisted effect. Marg'ret had lost every sign of youthful grace; she was solidly square and stout.

      

      Mrs. Ely had run out, in her haste, without a shawl; indeed, the weather was almost warm enough to go without one. It was only a week before Christmas, but there was no snow, and the grass was quite bright in places. There were green lights over in the field, and also in the house yards. There was a soft dampness in the air, which brought spring to mind. It almost seemed as if one by listening intently might hear frogs or bluebirds.

      

      Now Marg'ret stepped resolutely across the street to her little house, which was shingled, but not painted, except on the front. Some one had painted that red many years before.

      

      Mrs. Ely, standing before her glossy white cottage, which had even a neat little hood over its front door, cried, patronizingly, after her once again:

      

      “I'm comin' over to see you as soon as I kin,” said she, “arter Christmas. We air dretful busy now.”

      

      “Well, come when ye kin,” Marg'ret responded, shortly. Then she entered between the dry lilac bushes, and shut the door with a bang.

      

      Even out in the yard she had heard a shrill clamor of children's voices from the house; when she stood in the little entry it was deafening.

      

      “Them children is raisin' Cain,” muttered she. Then she threw open the door of the room where they were. There were three of them in a little group near the window. Their round yellow heads bobbed, their fat little legs and arms swung wildly. “Granny! granny!” shouted they.

      

      “For the land sake, don't make such a racket! Mis' Ely kin hear you over to her house,” said Marg'ret.

      

      “Untie us. Ain't ye goin' to untie us now? Say, Granny.”

      

      “I'll untie ye jest as soon as I kin get my things off. Stop hollerin'.”

      

      In the ceiling were fixed three stout hooks. A strong rope was tied around each child's waist, and the two ends fastened securely around a hook. The ropes were long enough to allow the children free range of the room, but they kept them just short of one dangerous point — the stove. The stove was the fiery dragon which haunted Marg'ret's life. Many a night did she dream that one of these little cotton petticoats had whisked too near it, and the flames were roaring up around a little yellow head. Many a day, when away from home, the same dreadful pictures had loomed out before her eyes; her lively fancy had untied these stout knots, and she had hurried home in a panic.

      

      Marg'ret took off her hood and shawl, hung them carefully in the entry, and dragged a wooden chair under a hook. She was a short woman, and she had to stretch up on her tiptoes to untie those hard knots. Her face turned a purplish-red.

      

      This method of restriction was the result of long thought and study on her part. She had tried many others, which had proved ineffectual. Willy, the eldest, could master knots like a sailor. Many a time the grandmother had returned to find the house empty. Willy had unfastened his own knot and liberated his little sisters, and then all three had made the most of their freedom. But even Willy, with his sharp five-year-old brain and his nimble little fingers, could not untie a knot whose two ends brushed the ceiling. Now Marg'ret was sure to find them all where she left them.

      

      After the children were set at liberty she got their supper, arranging it neatly on the table between the windows. There was a nice white table cover, and the six silver teaspoons shone. The teaspoons were the mark of a flood-tide of Marg'ret's aspirations, and she had had aspirations all her life. She had given them to her daughter, the children's mother, on her marriage. She herself had never owned a bit of silver, but she determined to present her daughter with some.

      

      “I'm goin' to have you have things like other folks,” she had said.

      

      Now the daughter was dead, and she had the spoons. She regarded the daily use of them as an almost sinful luxury, but she brought them out in their heavy glass tumbler every meal.

      

      “I'm goin' to have them children learn to eat off silver spoons,” she said, defiantly, to their father; “they'll think more of themselves.”

      

      The father, Joseph Snow, was trying to earn a living in the city, a hundred miles distant. He was himself very young, and had not hitherto displayed much business capacity, although he was good and willing. They had been very poor before his wife died; ever since he had not been able to do much more than feed and clothe himself. He had sent a few dollars to Marg'ret from time to time — dollars which he had saved and scrimped pitifully to accumulate — but the burden of their support had come upon her.

      

      She had sewed carpets and assisted in spring cleanings — everything to which she could turn a hand. Marg'ret was a tailoress, but she could now get no employment at her trade. The boys all wore “store clothes” in these days. She could only pick up a few cents at a time; still she managed to keep the children in comfort, with a roof over their heads and something to eat. Their cheeks were fat and pink; they were noisy and happy, and also pretty.

      

      After the children were in bed that night she stood in her kitchen window and gazed across at Mrs. Luther Ely's house. She had left the candle in the children's room — the little things were afraid without it — and she had not yet lighted one for herself; so she could see out quite plainly, although the night was dark. There was a light in the parlor of the opposite house; the Nottingham lace curtains showed finely their pattern of leaves and flowers. Marg'ret eyed them. “'Tain't no use my tryin' to git up a notch,” she muttered. “'Tain't no use for some folks. They 'ain't worked no harder than I have; Louisa Ely 'ain't never begun to work so hard; but they kin have lace curtains an' Christmas trees.”

      

      The words sounded envious. Still she was hardly that; subsequent events proved it. Her “tryin' to git up a notch” explained everything. Mrs. Luther Ely, the lace curtains, and the Christmas tree were as three stars set on that higher “notch” which she wished to gain. If the other woman had dressed in silk instead of rusty wool, if the lace draperies had been real, Marg'ret would hardly have wasted one wistful glance on them. But Mrs. Luther Ely had been all her life the one notch higher, which had seemed almost attainable. In that opposite house there was only one carpet; Marg'ret might have hoped for one carpet. Mrs. Ely's son-in-law earned only a comfortable living for his family; Marg'ret's might have done that. Worst of all, each woman had one daughter, and Marg'ret's had died.

      

      Marg'ret had been ambitious all her life. She had made struggle after struggle. The tailoress trade was one of them. She made up her mind that she would have things like other people. Then she married, and her husband spent her money. One failure came after another. She slipped back again and again on the step to that higher notch. And here she was to-night, old and poor, with these three helpless children dependent upon her.

      

      But she felt something besides disappointed ambition as she stood gazing out to-night.

      

      “Thar's the children,” she went on; “can't have nothin' for Christmas. I 'ain't got a cent I kin spare. If I git 'em enough to eat, I'm lucky.”

      

      Presently she turned away and lighted a lamp. She had some sewing to do for the children, and was just sitting down with it, when she paused suddenly and stood reflecting.

      

      “I've got a good mind to go down to White's an' see what he's got in for Christmas,” said she. “Mebbe Joseph 'll send some money 'long next week, an' if he does, mebbe I kin git 'em some little thing. It would be a good plan for me to kind of price 'em.”

      

      Marg'ret laid her work down, got her hood and shawl, and went out, fastening the house securely, and also the door of the room where the stove was.

      

      To her eyes the village store which she presently entered was a very emporium of beauty and richness. She stared at the festoons of evergreens, the dangling trumpets and drums, the counters heaped with cheap toys, with awe and longing. She asked respectfully the price of this and that, some things less pretentious than the others. But it was all beyond her. She might as well have priced diamonds and bronzes. As she stood looking, sniffing in the odor of evergreen and new varnish, which was to her a very perfume of Christmas arising from its fulness of peace and merriment, Flora Trask, Mrs. Ely's daughter, entered. Marg'ret went out quickly. “She'll see I ain't buyin' anything,” she thought to herself.

      

      But Marg'ret Poole came again the next day, and the next, and the next — morning, afternoon, and evening. “I dun know but I may want to buy some things by-an'-by,” she told the proprietor, extenuatingly, “an' I thought I'd kind of like to price 'em.”

      

      She stood about, eying, questioning, and fingering tenderly. No money-letter came from Joseph. She inquired anxiously at the post-office many times a day. She tried to get work to raise a little extra money, but she could get none at this time of the year. She visited Mrs. White, the store-keeper's wife, and asked with forlorn hope if she had no tailor-work for her. There were four boys in that family. But Mrs. White shook her head. She was a good woman. “I'm sorry,” said she, “but I haven't got a mite. The boys wouldn't wear home-made clothes.”

      

      She looked pitifully at Marg'ret's set, disappointed face when she went out.

      

      Finally those animals of sugar and wood, those pink-faced, straight-bodied dolls, those tin trumpets and express wagons, were to Marg'ret as the fair apples hanging over the garden wall were to Christiana's sons in the Pilgrim's Progress. She gazed and gazed, until at last the sight and the smell of them were too much for her.
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