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      IT WAS last Christmas Day, the tablecloth was laid in the saloon of a mail steamboat, and the place was the Bay of Biscay. We left Southampton at noon on the 24th of December, 1873, and we were on our way to the Brazils, touching at Corunna, Caril, and Lisbon. Twelve hours before embarkation I had no more idea of spending Christmas Day in the Bay of Biscay than of sending up my plate for roast beef at the North Pole. In fact, my bachelor friends without domestic ties were invited, and had accepted the invitation, and with them and my wife and little ones I intended to dine and spend the evening of the twenty-fifth in strict accordance with tradition and national taste.

      The reality was very different. “We want you, Mr. P—, to go to Lisbon and Madeira, and to do there whatever is required to ensure the speedy transmission of our correspondence from the Gold Coast. The mail steamer leaves Southampton tomorrow at twelve.” These were my sudden and unchallengeable instructions, and thus it was that I found myself sitting down to dinner in the midst of the Bay of Biscay at five o’clock on the 25th
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