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Many of us find it difficult to open up about our mental health, recent statistics
show nearly 8 million people over the age of 55 have experienced depression
or anxiety. In an ageing society it’s a growing concern.

At The Reader, we bring people together through Shared Reading — weekly
groups where stories and poems are read aloud for everyone to enjoy. It’s a
friendly space where people can talk and form connections with the literature
as well as with each other. It’s a simple idea but has huge impact.

Thanks to The Big Give, we have an incredible opportunity to raise £50,000
to train and support new volunteers to bring Shared Reading to care homes
and community settings. For every £ you give, our sponsors will double it, so
your generosity goes even further.

How can | help?

Fundraise for us, then double what you raise by donating online.A simple way
to get involved is to take The £10 Random Read Pledge.

Whether it’s with your colleagues or friends and family, you can take part in
a £10 Random Read.

Simply donate £10 and choose something to read together from our specially
curated Festive Story and Poetry Selection Box (pledgers can download for free
from our website).

Take some time out and read together, you'll get a taster of what it feels like
to share reading and see what your donation is doing for people first hand.

To find out more, download your selection box, make a donation or spread the word visit:

www.thereader.org.uk/ChristmasChallenge

The Reader is not responsible for the organisation of this fundraising or
for the collection of the money, but we're thrilled that such an effort is

being made on our behalf.
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Christmas in the Olden Time
by Sir Walter Scott

Heap on more wood! — the wind is chill;
But let it whistle as it will;

We'll keep our Christmas merry still.
Each age has deemed the new born year
The fittest time for festal cheer.

And well our Christian sires of old.
Loved when the year its course had rolled,
And brought blithe Christmas back again,
With all his hospitable train.

Domestic and religious rite

Gave honour to the holy night:

On Christmas eve the bells were rung;
On Christmas eve the mass was sung;
That only night, in all the year,

Saw the stoled priest the chalice rear.
The damsel donned her kirtle sheen;
The hail was dressed with holly green;
Forth to the wood did merry men go,
To gather in the mistletoe,

Then opened wide the baron’s hail

To vassal, tenant, serf, and all;

Power laid his rod of rule aside,

And ceremony doff’d his pride.

The heir, with roses in his shoes,

That night might village partner choose.
The lord, underogating, share

The vulgar game of “post and pair!”

All hailed with uncontroll'd delight

And general voice, the happy night

That to the cottage, as the crown,
Brought tidings of salvation down.

The fire with well dried logs supplied,
Went roaring up the chimney wide;

The huge hail table’s oaken face,
Scrubbd till it shone, the day to grace,
Bore then upon: its massive board

No mark to part the squire and lord.
Then was brought in the lusty brawn,

By old, blue-coated serving-man;

Then the grim boar’s head frowned on high,
Crested with bays and rosemary.

WVell can the green-garbed ranger tell,
How, when, and where, the monster fell;
What dogs before his death he tore,
And all the baiting of the boar.

The wassail round in good brown bowls,
Garnished with ribbon, blithely trowls.



There the huge sirloin reeked: hard by
Plum-porridge stood, and Christmas pie;
Nor failed old Scotland to produce

At such high tide her savoury goose.
Then came the merry masquers in,

And carols roar’'d with blithesome din;

If unmelodious was the song,

It was a hearty note, and strong.

Who lists may in their mumming see
Traces of ancient mystery;

White shirts supplied the masquerade,
And smutted cheeks the visor made

But oh! what masquers, richly dight,

Can boast of bosoms half so light!
England was merry England when

Old Christmas brought his sports again.
"Twas Christmas broached the mightiest ale,
"Twas Christmas told the merriest tale;
A Christmas gambol oft would cheer

A poor man’s heart through half the year.



The Oxen
by Thomas Hardy

Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock.
“Now they are all on their knees,”

An elder said as we sat in a flock

By the embers in hearthside ease.

We pictured the meek mild creatures where
They dwelt in their strawy pen,

Nor did it occur to one of us there

To doubt they were kneeling then.

So fair a fancy few would weave

In these years! Yet, | feel,

If someone said on Christmas Eve,
“Come; see the oxen kneel

“In the lonely barton by yonder coomb
Our childhood used to know,”

| should go with him in the gloom,
Hoping it might be so.



The Gift of The Magi
by O. Henry

One dollar and eighty-seven cents. That was all. And sixty cents of it was in pennies. Pennies saved one and
two at a time by bulldozing the grocer and the vegetable man and the butcher until one’s cheeks burned with
the silent imputation of parsimony that such close dealing implied. Three times Della counted it. One dollar
and eighty- seven cents.And the next day would be Christmas.

There was clearly nothing to do but flop down on the shabby little couch and howl. So Della did it. Which
instigates the moral reflection that life is made up of sobs, sniffles, and smiles, with sniffles predominating.

While the mistress of the home is gradually subsiding from the first stage to the second, take a look at the
home.A furnished flat at $8 per week. It did not exactly beggar description, but it certainly had that word on
the lookout for the mendicancy squad.

In the vestibule below was a letter-box into which no letter would go, and an electric button from which
no mortal finger could coax a ring. Also appertaining thereunto was a card bearing the name “Mr. James
Dillingham Young.”

The “Dillingham” had been flung to the breeze during a former period of prosperity when its possessor was
being paid $30 per week. Now, when the income was shrunk to $20, though, they were thinking seriously of
contracting to a modest and unassuming D. But whenever Mr.James Dillingham Young came home and reached
his flat above he was called “Jim” and greatly hugged by Mrs. James Dillingham Young, already introduced to
you as Della.Which is all very good.

Della finished her cry and attended to her cheeks with the powder rag. She stood by the window and looked
out dully at a gray cat walking a gray fence in a gray backyard.Tomorrow would be Christmas Day, and she had
only $1.87 with which to buy Jim a present. She had been saving every penny she could for months, with this
result. Twenty dollars a week doesn’t go far. Expenses had been greater than she had calculated. They always
are. Only $1.87 to buy a present for Jim. Her Jim. Many a happy hour she had spent planning for something
nice for him. Something fine and rare and sterling--something just a little bit near to being worthy of the
honor of being owned by Jim.

There was a pier-glass between the windows of the room. Perhaps you have seen a pier-glass in an $8 flat.
A very thin and very agile person may, by observing his reflection in a rapid sequence of longitudinal strips,
obtain a fairly accurate conception of his looks. Della, being slender, had mastered the art.

Suddenly she whirled from the window and stood before the glass. her eyes were shining brilliantly, but her
face had lost its color within twenty seconds. Rapidly she pulled down her hair and let it fall to its full length.

Now, there were two possessions of the James Dillingham Youngs in which they both took a mighty pride.
One was Jim’s gold watch that had been his father’s and his grandfather’s. The other was Della’s hair. Had the
queen of Sheba lived in the flat across the airshaft, Della would have let her hair hang out the window some
day to dry just to depreciate Her Majesty’s jewels and gifts. Had King Solomon been the janitor, with all his
treasures piled up in the basement, Jim would have pulled out his watch every time he passed, just to see him
pluck at his beard from envy.

So now Della’s beautiful hair fell about her rippling and shining like a cascade of brown waters. It reached
below her knee and made itself almost a garment for her.And then she did it up again nervously and quickly.
Once she faltered for a minute and stood still while a tear or two splashed on the worn red carpet.

On went her old brown jacket; on went her old brown hat.With a whirl of skirts and with the brilliant sparkle
still in her eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the street.

Where she stopped the sign read: “Mne. Sofronie. Hair Goods of All Kinds.” One flight up Della ran, and
collected herself, panting. Madame, large, too white, chilly, hardly looked the “Sofronie.”

“Will you buy my hair?” asked Della.



“I buy hair,” said Madame.“Take yer hat off and let’s have a sight at the looks of it.”
Down rippled the brown cascade.

“Twenty dollars,” said Madame, lifting the mass with a practised hand.

“Give it to me quick,” said Della.

Oh, and the next two hours tripped by on rosy wings. Forget the hashed metaphor. She was ransacking the
stores for Jim’s present.

She found it at last. It surely had been made for Jim and no one else.There was no other like it in any of the
stores, and she had turned all of them inside out. It was a platinum fob chain simple and chaste in design,
properly proclaiming its value by substance alone and not by meretricious ornamentation--as all good things
should do. It was even worthy of The Watch.As soon as she saw it she knew that it must be Jim’s. It was like
him. Quietness and value--the description applied to both. Twenty-one dollars they took from her for it, and
she hurried home with the 87 cents. With that chain on his watch Jim might be properly anxious about the
time in any company. Grand as the watch was, he sometimes looked at it on the sly on account of the old
leather strap that he used in place of a chain.

When Della reached home her intoxication gave way a little to prudence and reason. She got out her curling
irons and lighted the gas and went to work repairing the ravages made by generosity added to love.Which is
always a tremendous task, dear friends--a mammoth task.

Within forty minutes her head was covered with tiny, close-lying curls that made her look wonderfully like a
truant schoolboy. She looked at her reflection in the mirror long, carefully, and critically.

“If Jim doesn’t kill me,” she said to herself,“before he takes a second look at me, he’ll say | look like a Coney
Island chorus girl. But what could | do--oh! what could | do with a dollar and eighty- seven cents?”

At 7 o’clock the coffee was made and the frying-pan was on the back of the stove hot and ready to cook the
chops.

Jim was never late. Della doubled the fob chain in her hand and sat on the corner of the table near the door
that he always entered. Then she heard his step on the stair away down on the first flight, and she turned
white for just a moment. She had a habit for saying little silent prayer about the simplest everyday things, and
now she whispered:“Please God, make him think | am still pretty.”

The door opened and Jim stepped in and closed it. He looked thin and very serious. Poor fellow, he was only
twenty-two--and to be burdened with a family! He needed a new overcoat and he was without gloves.

Jim stopped inside the door; as immovable as a setter at the scent of quail. His eyes were fixed upon Della, and
there was an expression in them that she could not read, and it terrified her. It was not anger, nor surprise,
nor disapproval, nor horror, nor any of the sentiments that she had been prepared for. He simply stared at
her fixedly with that peculiar expression on his face.

Della wriggled off the table and went for him.

“Jim, darling,” she cried,“don’t look at me that way. | had my hair cut off and sold because | couldn’t have lived
through Christmas without giving you a present. It’ll grow out again--you won’t mind, will you? | just had to
do it. My hair grows awfully fast. Say "Merry Christmas!’ Jim, and let’s be happy.You don’t know what a nice--
what a beautiful, nice gift I've got for you.”

“You've cut off your hair?” asked Jim, laboriously, as if he had not arrived at that patent fact yet even after the
hardest mental labor.

“Cut it off and sold it,” said Della.“Don’t you like me just as well, anyhow? ’'m me without my hair, ain’t 12”
Jim looked about the room curiously.
“You say your hair is gone?” he said, with an air almost of idiocy.

“You needn’t look for it,” said Della.“It’s sold, | tell you--sold and gone, too. It’s Christmas Eve, boy. Be good
to me, for it went for you. Maybe the hairs of my head were numbered,” she went on with sudden serious
sweetness, “but nobody could ever count my love for you. Shall | put the chops on, Jim?”



Out of his trance Jim seemed quickly to wake. He enfolded his Della. For ten seconds let us regard with
discreet scrutiny some inconsequential object in the other direction. Eight dollars a week or a million a year--
what is the difference? A mathematician or a wit would give you the wrong answer.The magi brought valuable
gifts, but that was not among them.This dark assertion will be illuminated later on.

Jim drew a package from his overcoat pocket and threw it upon the table.

“Don’t make any mistake, Dell,” he said, “about me. | don’t think there’s anything in the way of a haircut or a
shave or a shampoo that could make me like my girl any less. But if you’ll unwrap that package you may see
why you had me going a while at first.”

White fingers and nimble tore at the string and paper. And then an ecstatic scream of joy; and then, alas!
a quick feminine change to hysterical tears and wails, necessitating the immediate employment of all the
comforting powers of the lord of the flat.

For there lay The Combs--the set of combs, side and back, that Della had worshipped long in a Broadway
window. Beautiful combs, pure tortoise shell, with jewelled rims--just the shade to wear in the beautiful
vanished hair. They were expensive combs, she knew, and her heart had simply craved and yearned over them
without the least hope of possession.And now, they were hers, but the tresses that should have adorned the
coveted adornments were gone.

But she hugged them to her bosom, and at length she was able to look up with dim eyes and a smile and say:
“My hair grows so fast, Jim!”

And them Della leaped up like a little singed cat and cried,“Oh, oh!”

Jim had not yet seen his beautiful present. She held it out to him eagerly upon her open palm. The dull
precious metal seemed to flash with a reflection of her bright and ardent spirit.

“Isn’t it a dandy, Jim? | hunted all over town to find it. You’ll have to look at the time a hundred times a day
now. Give me your watch. | want to see how it looks on it.”

Instead of obeying, Jim tumbled down on the couch and put his hands under the back of his head and smiled.

“Dell,” said he,“let’s put our Christmas presents away and keep ‘em a while. They’re too nice to use just at
present. | sold the watch to get the money to buy your combs.And now suppose you put the chops on.”

The magi, as you know, were wise men--wonderfully wise men--who brought gifts to the Babe in the manger.
They invented the art of giving Christmas presents. Being wise, their gifts were no doubt wise ones, possibly
bearing the privilege of exchange in case of duplication.And here | have lamely related to you the uneventful
chronicle of two foolish children in a flat who most unwisely sacrificed for each other the greatest treasures
of their house. But in a last word to the wise of these days let it be said that of all who give gifts these two
were the wisest. O all who give and receive gifts, such as they are wisest. Everywhere they are wisest. They
are the magi.



A Song for a Christmas Tree
by Louisa May Alcott

Cold and wintry is the sky,
Bitter winds go whistling by,
Orchard boughs are bare and dry,
Yet here stands a faithful tree.
Household fairies kind and dear,
With loving magic none need fear,
Bade it rise and blossom here,
Little friends, for you and me.

Come and gather as they fall,
Shining gifts for great and small;
Santa Claus remembers all

When he comes with goodies piled.
Corn and candy, apples red,
Sugar horses, gingerbread,
Babies who are never fed,

Are handing here for every child.

Shake the boughs and down they come,
Better fruit than peach or plum,
‘T is our little harvest home;

For though frosts the flowers kill,
Though birds depart and squirrels sleep,
Though snows may gather cold and deep,
Little folks their sunshine keep,

And mother-love makes summer still.

Gathered in a smiling ring,
Lightly dance and gayly sing,
Still at heart remembering
The sweet story all should know,
Of the little Child whose birth
Has made this day throughout the earth
A festival for childish mirth,
Since the first Christmas long ago.



A Christmas Tree
by Charles Dickens

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

Being now at home again, and alone, the only person in the house awake, my thoughts are drawn back, by a
fascination which | do not care to resist, to my own childhood. | begin to consider, what do we all remember
best upon the branches of the Christmas Tree of our own young Christmas days, by which we climbed to
real life.

Straight, in the middle of the room, cramped in the freedom of its growth by no encircling walls or soon-
reached ceiling, a shadowy tree arises; and, looking up into the dreamy brightness of its top-- for | observe in
this tree the singular property that it appears to grow downward towards the earth--l look into my youngest
Christmas recollections!

All toys at first, | find. Up yonder, among the green holly and red berries, is the Tumbler with his hands in his
pockets, who wouldn’t lie down, but whenever he was put upon the floor, persisted in rolling his fat body
about, until he rolled himself still, and brought those lobster eyes of his to bear upon me--when | affected to
laugh very much, but in my heart of hearts was extremely doubtful of him. Close beside him is that infernal
snuff-box, out of which there sprang a demoniacal Counsellor in a black gown, with an obnoxious head of hair,
and a red cloth mouth, wide open, who was not to be endured on any terms, but could not be put away either;
for he used suddenly, in a highly magnified state, to fly out of Mammoth Snuff-boxes in dreams, when least
expected. Nor is the frog with cobbler’s wax on his tail, far off; for there was no knowing where he wouldn’t
jump; and when he flew over the candle, and came upon one’s hand with that spotted back--red on a green
ground--he was horrible.The cardboard lady in a blue-silk skirt, who was stood up against the candlestick to
dance,and whom | see on the same branch, was milder,and was beautiful; but | can’t say as much for the larger
cardboard man, who used to be hung against the wall and pulled by a string; there was a sinister expression
in that nose of his;and when he got his legs round his neck (which he very often did), he was ghastly, and not
a creature to be alone with.

When did that dreadful Mask first look at me? Who put it on, and why was | so frightened that the sight of
it is an era in my life? It is not a hideous visage in itself; it is even meant to be droll, why then were its stolid
features so intolerable? Surely not because it hid the wearer’s face. An apron would have done as much; and
though | should have preferred even the apron away, it would not have been absolutely insupportable, like the
mask.Was it the immovability of the mask? The doll’s face was immovable, but | was not afraid of HER. Perhaps



that fixed and set change coming over a real face, infused into my quickened heart some remote suggestion
and dread of the universal change that is to come on every face, and make it still? Nothing reconciled me to
it. No drummers, from whom proceeded a melancholy chirping on the turning of a handle; no regiment of
soldiers, with a mute band, taken out of a box, and fitted, one by one, upon a stiff and lazy little set of lazy-
tongs; no old woman, made of wires and a brown-paper composition, cutting up a pie for two small children;
could give me a permanent comfort, for a long time. Nor was it any satisfaction to be shown the Mask,and see
that it was made of paper; or to have it locked up and be assured that no one wore it. The mere recollection
of that fixed face, the mere knowledge of its existence anywhere, was sufficient to awake me in the night all
perspiration and horror, with,“O | know it’s coming! O the mask!”

| never wondered what the dear old donkey with the panniers--there he is! was made of, then! His hide was
real to the touch, | recollect. And the great black horse with the round red spots all over him--the horse that
| could even get upon--I never wondered what had brought him to that strange condition, or thought that
such a horse was not commonly seen at Newmarket. The four horses of no colour, next to him, that went
into the waggon of cheeses, and could be taken out and stabled under the piano, appear to have bits of fur-
tippet for their tails, and other bits for their manes, and to stand on pegs instead of legs, but it was not so
when they were brought home for a Christmas present. They were all right, then; neither was their harness
unceremoniously nailed into their chests, as appears to be the case now.The tinkling works of the music- cart,
| DID find out, to be made of quill tooth-picks and wire; and | always thought that little tumbler in his shirt
sleeves, perpetually swarming up one side of a wooden frame, and coming down, head foremost, on the other,
rather a weak-minded person--though good-natured; but the Jacob’s Ladder, next him, made of little squares
of red wood, that went flapping and clattering over one another, each developing a different picture, and the
whole enlivened by small bells, was a mighty marvel and a great delight.

Ah! The Doll’s house!--of which | was not proprietor, but where | visited. | don’t admire the Houses of
Parliament half so much as that stone-fronted mansion with real glass windows, and door-steps, and a real
balcony--greener than | ever see now, except at watering places; and even they afford but a poor imitation.
And though it DID open all at once, the entire house-front (which was a blow, | admit, as cancelling the fiction
of a staircase), it was but to shut it up again, and | could believe. Even open, there were three distinct rooms
in it: a sitting-room and bed-room, elegantly furnished, and best of all, a kitchen, with uncommonly soft fire-
irons, a plentiful assortment of diminutive utensils--oh, the warming-pan!--and a tin man-cook in profile, who
was always going to fry two fish. What Barmecide justice have | done to the noble feasts wherein the set
of wooden platters figured, each with its own peculiar delicacy, as a ham or turkey, glued tight on to it, and
garnished with something green, which | recollect as moss! Could all the Temperance Societies of these later
days, united, give me such a tea-drinking as | have had through the means of yonder little set of blue crockery,
which really would hold liquid (it ran out of the small wooden cask, | recollect, and tasted of matches), and
which made tea, nectar. And if the two legs of the ineffectual little sugar-tongs did tumble over one another,
and want purpose, like Punch’s hands, what does it matter? And if | did once shriek out, as a poisoned child,and
strike the fashionable company with consternation, by reason of having drunk a little teaspoon, inadvertently
dissolved in too hot tea, | was never the worse for it, except by a powder!

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

Good for Christmas-time is the ruddy colour of the cloak, in which-- the tree making a forest of itself for



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

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

Oh, now all common things become uncommon and enchanted to me.All lamps are wonderful; all rings are
talismans. Common flower-pots are full of treasure, with a little earth scattered on the top; trees are for Al
Baba to hide in; beef-steaks are to throw down into the Valley of Diamonds, that the precious stones may
stick to them, and be carried by the eagles to their nests, whence the traders, with loud cries, will scare them.
Tarts are made, according to the recipe of the Vizier’s son of Bussorah, who turned pastrycook after he was
set down in his drawers at the gate of Damascus; cobblers are all Mustaphas, and in the habit of sewing up
people cut into four pieces, to whom they are taken blind-fold.

Any iron ring let into stone is the entrance to a cave which only waits for the magician, and the little fire,
and the necromancy, that will make the earth shake.All the dates imported come from the same tree as that
unlucky date, with whose shell the merchant knocked out the eye of the genie’s invisible son.All olives are of
the stock of that fresh fruit, concerning which the Commander of the Faithful overheard the boy conduct the
fictitious trial of the fraudulent olive merchant; all apples are akin to the apple purchased (with two others)
from the Sultan’s gardener for three sequins, and which the tall black slave stole from the child. All dogs are
associated with the dog, really a transformed man, who jumped upon the baker’s counter, and put his paw on
the piece of bad money.All rice recalls the rice which the awful lady, who was a ghoule, could only peck by
grains, because of her nightly feasts in the burial-place. My very rocking-horse,--there he is, with his nostrils
turned completely inside-out, indicative of Blood!--should have a peg in his neck, by virtue thereof to fly away
with me, as the wooden horse did with the Prince of Persia, in the sight of all his father’s Court.

Yes, on every object that | recognise among those upper branches of my Christmas Tree, | see this fairy light!
When | wake in bed, at daybreak, on the cold, dark, winter mornings, the white snow dimly beheld, outside,
through the frost on the window-pane, | hear Dinarzade. “Sister, sister, if you are yet awake, | pray you finish
the history of the Young King of the Black Islands.” Scheherazade replies, “If my lord the Sultan will suffer
me to live another day, sister, | will not only finish that, but tell you a more wonderful story yet.” Then, the
gracious Sultan goes out, giving no orders for the execution, and we all three breathe again.

At this height of my tree | begin to see, cowering among the leaves- -it may be born of turkey, or of pudding, or
mince pie, or of these many fancies, jumbled with Robinson Crusoe on his desert island, Philip Quarll among
the monkeys, Sandford and Merton with Mr. Barlow, Mother Bunch, and the Mask--or it may be the result of
indigestion, assisted by imagination and over-doctoring--a prodigious nightmare. It is so exceedingly indistinct,
that | don’t know why it’s frightful--but | know it is.| can only make out that it is an immense array of shapeless
things, which appear to be planted on a vast exaggeration of the lazy-tongs that used to bear the toy soldiers,



and to be slowly coming close to my eyes, and receding to an immeasurable distance.VWhen it comes closest,
it is worse. In connection with it | descry remembrances of winter nights incredibly long; of being sent early to
bed, as a punishment for some small offence, and waking in two hours, with a sensation of having been asleep
two nights; of the laden hopelessness of morning ever dawning; and the oppression of a weight of remorse.

And now, | see a wonderful row of little lights rise smoothly out of the ground, before a vast green curtain.
Now, a bell rings--a magic bell, which still sounds in my ears unlike all other bells--and music plays, amidst a
buzz of voices,and a fragrant smell of orange-peel and oil. Anon, the magic bell commands the music to cease,
and the great green curtain rolls itself up majestically, and The Play begins! The devoted dog of Montargis
avenges the death of his master, foully murdered in the Forest of Bondy; and a humorous Peasant with a red
nose and a very little hat, whom | take from this hour forth to my bosom as a friend (I think he was a Waiter
or an Hostler at a village Inn, but many years have passed since he and | have met), remarks that the sassigassity
of that dog is indeed surprising; and evermore this jocular conceit will live in my remembrance fresh and
unfading, overtopping all possible jokes, unto the end of time. Or now, | learn with bitter tears how poor
Jane Shore, dressed all in white, and with her brown hair hanging down, went starving through the streets;
or how George Barnwell killed the worthiest uncle that ever man had, and was afterwards so sorry for it
that he ought to have been let off. Comes swift to comfort me, the Pantomime--stupendous Phenomenon!-
-when clowns are shot from loaded mortars into the great chandelier, bright constellation that it is; when
Harlequins, covered all over with scales of pure gold, twist and sparkle, like amazing fish; when Pantaloon
(whom | deem it no irreverence to compare in my own mind to my grandfather) puts red-hot pokers in his
pocket, and cries “Here’s somebody coming!” or taxes the Clown with petty larceny, by saying,“Now, | sawed
you do it!” when Everything is capable, with the greatest ease, of being changed into Anything; and “Nothing
is, but thinking makes it so.” Now, too, | perceive my first experience of the dreary sensation-- often to return
in after-life--of being unable, next day, to get back to the dull, settled world; of wanting to live for ever in the
bright atmosphere | have quitted; of doting on the little Fairy, with the wand like a celestial Barber’s Pole, and
pining for a Fairy immortality along with her. Ah, she comes back, in many shapes, as my eye wanders down
the branches of my Christmas Tree, and goes as often, and has never yet stayed by me!

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

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

Still, on the lower and maturer branches of the Tree, Christmas associations cluster thick. School-books shut
up; Ovid and Virgil silenced; the Rule of Three, with its cool impertinent inquiries, long disposed of; Terence
and Plautus acted no more, in an arena of huddled desks and forms, all chipped, and notched, and inked;
cricket-bats, stumps, and balls, left higher up, with the smell of trodden grass and the softened noise of shouts
in the evening air; the tree is still fresh, still gay. If | no more come home at Christmas-time, there will be boys
and girls (thank Heaven! ) while the World lasts; and they do! Yonder they dance and play upon the branches
of my Tree, God bless them, merrily,and my heart dances and plays too!



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

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

There is probably a smell of roasted chestnuts and other good comfortable things all the time, for we are
telling Winter Stories-- Ghost Stories, or more shame for us--round the Christmas fire; and we have never
stirred, except to draw a little nearer to it. But, no matter for that. We came to the house, and it is an old
house, full of great chimneys where wood is burnt on ancient dogs upon the hearth,and grim portraits (some
of them with grim legends, too) lower distrustfully from the oaken panels of the walls.VWe are a middle-aged
nobleman, and we make a generous supper with our host and hostess and their guests--it being Christmas-
time, and the old house full of company--and then we go to bed. Our room is a very old room. It is hung with
tapestry.We don'’t like the portrait of a cavalier in green, over the fireplace. There are great black beams in
the ceiling, and there is a great black bedstead, supported at the foot by two great black figures, who seem
to have come off a couple of tombs in the old baronial church in the park, for our particular accommodation.
But, we are not a superstitious nobleman, and we don’t mind.Well! we dismiss our servant, lock the door, and
sit before the fire in our dressing-gown, musing about a great many things. At length we go to bed.Well! we
can’t sleep.We toss and tumble, and can’t sleep. The embers on the hearth burn fitfully and make the room
look ghostly.We can’t help peeping out over the counterpane, at the two black figures and the cavalier--that
wicked- looking cavalier--in green. In the flickering light they seem to advance and retire: which, though we are
not by any means a superstitious nobleman, is not agreeable.Well! we get nervous-- more and more nervous.
We say “This is very foolish, but we can’t stand this; we’ll pretend to be ill, and knock up somebody.” Well! we
are just going to do it, when the locked door opens, and there comes in a young woman, deadly pale, and with
long fair hair, who glides to the fire, and sits down in the chair we have left there, wringing her hands. Then,
we notice that her clothes are wet. Our tongue cleaves to the roof of our mouth,and we can’t speak; but, we
observe her accurately. Her clothes are wet; her long hair is dabbled with moist mud; she is dressed in the
fashion of two hundred years ago; and she has at her girdle a bunch of rusty keys.VVell! there she sits,and we
can’t even faint, we are in such a state about it. Presently she gets up, and tries all the locks in the room with
the rusty keys, which won't fit one of them; then, she fixes her eyes on the portrait of the cavalier in green,
and says, in a low, terrible voice,“The stags know it!” After that, she wrings her hands again, passes the bedside,
and goes out at the door.VWe hurry on our dressing-gown, seize our pistols (we always travel with pistols),and
are following, when we find the door locked.We turn the key, look out into the dark gallery; no one there.We
wander away, and try to find our servant. Can’t be done.We pace the gallery till daybreak; then return to our
deserted room, fall asleep, and are awakened by our servant (nothing ever haunts him) and the shining sun.
Well! we make a wretched breakfast, and all the company say we look queer. After breakfast, we go over the
house with our host, and then we take him to the portrait of the cavalier in green, and then it all comes out.
He was false to a young housekeeper once attached to that family, and famous for her beauty, who drowned
herself in a pond, and whose body was discovered, after a long time, because the stags refused to drink of the
water. Since which, it has been whispered that she traverses the house at midnight (but goes especially to that
room where the cavalier in green was wont to sleep), trying the old locks with the rusty keys.Well! we tell
our host of what we have seen, and a shade comes over his features, and he begs it may be hushed up; and so
it is. But, it’s all true; and we said so, before we died (we are dead now) to many responsible people.

There is no end to the old houses, with resounding galleries, and dismal state-bedchambers, and haunted



wings shut up for many years, through which we may ramble, with an agreeable creeping up our back, and
encounter any number of ghosts, but (it is worthy of remark perhaps) reducible to a very few general types
and classes; for, ghosts have little originality,and “walk’ in a beaten track.Thus, it comes to pass, that a certain
room in a certain old hall, where a certain bad lord, baronet, knight, or gentleman, shot himself, has certain
planks in the floor from which the blood WILL NOT be taken out.You may scrape and scrape, as the present
owner has done, or plane and plane, as his father did, or scrub and scrub, as his grandfather did, or burn
and burn with strong acids, as his great- grandfather did, but, there the blood will still be--no redder and no
paler--no more and no less--always just the same.Thus, in such another house there is a haunted door, that
never will keep open; or another door that never will keep shut, or a haunted sound of a spinning-wheel,
or a hammer, or a footstep, or a cry, or a sigh, or a horse’s tramp, or the rattling of a chain. Or else, there is
a turret-clock, which, at the midnight hour, strikes thirteen when the head of the family is going to die; or a
shadowy, immovable black carriage which at such a time is always seen by somebody, waiting near the great
gates in the stable-yard. Or thus, it came to pass how Lady Mary went to pay a visit at a large wild house
in the Scottish Highlands, and, being fatigued with her long journey, retired to bed early, and innocently said,
next morning, at the breakfast-table, “How odd, to have so late a party last night, in this remote place,and not
to tell me of it, before | went to bed!” Then, every one asked Lady Mary what she meant? Then, Lady Mary
replied,“Why, all night long, the carriages were driving round and round the terrace, underneath my window!”
Then, the owner of the house turned pale, and so did his Lady, and Charles Macdoodle of Macdoodle signed
to Lady Mary to say no more, and every one was silent. After breakfast, Charles Macdoodle told Lady Mary
that it was a tradition in the family that those rumbling carriages on the terrace betokened death.And so it
proved, for, two months afterwards, the Lady of the mansion died.And Lady Mary, who was a Maid of Honour
at Court, often told this story to the old Queen Charlotte; by this token that the old King always said,“Eh, eh?
What, what? Ghosts, ghosts? No such thing, no such thing!” And never left off saying so, until he went to bed.

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

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

Or, the uncle of my brother’s wife was riding home on horseback, one mellow evening at sunset, when, in
a green lane close to his own house, he saw a man standing before him, in the very centre of a narrow way.
“Why does that man in the cloak stand there!” he thought.“Does he want me to ride over him?” But the
figure never moved. He felt a strange sensation at seeing it so still, but slackened his trot and rode forward.
When he was so close to it, as almost to touch it with his stirrup, his horse shied, and the figure glided up the
bank, in a curious, unearthly manner--backward, and without seeming to use its feet--and was gone.The uncle
of my brother’s wife, exclaiming, “Good Heaven! It’s my cousin Harry, from Bombay!” put spurs to his horse,
which was suddenly in a profuse sweat, and, wondering at such strange behaviour, dashed round to the front
of his house.There, he saw the same figure, just passing in at the long French window of the drawing-room,
opening on the ground. He threw his bridle to a servant, and hastened in after it. His sister was sitting there,
alone.*“Alice, where’s my cousin Harry?” “Your cousin Harry, John?” “Yes. From Bombay. | met him in the lane



just now, and saw him enter here, this instant.” Not a creature had been seen by any one;and in that hour and
minute, as it afterwards appeared, this cousin died in India.

Or, it was a certain sensible old maiden lady, who died at ninety- nine, and retained her faculties to the last,
who really did see the Orphan Boy;a story which has often been incorrectly told, but, of which the real truth
is this--because it is, in fact, a story belonging to our family--and she was a connexion of our family. When
she was about forty years of age, and still an uncommonly fine woman (her lover died young, which was the
reason why she never married, though she had many offers), she went to stay at a place in Kent, which her
brother, an Indian-Merchant, had newly bought.There was a story that this place had once been held in trust
by the guardian of a young boy; who was himself the next heir, and who killed the young boy by harsh and
cruel treatment. She knew nothing of that. It has been said that there was a Cage in her bedroom in which
the guardian used to put the boy. There was no such thing. There was only a closet. She went to bed, made
no alarm whatever in the night, and in the morning said composedly to her maid when she came in,“Who is
the pretty forlorn-looking child who has been peeping out of that closet all night?” The maid replied by giving
a loud scream, and instantly decamping. She was surprised; but she was a woman of remarkable strength of
mind, and she dressed herself and went downstairs, and closeted herself with her brother.“Now,Walter;,” she
said,“l have been disturbed all night by a pretty, forlorn-looking boy, who has been constantly peeping out of
that closet in my room, which | can’t open.This is some trick.” “l am afraid not, Charlotte,” said he, “for it is
the legend of the house. It is the Orphan Boy.What did he do?” “He opened the door softly,” said she,“and
peeped out. Sometimes, he came a step or two into the room.Then, | called to him, to encourage him,and he
shrunk, and shuddered, and crept in again, and shut the door.” “The closet has no communication, Charlotte,”
said her brother, “with any other part of the house, and it’s nailed up.” This was undeniably true, and it took
two carpenters a whole forenoon to get it open, for examination. Then, she was satisfied that she had seen
the Orphan Boy. But, the wild and terrible part of the story is, that he was also seen by three of her brother’s
sons, in succession, who all died young. On the occasion of each child being taken ill, he came home in a
heat, twelve hours before, and said, Oh, Mamma, he had been playing under a particular oak-tree, in a certain
meadow, with a strange boy--a pretty, forlorn-looking boy, who was very timid, and made signs! From fatal
experience, the parents came to know that this was the Orphan Boy, and that the course of that child whom
he chose for his little playmate was surely run.

Legion is the name of the German castles, where we sit up alone to wait for the Spectre--where we are
shown into a room, made comparatively cheerful for our reception--where we glance round at the shadows,
thrown on the blank walls by the crackling fire--where we feel very lonely when the village innkeeper and his
pretty daughter have retired, after laying down a fresh store of wood upon the hearth, and setting forth on
the small table such supper-cheer as a cold roast capon, bread, grapes, and a flask of old Rhine wine- -where
the reverberating doors close on their retreat, one after another, like so many peals of sullen thunder--and
where, about the small hours of the night, we come into the knowledge of divers supernatural mysteries.
Legion is the name of the haunted German students, in whose society we draw yet nearer to the fire, while
the schoolboy in the corner opens his eyes wide and round, and flies off the footstool he has chosen for his
seat, when the door accidentally blows open.Vast is the crop of such fruit, shining on our Christmas Tree; in
blossom, almost at the very top; ripening all down the boughs!

Among the later toys and fancies hanging there--as idle often and less pure--be the images once associated
with the sweet old Waits, the softened music in the night, ever unalterable! Encircled by the social thoughts
of Christmas-time, still let the benignant figure of my childhood stand unchanged! In every cheerful image
and suggestion that the season brings, may the bright star that rested above the poor roof, be the star of all
the Christian World! A moment’s pause, O vanishing tree, of which the lower boughs are dark to me as yet,
and let me look once more! | know there are blank spaces on thy branches, where eyes that | have loved
have shone and smiled; from which they are departed. But, far above, | see the raiser of the dead girl, and the
Widow’s Son; and God is good! If Age be hiding for me in the unseen portion of thy downward growth, O
may |, with a grey head, turn a child’s heart to that figure yet, and a child’s trustfulness and confidence!

Now, the tree is decorated with bright merriment, and song, and dance, and cheerfulness. And they are
welcome. Innocent and welcome be they ever held, beneath the branches of the Christmas Tree, which
cast no gloomy shadow! But, as it sinks into the ground, | hear a whisper going through the leaves. “This, in
commemoration of the law of love and kindness, mercy and compassion.This, in remembrance of Me!”



Christmas Bells
by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

| heard the bells on Christmas Day
Their old, familiar carols play,

And wild and sweet

The words repeat

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
And thought how, as the day had come,
The belfries of all Christendom

Had rolled along

The unbroken song

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
Till, ringing, singing on its way

The world revolved from night to day,
A voice, a chime,

A chant sublime

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
Then from each black, accursed mouth
The cannon thundered in the South,
And with the sound

The Carols drowned

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!
And in despair | bowed my head;
‘There is no peace on earth, | said;
‘For hate is strong,

And mocks the song

Of peace on earth, good-will to men!’
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
‘God is not dead; nor doth he sleep!
The Wrong shall fail,

The Right prevail,

With peace on earth, good-will to men!’



Bertie’s Christmas Eve
by Saki

It was Christmas Eve, and the family circle of Luke Steffink, Esq., was aglow with the amiability and random
mirth which the occasion demanded. A long and lavish dinner had been partaken of, waits had been round
and sung carols; the house-party had regaled itself with more caroling on its own account,and there had been
romping which, even in a pulpit reference, could not have been condemned as ragging. In the midst of the
general glow, however, there was one black unkindled cinder.

Bertie Steffink, nephew of the aforementioned Luke, had early in life adopted the profession of ne’er-do-weel;
his father had been something of the kind before him. At the age of eighteen Bertie had commenced that
round of visits to our Colonial possessions, so seemly and desirable in the case of a Prince of the Blood, so
suggestive of insincerity in a young man of the middle-class. He had gone to grow tea in Ceylon and fruit
in British Columbia, and to help sheep to grow wool in Australia. At the age of twenty he had just returned
from some similar errand in Canada, from which it may be gathered that the trial he gave to these various
experiments was of the summary drum-head nature. Luke Steffink, who fulfilled the troubled role of guardian
and deputy-parent to Bertie, deplored the persistent manifestation of the homing instinct on his nephew’s
part, and his solemn thanks earlier in the day for the blessing of reporting a united family had no reference
to Bertie’s return.

Arrangements had been promptly made for packing the youth off to a distant corner of Rhodesia, whence
return would be a difficult matter; the journey to this uninviting destination was imminent, in fact a more
careful and willing traveller would have already begun to think about his packing. Hence Bertie was in no
mood to share in the festive spirit which displayed itself around him, and resentment smouldered within
him at the eager, self-absorbed discussion of social plans for the coming months which he heard on all sides.
Beyond depressing his uncle and the family circle generally by singing “Say au revoir, and not good-bye,” he
had taken no part in the evening’s conviviality.

Eleven o’clock had struck some half-hour ago, and the elder Steffinks began to throw out suggestions leading
up to that process which they called retiring for the night.

“Come,Teddie, it’s time you were in your little bed, you know,” said Luke Steffink to his thirteen-year-old son.
“That’s where we all ought to be,” said Mrs. Steffink.
“There wouldn’t be room,” said Bertie.

The remark was considered to border on the scandalous; everybody ate raisins and almonds with the nervous
industry of sheep feeding during threatening weather.

“In Russia,” said Horace Bordenby, who was staying in the house as a Christmas guest, “I've read that the
peasants believe that if you go into a cow-house or stable at midnight on Christmas Eve you will hear the
animals talk. They’re supposed to have the gift of speech at that one moment of the year”

“Oh, do let’s all go down to the cow-house and listen to what they’ve got to say!” exclaimed Beryl, to whom
anything was thrilling and amusing if you did it in a troop.

Mrs. Steffink made a laughing protest, but gave a virtual consent by saying, “Ve must all wrap up well, then.”
The idea seemed a scatterbrained one to her, and almost heathenish, but if afforded an opportunity for
“throwing the young people together,” and as such she welcomed it. Mr. Horace Bordenby was a young man
with quite substantial prospects, and he had danced with Beryl at a local subscription ball a sufficient number
of times to warrant the authorised inquiry on the part of the neighbours whether “there was anything in it.”
Though Mrs. Steffink would not have put it in so many words, she shared the idea of the Russian peasantry
that on this night the beast might speak.

The cow-house stood at the junction of the garden with a small paddock, an isolated survival, in a suburban
neighbourhood; of what had once been a small farm. Luke Steffink was complacently proud of his cow-
house and his two cows; he felt that they gave him a stamp of solidity which no number of Wyandottes or
Orpingtons could impart. They even seemed to link him in a sort of inconsequent way with those patriarchs
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who derived importance from their floating capital of flocks and herbs, he-asses and she-asses. It had been an
anxious and momentous occasion when he had had to decide definitely between “the Byre” and “the Ranch”
for the naming of his villa residence. A December midnight was hardly the moment he would have chosen
for showing his farm-building to visitors, but since it was a fine night, and the young people were anxious for
an excuse for a mild frolic, Luke consented to chaperon the expedition.The servants had long since gone to
bed, so the house was left in charge of Bertie, who scornfully declined to stir out on the pretext of listening
to bovine conversation.

“We must go quietly,” said Luke, as he headed the procession of giggling young folk, brought up in the rear
by the shawled and hooded figure of Mrs. Steffink; “I've always laid stress on keeping this a quiet and orderly
neighbourhood.”

It was a few minutes to midnight when the party reached the cow-house and made its way in by the light of
Luke’s stable lantern. For a moment every one stood in silence, almost with a feeling of being in church.

“Daisy—the one lying down—is by a shorthorn bull out of a Guernsey cow,” announced Luke in a hushed
voice, which was in keeping with the foregoing impression.

“Is she?” said Bordenby, rather as if he had expected her to be by Rembrandt.
“Myrtle is—”
Myrtle’s family history was cut short by a little scream from the women of the party.

The cow-house door had closed noiselessly behind them and the key had turned gratingly in the lock; then
they heard Bertie’s voice pleasantly wishing them good-night and his footsteps retreating along the garden
path.

Luke Steffink strode to the window; it was a small square opening of the old-fashioned sort, with iron bars
let into the stonework.

“Unlock the door this instant,” he shouted, with as much air of menacing authority as a hen might assume
when screaming through the bars of a coop at a marauding hawk. In reply to his summons the hall-door
closed with a defiant bang.

A neighbouring clock struck the hour of midnight. If the cows had received the gift of human speech at
that moment they would not have been able to make themselves heard. Seven or eight other voices were
engaged in describing Bertie’s present conduct and his general character at a high pressure of excitement and
indignation.

In the course of half an hour or so everything that it was permissible to say about Bertie had been said some
dozens of times, and other topics began to come to the front—the extreme mustiness of the cow-house,
the possibility of it catching fire, and the probability of it being a Rowton House for the vagrant rats of the
neighbourhood. And still no sign of deliverance came to the unwilling vigil-keepers.

Towards one o’clock the sound of rather boisterous and undisciplined carol-singing approached rapidly, and
came to a sudden anchorage, apparently just outside the garden-gate. A motor-load of youthful “bloods,” in a
high state of conviviality, had made a temporary halt for repairs; the stoppage, however, did not extend to the
vocal efforts of the party, and the watchers in the cow-shed were treated to a highly unauthorised rendering
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of “Good King Wenceslas,” in which the adjective “good” appeared to be very carelessly applied.

The noise had the effect of bringing Bertie out into the garden, but he utterly ignored the pale, angry faces
peering out at the cow-house window, and concentrated his attention on the revellers outside the gate.

“Wassail, you chaps!” he shouted.

“Wassail, old sport!” they shouted back;“we’d jolly well drink y’r health, only we’ve nothing to drink it in.”
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“Come and wassail inside,” said Bertie hospitably;“I’m all alone, and there’s heap’s of ‘wet’.

They were total strangers, but his touch of kindness made them instantly his kin. In another moment the
unauthorised version of King Wenceslas, which, like many other scandals, grew worse on repetition, went
echoing up the garden path; two of the revellers gave an impromptu performance on the way by executing the
staircase waltz up the terraces of what Luke Steffink, hitherto with some justification, called his rock-garden.



The rock part of it was still there when the waltz had been accorded its third encore. Luke, more than ever
like a cooped hen behind the cow-house bars, was in a position to realise the feelings of concert-goers unable
to countermand the call for an encore which they neither desire or deserve.

The hall door closed with a bang on Bertie’s guests, and the sounds of merriment became faint and muffled
to the weary watchers at the other end of the garden. Presently two ominous pops, in quick succession, made
themselves distinctly heard.

“They’ve got at the champagne!” exclaimed Mrs. Steffink.
“Perhaps it’s the sparkling Moselle,” said Luke hopefully.
Three or four more pops were heard.

“The champagne and the sparkling Moselle,” said Mrs. Steffink.

Luke uncorked an expletive which, like brandy in a temperance household, was only used on rare emergencies.
Mr. Horace Bordenby had been making use of similar expressions under his breath for a considerable time
past. The experiment of “throwing the young people together” had been prolonged beyond a point when it
was likely to produce any romantic result.

Some forty minutes later the hall door opened and disgorged a crowd that had thrown off any restraint of
shyness that might have influenced its earlier actions. Its vocal efforts in the direction of carol singing were
now supplemented by instrumental music; a Christmas-tree that had been prepared for the children of the
gardener and other household retainers had yielded a rich spoil of tin trumpets, rattles, and drums.The life-
story of King Wenceslas had been dropped, Luke was thankful to notice, but it was intensely irritating for the
chilled prisoners in the cow-house to be told that it was a hot time in the old town to-night, together with
some accurate but entirely superfluous information as to the imminence of Christmas morning. Judging by
the protests which began to be shouted from the upper windows of neighbouring houses the sentiments
prevailing in the cow-house were heartily echoed in other quarters.

The revellers found their car,and, what was more remarkable, managed to drive off in it, with a parting fanfare
of tin trumpets. The lively beat of a drum disclosed the fact that the master of the revels remained on the
scene.

“Bertie!” came in an angry, imploring chorus of shouts and screams from the cow-house window.

“Hullo,” cried the owner of the name, turning his rather errant steps in the direction of the summons;“are
you people still there? Must have heard everything cows got to say by this time. If you haven’t, no use waiting.
After all, it’s a Russian legend, and Russian Chrismush Eve not due for 'nother fortnight. Better come out.”

After one or two ineffectual attempts he managed to pitch the key of the cow-house door in through
the window. Then, lifting his voice in the strains of “I'm afraid to go home in the dark,” with a lusty drum
accompaniment, he led the way back to the house.The hurried procession of the released that followed in his
steps came in for a good deal of the adverse comment that his exuberant display had evoked.

It was the happiest Christmas Eve he had ever spent.To quote his own words, he had a “rotten” Christmas.

21



Minstrels
by William Wordsworth

The minstrels played their Christmas tune
To-night beneath my cottage-eaves;
While, smitten by a lofty moon,

The encircling laurels, thick with leaves,
Gave back a rich and dazzling sheen,

That overpowered their natural green.

Through hill and valley every breeze

Had sunk to rest with folded wings:

Keen was the air, but could not freeze,

Nor check, the music of the strings;

So stout and hardy were the band

That scraped the chords with strenuous hand.

And who but listened?—till was paid
Respect to every inmate’s claim,

The greeting given, the music played
In honour of each household name,
Duly pronounced with lusty call,

And “Merry Christmas” wished to all.



The Water Ghost of Harrowby Hall
by John Kendrick Bangs

The trouble with Harrowby Hall was that it was haunted, what was worse, the ghost did not content itself
with merely appearing at the bedside of the afflicted person who saw it, but persisted in remaining there for
one mortal hour before it would disappear.

It never appeared except on Christmas eve, and then as the clock was striking twelve, in which respect alone
was it lacking in that originality which in these days is a sine qua non of success in spectral life. The owners of
Harrowby Hall had done their utmost to rid themselves of the damp and dewy lady who rose up out of the
best bedroom floor at midnight, but without avail. They had tried stopping the clock, so that the ghost would
not know when it was midnight; but she made her appearance just the same, with that fearful miasmatic
personality of hers, and there she would stand until everything about her was thoroughly saturated.

Then the owners of Harrowby Hall calked up every crack in the floor with the very best quality of hemp, and
over this were placed layers of tar and canvas; the walls were made waterproof, and the doors and windows
likewise, the proprietors having conceived the notion that the unexorcised lady would find it difficult to leak
into the room after these precautions had been taken; but even this did not suffice. The following Christmas
eve she appeared as promptly as before, and frightened the occupant of the room quite out of his senses by
sitting down alongside of him and gazing with her cavernous blue eyes into his; and he noticed, too, that in
her long, aqueously bony fingers bits of dripping seaweed were entwined, the ends hanging down, and these
ends she drew across his forehead until he became like one insane.And then he swooned away, and was found
unconscious in his bed the next morning by his host, simply saturated with seawater and fright, from the
combined effects of which he never recovered, dying four years later of pneumonia and nervous prostration
at the age of seventy-eight.

The next year the master of Harrowby Hall decided not to have the best spare bedroom opened at all,
thinking that perhaps the ghost’s thirst for making herself disagreeable would be satisfied by haunting the
furniture, but the plan was as unavailing as the many that had preceded it.

The ghost appeared as usual in the room -- that is, it was supposed she did, for the hangings were dripping
wet the next morning, and in the parlor below the haunted room a great damp spot appeared on the ceiling.
Finding no one there, she immediately set out to learn the reason why, and she chose none other to haunt
than the owner of the Harrowby himself. She found him in his own cozy room drinking whiskey -- whiskey
undiluted -- and felicitating himself upon having foiled her ghostship, when all of a sudden the curl went out
of his hair, his whiskey bottle filled and overflowed, and he was himself in a condition similar to that of a man
who has fallen into a water-butt. When he recovered from the shock, which was a painful one, he saw before
him the lady of the cavernous eyes and seaweed fingers.The sight was so unexpected and so terrifying that he
fainted, but immediately came to, because of the vast amount of water in his hair, which, trickling down over
his face, restored his consciousness.

Now it so happened that the master of Harrowby was a brave man, and while he was not particularly fond of
interviewing ghosts, especially such quenching ghosts as the one before him, he was not to be daunted by an
apparition. He had paid the lady the compliment of fainting from the effects of his first surprise,and now that
he had come to he intended to find out a few things he felt he had a right to know. He would have liked to put
on a dry suit of clothes first, but the apparition declined to leave him for an instant until her hour was up, and
he was forced to deny himself that pleasure. Every time he would move she would follow him, with the result
that everything she came in contact with got a ducking. In an effort to warm himself up he approached the fire,
an unfortunate move as it turned out, because it brought the ghost directly over the fire, which immediately
was extinguished. The whiskey became utterly valueless as a comforter to his chilled system, because it was
by this time diluted to a proportion of ninety percent of water.The only thing he could do to ward off the evil
effects of his encounter he did, and that was to swallow ten two-grain quinine pills, which he managed to put
into his mouth before the ghost had time to interfere. Having done this, he turned with some asperity to the
ghost, and said:interfere. Having done this, he turned with some asperity to the ghost, and said:

“Far be it from me to be impolite to a woman, madam, but I’'m hanged if it wouldn’t please me better if you'd
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stop these infernal visits of yours to this house. Go sit out on the lake, if you like that sort of thing; soak the
water-butt, if you wish; but do not, | implore you, come into a gentleman’s house and saturate him and his
possessions in this way. It is damned disagreeable.”

“Henry Hartwick Oglethorpe,’ said the ghost, in a gurgling voice, “you don’t know what you are talking
about.”

“Madam,” returned the unhappy householder, “l wish that remark were strictly truthful. | was talking about
you. It would be shillings and pence -- nay, pounds, in my pocket, madam, if | did not know you.”

“That is a bit of specious nonsense,” returned the ghost, throwing a quart of indignation into the face of the
master of Harrowby. “It may rank high as repartee, but as a comment upon my statement that you do not
know what you are talking about, it savors of irrelevant impertinence.

You do not know that | am compelled to haunt this place year after year by inexorable fate. It is no pleasure
to me to enter this house, and ruin and mildew everything | touch. | never aspired to be a shower-bath, but it
is my doom. Do you know who | am?”

“No, | don’t,” returned the master of Harrowby.“l should say you were the Lady of the Lake, or Little Sallie
Waters.”

“You are a witty man for your years,” said the ghost.
“Well, my humor is drier than yours ever will be,” returned the master.

“No doubt. I'm never dry. | am the Water Ghost of Harrowby Hall, and dryness is a quality entirely beyond
my wildest hope. | have been the incumbent of this highly unpleasant office for two hundred years tonight.”

“How the deuce did you ever come to get elected?” asked the master.

“Through a suicide,” replied the specter.“l am the ghost of that fair maiden whose picture hangs over the
mantelpiece in the drawing room. | should have been your great-great-great-great-great-aunt if | had lived,
Henry Hartwick Oglethorpe, for | was the own sister of your great-great-great-great-grandfather.”

“But what induced you to get this house into such a predicament?”

“l was not to blame, sir;” returned the lady.“It was my father’s fault. He it was who built Harrowby Hall, and
the haunted chamber was to have been mine. My father had it furnished in pink and yellow, knowing well that
blue and gray formed the only combination of color | could tolerate. He did it merely to spite me, and, with
what | deem a proper spirit, | declined to live in the room; whereupon my father said | could live there or on
the lawn, he didn’t care which.That night | ran from the house and jumped over the cliff into the sea.”

“That was rash,” said the master of Harrowby.

“So I've heard,” returned the ghost. “If | had known what the consequences were to be | should not have
jumped; but | really never realized what | was doing until after | was drowned. | had been drowned a week
when a sea nymph came to me and informed me that | was to be one of her followers forever afterwards,
adding that it should be my doom to haunt Harrowby Hall for one hour every Christmas eve throughout the
rest of eternity. | was to haunt that room on such Christmas eves as | found it inhabited; and if it should turn
out not to be inhabited, | was and am to spend the allotted hour with the head of the house.”

“I'll sell the place.”

“That you cannot do, for it is also required of me that | shall appear as the deeds are to be delivered to any
purchaser, and divulge to him the awful secret of the house.”

“Do you mean to tell me that on every Christmas eve that | don’t happen to have somebody in that guest
chamber, you are going to haunt me wherever | may be, ruining my whiskey, taking all the curl out of my hair,
extinguishing my fire, and soaking me through to the skin?” demanded the master.

“You have stated the case, Oglethorpe.And what is more,” said the water ghost,“it doesn’t make the slightest
difference where you are, if | find that room empty, wherever you may be | shall douse you with my spectral
pres--"

Here the clock struck one, and immediately the apparition faded away. It was perhaps more of a trickle than



a fade, but as a disappearance it was complete.

“By St. George and his Dragon!” ejaculated the master of Harrowby, wringing his hands.“It is guineas to hot-
cross buns that next Christmas there’s an occupant of the spare room, or | spend the night in a bathtub.”

But the master of Harrowby would have lost his wager had there been any one there to take him up, for when
Christmas eve came again he was in his grave, never having recovered from the cold contracted that awful
night. Harrowby Hall was closed, and the heir to the estate was in London, where to him in his chambers
came the same experience that his father had gone through, saving only that, being younger and stronger,
he survived the shock. Everything in his rooms was ruined -- his clocks were rusted in the works; a fine
collection of watercolor drawings was entirely obliterated by the onslaught of the water ghost; and what
was worse, the apartments below his were drenched with the water soaking through the floors, a damage
for which he was compelled to pay, and which resulted in his being requested by his landlady to vacate the
premises immediately.

The story of the visitation inflicted upon his family had gone abroad, and no one could be got to invite him
out to any function save afternoon teas and receptions. Fathers of daughters declined to permit him to
remain in their houses later than eight o clock at night, not knowing but that some emergency might arise in
the supernatural world which would require the unexpected appearance of the water ghost in this on nights
other than Christmas eve, and before the mystic hour when weary churchyards, ignoring the rules which are
supposed to govern polite society, begin to yawn. Nor would the maids themselves have aught to do with
him, fearing the destruction by the sudden incursion of aqueous femininity of the costumes which they held
most dear.“Do you mean to tell me that on every Christmas eve that | don’t happen to have somebody in
that guest chamber; you are going to haunt me wherever | may be, ruining my whiskey, taking all the curl out
of my hair, extinguishing my fire, and soaking me through to the skin?” demanded the master.

“You have stated the case, Oglethorpe.And what is more,” said the water ghost,“it doesn’t make the slightest
difference where you are, if | find that room empty, wherever you may be | shall douse you with my spectral
pres--"

Here the clock struck one, and immediately the apparition faded away. It was perhaps more of a trickle than
a fade, but as a disappearance it was complete.

“By St. George and his Dragon!” ejaculated the master of Harrowby, wringing his hands.“It is guineas to hot-
cross buns that next Christmas there’s an occupant of the spare room, or | spend the night in a bathtub.”

But the master of Harrowby would have lost his wager had there been any one there to take him up, for when
Christmas eve came again he was in his grave, never having recovered from the cold contracted that awful
night. Harrowby Hall was closed, and the heir to the estate was in London, where to him in his chambers
came the same experience that his father had gone through, saving only that, being younger and stronger,
he survived the shock. Everything in his rooms was ruined -- his clocks were rusted in the works; a fine
collection of watercolor drawings was entirely obliterated by the onslaught of the water ghost; and what
was worse, the apartments below his were drenched with the water soaking through the floors, a damage
for which he was compelled to pay, and which resulted in his being requested by his landlady to vacate the
premises immediately.

The story of the visitation inflicted upon his family had gone abroad, and no one could be got to invite him
out to any function save afternoon teas and receptions. Fathers of daughters declined to permit him to
remain in their houses later than eight o clock at night, not knowing but that some emergency might arise in
the supernatural world which would require the unexpected appearance of the water ghost in this on nights
other than Christmas eve, and before the mystic hour when weary churchyards, ignoring the rules which are
supposed to govern polite society, begin to yawn. Nor would the maids themselves have aught to do with
him, fearing the destruction by the sudden incursion of aqueous femininity of the costumes which they held
most dear.

So the heir of Harrowby Hall resolved, as his ancestors for several generations before him had resolved, that
something must be done. His first thought was to make one of his servants occupy the haunted room at the
crucial moment; but in this he tailed, because the servants themselves knew the history of that room and
rebelled. None of his friends would consent to sacrifice their personal comfort to his, nor was there to be
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found in all England 2 man so poor as to be willing to occupy the doomed chamber on Christmas eve for pay.

Then the thought came to the heir to have the fireplace in the room enlarged, so that he might evaporate
the ghost at its first appearance, and he was felicitating himself upon the ingenuity of his plan, when he
remembered what his father had told him -- how that no fire could withstand the lady’s extremely contagious
dampness.And then he bethought him of steam-pipes.These, he remembered, could lie hundreds of feet deep
in water, and still retain sufficient heat to drive the water away in vapor;and as a result of this thought the
haunted room was heated by steam to a withering degree, and the heir for six months attended daily the
Turkish baths, so that when Christmas eve came he could himself withstand the awful temperature of the
room.

The scheme was only partially successful. The water ghost appeared at the specified time, and found the heir
of Harrowby prepared; but hot as the room was, it shortened her visit by no more than five minutes in the
hour, during which time the nervous system of the young master was wellnigh shattered, and the room itself
was cracked and warped to an extent which required the outlay of a large sum of money to remedy. And
worse than this, as the last drop of the water ghost was slowly sizzling itself out on the floor, she whispered
to her would-be conqueror that his scheme would avail him nothing, because there was still water in great
plenty where she came from, and that next year would find her rehabilitated and as exasperatingly saturating
as ever.

It was then that the natural action of the mind, in going from one extreme to the other, suggested to the
ingenious heir of Harrowby the means by which the water ghost was ultimately conquered, and happiness
once more came within the grasp of the house of Oglethorpe.

The heir provided himself with a warm suit of fur underclothing. Donning this with the furry side in, he placed
over it a rubber garment, tightfitting, which he wore just as a woman wears a jersey. On top of this he placed
another set of underclothing, this suit made of wool, and over this was a second rubber garment like the first.
Upon his head he placed a light and comfortable diving helmet, and so clad, on the following Christmas eve
he awaited the coming of his tormentor.

It was a bitterly cold night that brought to a close this twenty-fourth day of December.The air outside was
still, but the temperature was below zero.Within all was quiet, the servants of Harrowby Hall awaiting with
beating hearts the outcome of their master’s campaign against his supernatural visitor.

The master himself was lying on the bed in the haunted room, clad as has already been indicated, and then
-- the clock clanged out the hour of twelve.

There was a sudden banging of doors, a blast of cold air swept through the halls, the door leading into the
haunted chamber flew open, a splash was heard, and the water ghost was seen standing at the side of the heir
of Harrowby, from whose outer dress there streamed rivulets of water, but whose own person deep down
under the various garments he wore was as dry and as warm as he could have wished.

“Ha!” said the young master of Harrowby.“I’'m glad to see you.”

“You are the most original man I've met, if that is true,” returned the ghost.“May | ask where did you get that
hat?”

“Certainly, madam,” returned the master, courteously.“It is a little portable observatory | had made for just
such emergencies as this. But, tell me, is it true that you are doomed to follow me about for one mortal hour
-- to stand where | stand, to sit where [ sit?”

“That is my delectable fate,” returned the lady.
“We'll go out on the lake,” said the master, starting up.

“You can’t get rid of me that way,” returned the ghost.“The water won’t swallow me up; in fact, it will just
add to my present bulk.”

“Nevertheless,” said the master, firmly, “we will go out on the lake.”
“But, my dear sir;” returned the ghost, with a pale reluctance, “it is fearfully cold out there.

You will be frozen hard before you’ve been out ten minutes.”



“Oh no, I'll not,” replied the master.“l am very warmly dressed. Come!” This last in a tone of command that
made the ghost ripple.

And they started.
They had not gone far before the water ghost showed signs of distress.

“You walk too slowly,” she said.“l am nearly frozen. My knees are so stiff now | can hardly move. | beseech
you to accelerate your step.”

“l should like to oblige a lady,” returned the master, courteously, “but my clothes are rather heavy, and a
hundred yards an hour is about my speed. Indeed, | think we would better sit down here on this snowdrift
and talk matters over.”

“Do not! Do not do so, | beg!” cried the ghost.“Let me move on. | feel myself growing rigid as it is. If we stop
here, | shall be frozen stiff.”

“That madam,” said the master slowly, and seating himself on an ice-cake -- “that is why | have brought you
here.We have been on this spot just ten minutes; we have fifty more. Take your time about it, madam, but
freeze, that is all | ask of you.”

“l cannot move my right leg now,” cried the ghost, in despair, “and my overskirt is a solid sheet of ice. Oh,
good, kind Mr. Oglethorpe, light a fire, and let me go free from these icy fetters.”

“Never, madam. It cannot be. | have you at last.”
“Alas!” cried the ghost, a tear trickling down her frozen cheek.“Help me, | beg. | congeal!”

“Congeal, madam, congeal!” returned Oglethorpe, coldly.“You have drenched me and mine for two hundred
and three years, madam.Tonight you have had your last drench.”

“Ah, but | shall thaw out again, and then yoU’ll see. Instead of the comfortably tepid, genial ghost | have been
in my past, sir, | shall be iced water;” cried the lady, threateningly.

“No, you won'’t, either;” returned Oglethorpe;“for when you are frozen quite stiff, | shall send you to a cold-
storage warehouse, and there shall you remain an icy work of art forever more.”

“But warehouses burn.’

“So they do, but this warehouse cannot burn. It is made of asbestos and surrounding it are fireproof walls, and
within those walls the temperature is now and shall forever be 416 degrees below the zero point; low enough
to make an icicle of any flame in this world -- or the next,” the master added, with an ill-suppressed chuckle.

“For the last time let me beseech you. | would go on my knees to you, Oglethorpe, were they not already
frozen. | beg of you do not doo --”

Here even the words froze on the water ghost’s lips and the clock struck one. There was a momentary
tremor throughout the ice-bound form, and the moon, coming out from behind a cloud, shone down on the
rigid figure of a beautiful woman sculptured in clear, transparent ice.

There stood the ghost of Harrowby Hall, conquered by the cold, a prisoner for all time.

The heir of Harrowby had won at last, and today in a large storage house in London stands the frigid form of
one who will never again flood the house of Oglethorpe with woe and seawater.

As for the heir of Harrowby, his success in coping with a ghost has made him famous, a fame that still lingers
about him, although his victory took place some twenty years ago; and so far from being unpopular with the
fair sex, as he was when we first knew him, he has not only been married twice, but is to lead a third bride
to the altar before the year is out.
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‘Twas the night before Christmas
by Clement C Moore

“Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house
Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse;

The stockings were hung by the chimney with care,

In hopes that St Nicholas soon would be there;

The children were nestled all snug in their beds,
While visions of sugar-plums danced in their heads;
And mamma in her ‘kerchief, and | in my cap,

Had just settled down for a long winter’s nap,

When out on the lawn there arose such a clatter,
| sprang from the bed to see what was the matter.
Away to the window | flew like a flash,

Tore open the shutters and threw up the sash.

The moon on the breast of the new-fallen snow
Gave the lustre of mid-day to objects below,
When, what to my wondering eyes should appear,
But a miniature sleigh, and eight tiny reindeer,

With a little old driver, so lively and quick,

| knew in a moment it must be St. Nick.

More rapid than eagles his coursers they came,

And he whistled, and shouted, and called them by name;

“Now, Dasher! Now, Dancer! Now, Prancer and Vixen!
On, Comet! on Cupid! on, Donner and Blitzen

To the top of the porch, to the top of the wall,

Now dash away! dash away! dash away all!”

As dry leaves that before the wild hurricane fly,
When they meet with an obstacle, mount to the sky,
So up to the house-top the coursers they flew,
With the sleigh full of toys, and St. Nicholas too.



And then, in a twinkling, | heard on the roof

The prancing and pawing of each little hoof.

As | drew in my head, and was turning around,
Down the chimney St. Nicholas came with a bound.

He was dressed all in fur, from his head to his foot,
And his clothes were all tarnished with ashes and soot;
A bundle of toys he had flung on his back,

And he looked like a peddler just opening his pack.

His eyes - how they twinkled! His dimples - how merry!
His cheeks were like roses, his nose like a cherry.

His droll little mouth was drawn up like a bow,

And the beard of his chin was as white as the snow;

The stump of a pipe he held tight in his teeth,

And the smoke it encircled his head like a wreath;
He had a broad face and a little round belly,

That shook, when he laughed like a bowlful of jelly.

He was chubby and plump, a right jolly old elf,
And | laughed when | saw him, in spite of myself;
A wink of his eye and a twist of his head,

Soon gave me to know | had nothing to dread;

He spoke not a word, but went straight to his work,
And filled all the stockings; then turned with a jerk,
And laying his finger aside of his nose,

And giving a nod, up the chimney he rose;

He sprang to his sleigh, to his team gave a whistle,

And away they all flew like the down of a thistle.

But | heard him exclaim,‘ere he drove out of sight,

“HAPPY CHRISTMAS TO ALL,AND TO ALL A GOOD-NIGHT”
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A Christmas Carol
by George Wither

So now is come our joyful’st feast,

Let every man be jolly.

Each room with ivy leaves is drest,

And every post with holly.

Though some churls at our mirth repine,
Round your foreheads garlands twine,
Drown sorrow in a cup of wine,

And let us all be merry.

Now all our neighbors’ chimneys smoke,
And Christmas blocks are burning;

Their ovens they with bak’'d-meats choke,
And all their spits are turning.

Without the door let sorrow lie,

And if for cold it hap to die,

We'll bury ‘t in a Christmas pie,

And evermore be merry.

Now every lad is wondrous trim,

And no man minds his labor;

Our lasses have provided them

A bag-pipe and a tabor.

Young men and maids and girls and boys
Give life to one another’s joys,

And you anon shall by their noise
Perceive that they are merry.

Rank misers now do sparing shun,

Their hall of music soundeth,

And dogs thence with whole shoulders run,
So all things there aboundeth.

The country folk themselves advance,

For crowdy-mutton’s come out of France.
And Jack shall pipe and Jill shall dance,

And all the town be merry.



Ned Swash hath fetch’d his bands from pawn,
And all his best apparel;

Brisk Nell hath bought a ruff of lawn

With droppings of the barrel;

And those that hardly all the year

Had bread to eat or rags to wear,

Will have both clothes and dainty fare,

And all the day be merry.

Now poor men to the justices

With capons make their arrants,

And if they hap to fail of these

They plague them with their warrants.
But now they feed them with good cheer,
And what they want they take in beer,
For Christmas comes but once a year,
And then they shall be merry.

Good farmers in the country nurse

The poor, that else were undone.

Some landlords spend their money worse,
On lust and pride at London.

There the roisters they do play,

Drab and dice their land away,

Which may be ours another day;

And therefore let’s be merry.

The client now his suit forbears,

The prisoner’s heart is eased,

The debtor drinks away his cares,
And for the time is pleased.

Though others’ purses be more fat,
Why should we pine or grieve at that?
Hang sorrow, care will kill a cat,

And therefore let’s be merry.
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Hark how the wags abroad do call

Each other forth to rambling;

Anon you'’ll see them in the hall

For nuts and apples scrambling.

Hark how the roofs with laughters sound!
Anon they’ll think the house goes round,
For they the cellar’s depth have found,
And there they will be merry.

The wenches with their wassail bowls
About the streets are singing,

The boys are come to catch the owls,
The wild mare in is bringing.

Our kitchen boy hath broke his box,
And to the dealing of the ox

Our honest neighbors come by flocks,
And here they will be merry.

Now kings and queens poor sheepcotes have,
And mate with everybody;

The honest now may play the knave,

And wise men play at noddy.

Some youths will now a-mumming go,

Some others play at rowlandhoe,

And twenty other gameboys moe,

Because they will be merry.

Then wherefore in these merry days
Should we, | pray, be duller?

No, let us sing some roundelays

To make our mirth the fuller.

And, whilst thus inspir'd we sing,

Let all the streets with echoes ring,
Woods and hills and everything,
Bear witness we are merry.



Christmas Fancies
by Ella Wheeler Wilcox

When Christmas bells are swinging above the fields of snow,
We hear sweet voices ringing from lands of long ago,

And etched on vacant places

Are half forgotten faces
Of friends we used to cherish, and loves we used to know--
When Christmas bells are swinging above the fields of snow.

Uprising from the ocean of the present surging near,
We see, with strange emotion that is not free from fear,
That continent Elysian
Long vanished from our vision,
Youth’s lovely lost Atlantis, so mourned for and so dear,
Uprising from the ocean of the present surging near.

When gloomy gray Decembers are roused to Christmas mirth,
The dullest life remembers there once was joy on earth,

And draws from youth’s recesses

Some memory it possesses,
And, gazing through the lens of time, exaggerates its worth,
When gloomy gray December is roused to Christmas mirth.

When hanging up the holly or mistletoe, | wis
Each heart recalls some folly that lit the world with bliss.
Not all the seers and sages
With wisdom of the ages
Can give the mind such pleasure as memories of that kiss
When hanging up the holly or mistletoe, | wis.

For life was made for loving, and love alone repays,
As passing years are proving, for all of Time’s sad ways.
There lies a sting in pleasure,
And fame gives shallow measure,
And wealth is but a phantom that mocks the restless days,
For life was made for loving, and only loving pays.

When Christmas bells are pelting the air with silver chimes,
And silences are melting to soft, melodious rhymes,
Let Love, the world’s beginning,
End fear and hate and sinning;
Let Love, the God Eternal, be worshiped in all climes
When Christmas bells are pelting the air with silver chimes.



Reading with children

Although the stories and poems on the previous
pages could work with children of different ages,
you might like to look at some of these books if
you plan on doing your Random Read with some
younger people:

The Jolly Christmas Postman
by Janet and Allan Ahlberg

Father Christmas
by Raymond Briggs

The Elves and the Shoemaker
by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm

The Nutcracker and the Mouse King
by ETA Hoffmann

Mog’s Christmas
by Judith Kerr

The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe
by C.S Lewis

The Christmas Tale of Peter Rabbit
by Emma Thompson

The Polar Express
by Chris Van Allsburg

Room for a Little One:A Christmas Tale
by Martin Waddell
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