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            Our Charley.
   

         

         When
       the blaze of the wood fire flickers up and down in our snug evening parlor, there dances upon the wall a little shadow with a pug nose, a domestic household shadow—a busy shadow—a little restless specimen of perpetual motion, and the owner thereof is “Our Charley.”

         Now, we should not write about him and his ways, if he were strictly a peculiar and individual existence of our own home circle; but it is not so. “Our Charley” exists in a thousand, nay, a million families; he has existed in millions in all time back; his name is variously rendered in all the tongues of the earth; nay, there are a thousand synonymes for him in English—for indisputably “our Willie,” or “our Harry,” or “our Georgie,” belongs to the same snub-nosed, rosy-cheeked, restless shadow-maker. So in France, he is “Leonce,” or “Pierre,” as well as “Charle;” in Italy, he is “Carlino” or “Francisco;” in Germany, “Max” or “Wilhelm;” and in China, he is little “Ling-Fung,” with a long silk tail on the back of his head, but the same household sprite among them all; in short, we take “our Charley” in a generic sense, and we mean to treat of him as a miniature epitome of the grown man—enacting in a shadowy ballet by the fireside all that men act in earnest in after-life. He is a looking glass for grown people, in which they may see how certain things become them — in which they may sometimes even see streaks and gleamings of something wiser than all the harsh conflict of life teaches them.

         “Our Charley” is generally considered by the world as an idle little dog, whose pursuits, being very inconsequent, may be put off or put by for every and any body; but the world, as usual, is very much mistaken. No man is more pressed with business, and needs more prudence, energy, tact, and courage to carry out his schemes, in face of all the opposing circumstances that grown people constantly throw in his way.

         Has he not ships to build and to sail? and has he not vast engineerings to make ponds and docks in every puddle or brook, where they shall lie at anchor? Is not his pocket stuffed with material for sails and cordage? And yet, like a man of the world as he is, all this does not content him, but he must own railroad stock too. If he lives where a steam whistle has vibrated, it has awakened an unquiet yearning within him, and some day he harnesses all the chairs into a train, and makes a locomotive of your work table and a steam whistle of himself. He inspects toy-shop windows, gets up flirtations with benevolent shopmen; and when he gets his mouth close to papa’s ear, reveals to him how Mr. So-and-so has a locomotive that will wind up and go alone—so cheap too—can’t papa get it for him? And so papa (all papas do) goes soberly down and buys it, though he knows it will be broken in a week.

         Then what raptures! The dear locomotive! the darling black chimney sleeps under his pillow that he may feel of it in the night, and be sure when he first wakes that the joy is not evaporated. He bores every body to death with it as artlessly as grown people do with their hobbies; but at last the ardor runs out. His darling is found to have faults. He picks it to pieces to make it work better; finds too late that he can’t put it together again; and so he casts it aside, and makes a locomotive out of a broken wheelbarrow and some barrel staves.

         Do you, my brother, or grown-up sister, ever do any thing like this? Do your friendships and loves ever go the course of our Charley’s toy? First, enthusiasm; second, satiety; third, discontent; then picking to pieces; then dropping and losing! How many idols are in your box of by-gone playthings? And may it not be as well to suggest to you, when you find flaws in your next one, to inquire before you pick to pieces, whether you can put together again, or whether what you call defect is not a part of its nature? A tin locomotive won’t draw a string of parlor chairs, by any possible alteration, but it may be very pretty for all it was made for. Charley and you might both learn something from this.

         Charley’s business career, as we have before intimated, has its trials. It is hard for him to find time for it; so many impertinent interruptions. For instance, there are four hours of school, taken out of the best part of the day; four mortal hours, in which he might make ships, or build dams, or run railroad cars, he is obliged to leave all his affairs, often in very precarious situations, and go through the useless ceremony of reading and spelling. When he comes home, the housemaid has swept his foremast into the fire, and mamma has put his top-sails into the rag bag, and all his affairs are in a desperate situation. Sometimes he gets terribly misanthropic; all grown people seem conspiring against him; he is called away from his serious avocations so often, and his attention distracted with such irrelevant matters, that he is indignant. He is rushing through the passage in hot haste, hands full of nails, strings, and twine, and Mary seizes him and wants to brush his hair; he is interrupted in a burst of enthusiasm, and told to wash his hands for dinner! or perhaps, a greater horror than all, company is expected, and he must put on a clean new suit, just as he has made all the arrangements for a ship-launching down by the swamp. This dressing and washing he regards with unutterable contempt and disgust; secretly, too, he is sceptical about the advantages of going to school and learning to read; he believes, to be sure, when papa and mamma tell him of unknown future advantages to come when he is a “great man;” but then, the present he is sure of; his ships and sloops, his bits of string and fish-hooks, and old corks and broken railroad-cars, and above all, his new skates; these are realities. And he knows also what Tom White and Bill Smith say; and so he walks by sight more than by faith.

         Ah, the child is father of the man! When he gets older he will have the great toys of which these are emblems; he will believe in what he sees and touches — in house, land, railroad stock — he will believe in these earnestly and really, and in his eternal manhood nominally and partially. And when his Father’s messengers meet him, and face him about, and take him off his darling pursuits, and sweep his big ships into the fire, and crush his full-grown cars, then the grown man will complain and murmur, and wonder as the little man does now. The Father wants the future, the child the present, all through life, till death makes the child a man.

         So, though our Charley has his infirmities, he is a little bit of a Christian after all. Like you, brother, he has his good hours, when he sits still and calm, and is told of Jesus; and his cheeks glow, and tears come to his eyes; his bosom heaves; and now he is sure he is going to be always good; he is never going to be naughty. He will stand still to have his hair combed; he will come the first time mother speaks; he will never speak a cross word to Katy; he repents of having tyrannized over grandmamma, and made poor mamma’s head ache; and is quite sure that he has now got the victory over all sin. Like the Israelites by the Red Sea, he beholds his spiritual enemies dead on the sea shore. But to-morrow, in one hour even, what becomes of his good resolutions? What becomes of yours on Monday?

         With all “our Charley’s” backslidings, he may teach us one thing which we have forgotten. When Jesus would teach his disciples what faith was, he took a child and set him in the midst of them. We do not presume that this child was one of those exceptional ones who have memoirs written, but a common average child, with its smiles and tears, its little naughtinesses and goodnesses, and its aptness as an example was not in virtue of an exceptional but a universal quality. If you want to study faith, go to school to “your Charley.” See his faith in you. Does he not believe that you have boundless wealth, boundless wisdom, infinite strength? Is he not certain of your love to that degree that he cannot be repelled from you? Does he hesitate to question you on any thing celestial or terrestrial? Is not your word enough to outweigh that of the wisest of the earth? You might talk him out of the sight of his eyes, the hearing of his ears, so boundless is his faith in you. Even checks and frowns cannot make him doubt your love; and though sometimes, when you cross him, the naughty murmuring spirit arises, yet in an hour it dissolves, and his little soul flows back, prattling and happy, into your bosom. Be only to God as he is to you, and the fireside shadow shall not have been by your hearth in vain.
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