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Christmas Eve


“Can you see the Christmas tree in the living room, lit with


twinkling lights?”


“There are so many presents underneath! Have you


brought me one?” you ask.


“Of course! I’ve made you something special. But come


closer. Look at this shiny bauble. What do you see now,


child?”


“I see a fine room but it must be long ago because the


ladies are wearing big long dresses and the men have


moustaches like walruses. Is this magic?”


“Maybe it is. Look deeper.”


“Oh, and now there’s a huge tree, decorated with glass


ornaments, candy canes, and strings of dried fruits and


sugar plums. It has lights too but these are candles


dancing in the breeze. Isn’t that dangerous?”


“It can be. Fire is not a toy. Turn the bauble again.


What now?”
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“Snow falls outside – so pretty like icing on a gingerbread


house. And look: two children of my age sit in the hall,


waiting for the door to open and let them in to admire the


Christmas tree. Their presents are stacked beneath the


pine branches.”


“I’ve turned it again. And now?”


“Oh I don’t like this. It’s gone dark. Mice scratch in the


walls. A grandfather clock ticks. It feels scary. There’s a


wooden owl perched on the top. It looks like it is ready to


swoop on the mice! What does it all mean?”


“It means that the stage is set for the story. Here is my first


present for you, child: the tale of the Nutcracker and the


Mouse King.”







Marie and Fred had been sitting so long on the stairs


that they were sure their parents had forgotten them.


They could see lights beneath the door and hear the


sound of laughter, but no one had come for them,


even though Godfather Drosselmeyer went in long


ago with his arms full of presents.


“What do you want for Christmas?” Marie asked her


brother.


“More horses for my toy soldiers,” her brother said


at once. He was staging all the battles of the last


war in his corner of their playroom. There had been


casualties over the year as he usually forgot to pick


them up and people trod on them.


“That sounds nice.” Marie waited for him to ask what


she would like. “Go on, ask me!”


“But I know what you want.” Her brother slipped off


his black shoes and wriggled his toes. The party shoes


were getting too small for him.


“Do you really?” Marie asked.


“You want another silly doll.”


Marie folded her arms. She wouldn’t mind another


doll but he was wrong. “No, I don’t. I’ve got Clara,


and she’s enough for me. I’ve only had her two years.


I want something special – something I haven’t asked


for. I like surprises.”


“So it could be anything, as long as you don’t expect


it?” said Fred. “What, even an onion, or an old boot?”
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“You don’t understand!” Marie felt angry with her


brother now. He was being dense on purpose! “I want


someone to give me what I secretly want and just


didn’t know.”


“You’re such a goose.” Fred honked with laughter.


She was about to answer him when the door opened.


Both children sat up straight, trying to look as good as


gold.


“You can come in now, darlings,” said Mother,


standing back.


The children hurried in. All of the adults invited over


for the Christmas Eve party were gathered around the


most magnificent tree yet. It was taller than the one


last year, with more silver-white ornaments and string


upon string of dried oranges, cinnamon sticks and


popcorn. Wooden toys hung from the twigs: animals,


drummer boys, acrobats and fairies. A crystal star


sat at the very top. Yet, best of all were the candles,


clipped to each branch in special brass holders to


catch the wax. The children knew not to go near


them. Only the grown-ups were allowed to light them


and put them out.

























