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Home
by

Gwendolyn Brooks

What had been wanted was this always, this always to last, the talking
softly on this porch, with the snake plant in the jardinière in the southwest
corner, and the obstinate slip from Aunt Eppie’s magnificent Michigan fern
at the left side of the friendly door.  Mama, Maud Martha, and Helen
rocked slowly in their rocking chairs and looked at the late afternoon light
on the lawn and at the emphatic iron of the fence and at the poplar tree.

These things might soon be theirs no longer.  Those shafts and pools of
light, the tree, the graceful iron fence might soon be viewed possessively
by different eyes.

Papa was to have gone that noon, during his lunch hour, to the office
of the Home Owners’ Loan.  If he had not succeeded in getting another
extension, they would be leaving this house in which they had lived for
more than fourteen years.  There was little hope.  The Home Owners’ Loan
was hard.  They sat, making their plans.

“We’ll be moving into a nice flat somewhere,” said Mama.
“Somewhere on South Park, or Michigan, or in Washington Park Court.”
Those flats, as the girls and Mama knew well, were burdens on wages twice
the size of Papa’s.  This was not mentioned now.

“They’re much prettier than this old house,” said Helen, “I have friends
I’d just as soon not bring here.  And I have other friends that wouldn’t come
down this far for anything, unless they were in a taxi.”

Yesterday, Maud Martha would have attacked her.  Tomorrow she
might.  Today she said nothing.  She merely gazed at a little hopping robin
in the tree, her tree, and tried to keep the fronts of her eyes dry.

“Well, I do know,” said Mama, turning her hands over and over, “that
I’ve been getting tireder and tireder of doing that firing.  From October to
April, there’s firing to be done.”

“But lately we’ve been helping, Harry and I,” said Maud Martha.
“And sometimes in March and April and in October, and even in
November, we could build a little fire in the fireplace.  Sometimes the
weather was just right for that.”

She knew, from the way they looked at her, that this had been a
mistake.  They did not want to cry.



But she felt that the little line of white, somewhat ridged with smoked
purple, and all that cream-shot saffron, would never drift across any
western sky except that in back of this house.  The rain would run with as
sweet a dullness nowhere but here.  The birds, no better than the poor
caught canaries in those “rich” women’s sun parlors.

“It’s just doing to kill Papa!” burst out Maud Martha.  “He loves this
house! He lives for this house!”

“He lives for us,” said Helen.  “It’s us he loves.  He wouldn’t want the
house, except for us.”

“And he’ll have us,” added Mama, “wherever.”
“You know,” Helen sighed, “if you want to know the truth, this is a

relief.  If this hadn’t come up, we would have gone on, just dragged on,
hanging out here forever.”

“It might,” allowed Mama, “be an act of G-d.  G-d may just have
reached down and picked up the reins.”

“Yes,” Maud Martha cracked in, “that’s what you always say – that
G-d knows best.”

Her mother looked at her quickly, decided the statement was not
suspect, looked away.

Helen saw Papa coming.  “There’s Papa,” said Helen.
They could not tell a thing from the way Papa was walking.  It was

that same dear little staccato walk, one shoulder down, then the other,
then repeat, and repeat.  They watched his progress.  He passed the
Kennedy’s, he passed the vacant lot, he passed Mrs. Blakemore’s.  They
wanted to hurl themselves over the fence, into the street, and shake the
truth out of his collar.  He opened his gate – the gate—and still his stride
and face told them nothing.

“Hello,” he said.
Mama got up and followed him through the front door.  The girls knew

better than to go in, too.
Presently Mama’s head emerged.  Her eyes were lamps turned on.
“It’s all right,” she exclaimed.  “He got it.  It’s all over.  Everything is all

right.
The door slammed shut.  Mama’s footsteps hurried away.
“I think,” said Helen, rocking rapidly, “I think I’ll give a party.  I haven’t

given a party since I was eleven.  I’d like some of my friends to just casually
see that we’re homeowners.”



THE MONKEY'S PAW by W.W. Jacobs                        (1902)

Without, the night was cold and wet, but in the small parlor of Laburnam Villa the blinds
were drawn and the fire burned brightly. Father and son were at chess, the former, who
possessed ideas about the game involving radical changes, putting his king into such
sharp and unnecessary perils that it even provoked comment from the white-haired old
lady knitting placidly by the fire.

"Hark at the wind," said Mr. White, who, having seen a fatal mistake after it was too late,
was amiably desirous of preventing his son from seeing it.

"I'm listening," said the latter, grimly surveying the board as he stretched out his hand.
"Check."

"I should hardly think that he'd come to-night," said his father, with his hand poised over
the board.

"Mate," replied the son.

"That's the worst of living so far out," bawled Mr. White, with sudden and unlooked-for
violence; "of all the beastly, slushy, out-of-the-way places to live in, this is the worst.
Pathway's a bog, and the road's a torrent. I don't know what people are thinking about.
I suppose because only two houses on the road are let, they think it doesn't matter."

 "Never mind, dear," said his wife soothingly; "perhaps you'll win the next one."

Mr. White looked up sharply, just in time to intercept a knowing glance between mother
and son. The words died away on his lips, and he hid a guilty grin in his thin grey beard.

"There he is," said Herbert White, as the gate banged to loudly and heavy footsteps
came toward the door.

The old man rose with hospitable haste, and opening the door, was heard condoling
with the new arrival. The new arrival also condoled with himself, so that Mrs. White said,
"Tut, tut!" and coughed gently as her husband entered the room, followed by a tall burly
man, beady of eye and rubicund of visage.

"Sergeant-Major Morris," he said, introducing him.

The sergeant-major shook hands, and taking the proffered seat by the fire, watched
contentedly while his host got out whisky and tumblers and stood a small copper kettle
on the fire.

At the third glass his eyes got brighter, and he began to talk, the little family circle
regarding with eager interest this visitor from distant parts, as he squared his broad



shoulders in the chair and spoke of strange scenes and doughty deeds; of wars and
plagues and strange peoples.

"Twenty-one years of it," said Mr. White, nodding at his wife and son. "When he went
away he was a slip of a youth in the warehouse. Now look at him."

 "He don't look to have taken much harm," said Mrs. White, politely.

 "I'd like to go to India myself," said the old man, "just to look round a bit, you know."

"Better where you are," said the sergeant-major, shaking his head. He put down the
empty glass, and sighing softly, shook it again.

"I should like to see those old temples and fakirs and jugglers," said the old man. "What
was that you started telling me the other day about a monkey's paw or something,
Morris?"

"Nothing," said the soldier hastily. "Leastways, nothing worth hearing."

"Monkey's paw?" said Mrs. White curiously.

"Well, it's just a bit of what you might call magic, perhaps," said the sergeant-major off-
handedly.

His three listeners leaned forward eagerly. The visitor absentmindedly put his empty glass
to his lips and then set it down again. His host filled it for him.

"To look at," said the sergeant-major, fumbling in his pocket, "it's just an ordinary little
paw, dried to a mummy."

He took something out of his pocket and proffered it. Mrs. White drew back with a
grimace, but her son, taking it, examined it curiously.

"And what is there special about it?" inquired Mr. White, as he took it from his son and,
having examined it, placed it upon the table.

"It had a spell put on it by an old fakir," said the sergeant-major, "a very holy man. He
wanted to show that fate ruled people's lives, and that those who interfered with it did
so to their sorrow. He put a spell on it so that three separate men could each have
three wishes from it."

His manner was so impressive that his hearers were conscious that their light laughter
jarred somewhat.

 "Well, why don't you have three, sir?" said Herbert White cleverly.



The soldier regarded him in the way that middle age is wont to regard presumptuous
youth. "I have," he said quietly, and his blotchy face whitened.

 "And did you really have the three wishes granted?" asked Mrs. White.

 "I did," said the sergeant-major, and his glass tapped against his strong teeth.

 "And has anybody else wished?" inquired the old lady.

"The first man had his three wishes, yes," was the reply. "I don't know what the first two
were, but the third was for death. That's how I got the paw."

 His tones were so grave that a hush fell upon the group.

"If you've had your three wishes, it's no good to you now, then, Morris," said the old man
at last. "What do you keep it for?"

The soldier shook his head. "Fancy, I suppose," he said slowly.

"If you could have another three wishes," said the old man, eyeing him keenly, "would
you have them?"

 "I don't know," said the other. "I don't know."

 He took the paw, and dangling it between his front finger and thumb, suddenly threw it
upon the fire. White, with a slight cry, stooped down and snatched it off.

 "Better let it burn," said the soldier solemnly.

 "If you don't want it, Morris," said the old man, "give it to me."

 "I won't," said his friend doggedly. "I threw it on the fire. If you keep it, don't blame me
for what happens. Pitch it on the fire again, like a sensible man."

The other shook his head and examined his new possession closely. "How do you do it?"
he inquired.

"Hold it up in your right hand and wish aloud,' said the sergeant-major, "but I warn you of
the consequences."

 "Sounds like the Arabian Nights," said Mrs. White, as she rose and began to set the
supper. "Don't you think you might wish for four pairs of hands for me?"

Her husband drew the talisman from his pocket and then all three burst into laughter as
the sergeant-major, with a look of alarm on his face, caught him by the arm.



 "If you must wish," he said gruffly, "wish for something sensible."

Mr. White dropped it back into his pocket, and placing chairs, motioned his friend to
the table. In the business of supper the talisman was partly forgotten, and afterward the
three sat listening in an enthralled fashion to a second installment of the soldier's
adventures in India.

"If the tale about the monkey paw is not more truthful than those he has been telling
us," said Herbert, as the door closed behind their guest, just in time for him to catch the
last train, "we shan't make much out of it."

"Did you give him anything for it, father?" inquired Mrs. White, regarding her husband
closely.

"A trifle," said he, coloring slightly. "He didn't want it, but I made him take it. And he
pressed me again to throw it away."

"Likely," said Herbert, with pretended horror. "Why, we're going to be rich, and famous,
and happy. Wish to be an emperor, father, to begin with; then you can't be
henpecked."

He darted round the table, pursued by the maligned Mrs. White armed with an
antimacassar.

Mr. White took the paw from his pocket and eyed it dubiously. "I don't know what to
wish for, and that's a fact," he said slowly. "It seems to me I've got all I want."

"If you only cleared the house, you'd be quite happy, wouldn't you?" said Herbert, with
his hand on his shoulder. "Well, wish for two hundred pounds, then; that'll just do it."

His father, smiling shamefacedly at his own credulity, held up the talisman, as his son,
with a solemn face somewhat marred by a wink at his mother, sat down at the piano
and struck a few impressive chords.

"I wish for two hundred pounds," said the old man distinctly.

A fine crash from the piano greeted the words, interrupted by a shuddering cry from the
old man. His wife and son ran toward him.

"It moved, he cried, with a glance of disgust at the object as it lay on the floor. "As I
wished it twisted in my hands like a snake."

"Well, I don't see the money," said his son, as he picked it up and placed it on the table,
"and I bet I never shall."

 "It must have been your fancy, father," said his wife, regarding him anxiously.



He shook his head. "Never mind, though; there's no harm done, but it gave me a shock
all the same."

They sat down by the fire again while the two men finished their pipes. Outside, the
wind was higher than ever, and the old man started nervously at the sound of a door
banging upstairs. A silence unusual and depressing settled upon all three, which lasted
until the old couple rose to retire for the night.

"I expect you'll find the cash tied up in a big bag in the middle of your bed," said
Herbert, as he bade them good-night, "and something horrible squatting up on top of
the wardrobe watching you as you pocket your ill-gotten gains."

He sat alone in the darkness, gazing at the dying fire, and seeing faces in it. The last
face was so horrible and so simian that he gazed at it in amazement. It got so vivid that,
with a little uneasy laugh, he felt on the table for a glass containing a little water to
throw over it. His hand grasped the monkey's paw, and with a little shiver he wiped his
hand on his coat and went up to bed.

IN the brightness of the wintry sun next morning as it streamed over the breakfast table
Herbert laughed at his fears. There was an air of prosaic wholesomeness about the
room, which it had lacked on the previous night, and the dirty, shriveled little paw was
pitched on the sideboard with a carelessness which betokened no great belief in its
virtues.

 "I suppose all old soldiers are the same," said Mrs White. "The idea of our listening to
such nonsense! How could wishes be granted in these days? And if they could, how
could two hundred pounds hurt you, father?"

 "Might drop on his head from the sky," said the frivolous Herbert.

 "Morris said the things happened so naturally," said his father, "that you might if you so
wished attribute it to coincidence."

"Well, don't break into the money before I come back," said Herbert, as he rose from the
table. "I'm afraid it'll turn you into a mean, avaricious man, and we shall have to disown
you."

His mother laughed, and following him to the door, watched him down the road, and
returning to the breakfast table, was very happy at the expense of her husband's
credulity. All of which did not prevent her from scurrying to the door at the postman's
knock, nor prevent her from referring somewhat shortly to retired sergeant-majors of
bibulous habits when she found that the post brought a tailor's bill.

 "Herbert will have some more of his funny remarks, I expect, when he comes home,"
she said, as they sat at dinner.



 "I dare say," said Mr. White, pouring himself out some beer; "but for all that, the thing
moved in my hand; that I'll swear to."

"You thought it did," said the old lady soothingly.

"I say it did," replied the other. "There was no thought about it; I had just----What's the
matter?"

His wife made no reply. She was watching the mysterious movements of a man outside,
who, peering in an undecided fashion at the house, appeared to be trying to make up
his mind to enter. In mental connection with the two hundred pounds, she noticed that
the stranger was well dressed and wore a silk hat of glossy newness. Three times he
paused at the gate, and then walked on again. The fourth time he stood with his hand
upon it, and then with sudden resolution flung it open and walked up the path. Mrs.
White at the same moment placed her hands behind her, and hurriedly unfastening the
strings of her apron, put that useful article of apparel beneath the cushion of her chair.

She brought the stranger, who seemed ill at ease, into the room. He gazed at her
furtively, and listened in a preoccupied fashion as the old lady apologized for the
appearance of the room, and her husband's coat, a garment which he usually
reserved for the garden. She then waited as patiently as her sex would permit, for him to
broach his business, but he was at first strangely silent.

"I--was asked to call," he said at last, and stooped and picked a piece of cotton from
his trousers. "I come from Maw and Meggins."

The old lady started. "Is anything the matter?" she asked breathlessly. "Has anything
happened to Herbert? What is it? What is it?"

Her husband interposed. "There, there, mother," he said hastily. "Sit down, and don't
jump to conclusions. You've not brought bad news, I'm sure, sir" and he eyed the other
wistfully.

"I'm sorry----" began the visitor.
"Is he hurt?" demanded the mother.

The visitor bowed in assent. "Badly hurt," he said quietly, "but he is not in any pain."

"Oh, thank God!" said the old woman, clasping her hands. "Thank God for that! Thank----
"

She broke off suddenly as the sinister meaning of the assurance dawned upon her and
she saw the awful confirmation of her fears in the other's averted face. She caught her
breath, and turning to her slower-witted husband, laid her trembling old hand upon his.
There was a long silence.



"He was caught in the machinery," said the visitor at length, in a low voice.

"Caught in the machinery," repeated Mr. White, in a dazed fashion, "yes."

He sat staring blankly out at the window, and, taking his wife's hand between his own,
pressed it as he had been wont to do in their old courting days nearly forty years
before.

"He was the only one left to us," he said, turning gently to the visitor. "It is hard."

The other coughed, and rising, walked slowly to the window. "The firm wished me to
convey their sincere sympathy with you in your great loss," he said, without looking
round. "I beg that you will understand I am only their servant and merely obeying
orders."

There was no reply; the old woman's face was white, her eyes staring, and her breath
inaudible; on the husband's face was a look such as his friend the sergeant might have
carried into his first action.

"I was to say that Maw and Meggins disclaim all responsibility," continued the other.
"They admit no liability at all, but, in consideration of your son's services, they wish to
present you with a certain sum as compensation."

Mr. White dropped his wife's hand, and rising to his feet, gazed with a look of horror at
his visitor. His dry lips shaped the words, "How much?"

"Two hundred pounds," was the answer.

Unconscious of his wife's shriek, the old man smiled faintly, put out his hands like a
sightless man, and dropped, a senseless heap, to the floor.

In the huge new cemetery, some two miles distant, the old people buried their dead,
and came back to a house steeped in shadow and silence. It was all over so quickly
that at first they could hardly realize it, and remained in a state of expectation as
though of something else to happen--something else which was to lighten this load, too
heavy for old hearts to bear.

But the days passed, and expectation gave place to resignation--the hopeless
resignation of the old, sometimes miscalled, apathy. Sometimes they hardly exchanged
a word, for now they had nothing to talk about, and their days were long to weariness.

It was about a week after that that the old man, waking suddenly in the night,
stretched out his hand and found himself alone. The room was in darkness, and the



sound of subdued weeping came from the window. He raised himself in bed and
listened.

"Come back," he said tenderly. "You will be cold."

"It is colder for my son," said the old woman, and wept afresh.

The sound of her sobs died away on his ears. The bed was warm, and his eyes heavy
with sleep. He dozed fitfully, and then slept until a sudden wild cry from his wife awoke
him with a start.

"The paw!" she cried wildly. "The monkey's paw!"

He started up in alarm. "Where? Where is it? What's the matter?"

She came stumbling across the room toward him. "I want it," she said quietly. "You've not
destroyed it?"

"It's in the parlor, on the bracket," he replied, marveling. "Why?"

She cried and laughed together, and bending over, kissed his cheek.

"I only just thought of it," she said hysterically. "Why didn't I think of it before? Why didn't
you think of it?"

"Think of what?" he questioned.

"The other two wishes," she replied rapidly. "We've only had one."

"Was not that enough?" he demanded fiercely.

"No," she cried, triumphantly; "we'll have one more. Go down and get it quickly, and
wish our boy alive again."

The man sat up in bed and flung the bedclothes from his quaking limbs. "Good
G-d, you are mad!" he cried aghast.

"Get it," she panted; "get it quickly, and wish---- Oh, my boy, my boy!"

Her husband struck a match and lit the candle. "Get back to bed," he said, unsteadily.
"You don't know what you are saying."

"We had the first wish granted," said the old woman, feverishly; "why not the second."

"A coincidence," stammered the old man.



"Go and get it and wish," cried the old woman, quivering with excitement.

The old man turned and regarded her, and his voice shook. "He has been dead ten
days, and besides he--I would not tell you else, but--I could only recognize him by his
clothing. If he was too terrible for you to see then, how now?"

"Bring him back," cried the old woman, and dragged him toward the door. "Do you
think I fear the child I have nursed?"

He went down in the darkness, and felt his way to the parlor, and then to the
mantelpiece. The talisman was in its place, and a horrible fear that the unspoken wish
might bring his mutilated son before him ere he could escape from the room seized
upon him, and he caught his breath as he found that he had lost the direction of the
door. His brow cold with sweat, he felt his way round the table, and groped along the
wall until he found himself in the small passage with the unwholesome thing in his hand.

Even his wife's face seemed changed as he entered the room. It was white and
expectant, and to his fears seemed to have an unnatural look upon it. He was afraid of
her.

"Wish!" she cried, in a strong voice.

"It is foolish and wicked," he faltered.

"Wish!" repeated his wife.

 He raised his hand. "I wish my son alive again."

The talisman fell to the floor, and he regarded it fearfully. Then he sank trembling into a
chair as the old woman, with burning eyes, walked to the window and raised the blind.

He sat until he was chilled with the cold, glancing occasionally at the figure of the old
woman peering through the window. The candle end, which had burnt below the rim
of the china candlestick, was throwing pulsating shadows on the ceiling and walls, until,
with a flicker larger than the rest, it expired. The old man, with an unspeakable sense of
relief at the failure of the talisman, crept back to his bed, and a minute or two
afterward the old woman came silently and apathetically beside him.

Neither spoke, but both lay silently listening to the ticking of the clock. A stair creaked,
and a squeaky mouse scurried noisily through the wall. The darkness was oppressive,
and after lying for some time screwing up his courage, the husband took the box of
matches, and striking one, went downstairs for a candle.

At the foot of the stairs the match went out, and he paused to strike another, and at
the same moment a knock, so quiet and stealthy as to be scarcely audible, sounded
on the front door.



The matches fell from his hand. He stood motionless, his breath suspended until the
knock was repeated. Then he turned and fled swiftly back to his room, and closed the
door behind him. A third knock sounded through the house.

"What's that?" cried the old woman, starting up.

"A rat," said the old man, in shaking tones--"a rat. It passed me on the stairs."

His wife sat up in bed listening. A loud knock resounded through the house.

"It's Herbert!" she screamed. "It's Herbert!"

She ran to the door, but her husband was before her, and catching her by the arm,
held her tightly.

"What are you going to do?" he whispered hoarsely.

"It's my boy; it's Herbert!" she cried, struggling mechanically. "I forgot it was two miles
away. What are you holding me for? Let go. I must open the door."

"For God's sake, don't let it in," cried the old man trembling.

"You're afraid of your own son," she cried, struggling. "Let me go. I'm coming, Herbert;
I'm coming."
There was another knock, and another. The old woman, with a sudden wrench, broke
free and ran from the room. Her husband followed to the landing, and called after her
appealingly as she hurried downstairs. He heard the chain rattle back and the bottom
bolt drawn slowly and stiffly from the socket. Then the old woman's voice, strained and
panting.

"The bolt," she cried loudly. "Come down. I can't reach it."

But her husband was on his hands and knees groping wildly on the floor in search of the
paw. If he could only find it before the thing outside got in. A perfect fusillade of knocks
reverberated through the house, and he heard the scraping of a chair as his wife put it
down in the passage against the door. He heard the creaking of the bolt as it came
slowly back, and at the same moment he found the monkey's paw, and frantically
breathed his third and last wish.

The knocking ceased suddenly, although the echoes of it were still in the house. He
heard the chair drawn back and the door opened. A cold wind rushed up the
staircase, and a long loud wail of disappointment and misery from his wife gave him
courage to run down to her side, and then to the gate beyond. The street lamp
flickering opposite shone on a quiet and deserted road.



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 practiced 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

I look like a Coney Island chorus girl. But what could I do--oh! what could I 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 I 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. I had my hair cut off and sold

because I couldn't have lived through Christmas without giving you a present. It'll grow

out again--you won't mind, will you? I 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? I'm me without

my hair, ain't I?"

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, I 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 I 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. I 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 jeweled 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? I 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. I 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. I 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 I 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.



The Little Lizard’s Sorrow
A folktale from Vietnam

Translated by Mai Vo-Dinh

There is in Vietnam a certain species of small lizard only three inches long with webbed feet and
a short, round head. They are often seen indoors, running swiftly upside down on the ceiling or
along the walls, emitting little snapping cries that sound like “Tssst….Tssst!” Suppose that you
drop an egg on the kitchen floor: the kind of sound you would make then, with the tip of your
tongue between your teeth, is like the cry of these harmless, funny little lizards. Sounds of mild
sorrow, of genuine shock but somehow humorous regret that seem to say, “Oh, if only I had
been …..If only I had known….Oh, what a pity, what a pity…Tssst!”

There was once a very rich man whose house was immense and filled with treasures. His land
was so extensive that, as the Vietnamese say, Cranes fly over it with outstretched wings,” for
cranes only do so over very long distances. Wealth breeding vanity, one of the rich man’s
greatest pleasures was beating other rich men at a game he himself had invented. One player
would announce one of his rare possessions, the other would counter the challenge by saying
that he too—if he really did—owned such a treasure. “A stable of fifty buffalos,” one man would
say. The other would reply, “Yes, I also have fifty of them.” It was then his turn to announce, “I
sleep in an all-teak bed encrusted with mother-of –pearl.” The first player would lose if he slept
on cherry planks!

One day a stranger came to the rich man’s house. Judging from his appearance, the gatekeeper
did not doubt that the visitor was a madman.  He wanted, he said, to play the famous game with
the mansion’s master. Yet dressed in clothes that looked like they had been mended hundreds
of times, and wearing broken straw sandals, the stranger appeared to be anything but a wealthy
man. Moreover, his face was gaunt and pale as if he had not had a good meal in days. But
there was such proud, quiet dignity to the stranger that the servant  did not dare shut the gates
in his face. Instead, he meekly went to inform his master of the unlikely visitor’s presence.
Intrigued, the man ordered that the pauper be ushered in.

Trying to conceal his curiosity and surprise, the rich man offered his visitor the very best chair
and served him hot, perfumed tea.

“Well, stranger, is it true that you have come here to play a game of riches with me?” he began
to ask.

The visitor was apparently unimpressed with the rich surroundings, giving them only a passing,
casual look. Perfectly at ease, sipping his teas from the rare porcelain cup, he answered in a
quiet though self-assured voice, “Yes, sir, that is if you, too, so wish.”
“Naturally, naturally,” the rich man raised his hand in a sweeping motion. “But, may I ask, with
your permission, where you reside and what is your honorable occupation?”

The stranger gave a little chortle, visibly amused. “Sir, would you gain any to know about
these? I came here simply to play your game: only, I have two conditions, if you are so
generous as to allow them.”

“By all means! Pray, tell me what they are,” the rich man readily inquired.



The visitor sat far back on the brocaded chair, his voice soft and confidential. “Well, here they
are. A game is no fun if the winner does not win anything and the loser does not lose anything.
Therefore, I suggest if I win, I take everything in your possession—your lands, your stables, your
servants, your house and everything contained in it. But if you win—“ Here the stranger paused,
his eyes narrowed ever so slightly, full of humorous malice. “If you win, you would become the
owner of everything that belongs to me.” The stranger paused again. “And what belongs to me,
sir, you have no idea of. I am one of the most fortunate men alive, sir….And besides that,” he
added with a knowing look, ‘I would remain in this house to serve you as a domestic the rest of
my life.”

For a long moment, the rich man sat back in silence. Another long moment went by, then the
rich man spoke. “That’s agreed. But, please tell me your other condition.”

Eyes dreamy, the stranger looked out of the window. “My second condition, sir, is not so much a
condition as a request I hope you would not mind giving me, a visitor, an edge over you. May I
be allowed to ask the first question?”

The rich man thought for a long second then said, “That is also agreed. Let’s begin.”

“Do I really understand that you have agreed to both my conditions?” the stranger asked
thoughtfully.

Something in the visitor’s manner and voice hurt the rich man’s pride. He was ready to stake his
very life on this game that he himself created. There was no way out. “Yes,” he said. “Yes,
indeed I have. Now tell me, please, what do you have that I have not got? “ The stranger smiled.
Reaching to his feet, he took up his traveling bag, a coarse cotton square tied together by the
four ends.  Opening it slowly, ceremoniously, he took out an object and handed it to his host
without a word. It was an empty half of a coconut shell, old and chipped, the kind poor people
use to drink water from.

“A coconut-shell cup!” the rich man exclaimed. One could not know if he was merely amused or
completely shattered.

“Yes, sir, a coconut-shell cup. A chipped shell cup. I use it to drink from on my wanderings. I am
a wanderer,” the visitor said quietly.

Holding the shell between his thumb and his forefinger and looking as if he had never seen such
an object before, the rich man interrupted, “But, but you don’t mean that I do not have a thing
like this?”

“No, sir, you have not. How could you?” the stranger replied.

Turning the residence upside down, the man and his servants discovered odds and ends of one
thousand and one kinds, but they were unable to produce a drinking cup made from a coconut
shell. In the servants’ quarters, however, they found a few such utensils, but they were all brand
new. Not chipped. One could imagine that the servants of such a wealthy man would not dare to
drink from a chipped cup. Even a beggar would throw it away….

“You see, sir,” the stranger said to the rich man once they were again seated across the tea
table, “you see, I am a wanderer, as I have said. I am a free man. This cup here is several years



old and my only possession besides these poor clothes I have on. If you do not think me too
immodest, I would venture that I treasure it more than you do all of your collections of fine china.
But, from this day, I am the owner and lone master of all that belongs to you…”

Having taken possession of the rich man’s land, houses, herds and all his other treasures, the
stranger began to give them away to the poor and needy people. Then, one day, taking up his
old cotton bag, he left the village and no one ever saw him again.

As for the dispossessed rich man, it is believed that he died of grief and regret and was
transformed into this small lizard. Curiously, one sees him scurrying about only indoors.
Running up and down the walls, crossing the ceiling, staring at people and furniture, he never
stops his “Tssst, Tssst.” Vietnamese children, in particular, are very fond of him for he looks so
harassed, so funny.

But, oh, such sorrow, such regret, such self-pity.



The Open Window Saki

"My aunt will be down presently, Mr. Nuttel," said a very self-possessed young lady of

fifteen; "in the meantime you must try and put up with me."

 Framton Nuttel endeavoured to say the correct something, which should duly flatter

the niece of the moment without unduly discounting the aunt that was to come.

Privately he doubted more than ever whether these formal visits on a succession of total

strangers would do much towards helping the nerve cure, which he was supposed to

be undergoing.

 "I know how it will be," his sister had said when he was preparing to migrate to this

rural retreat; "you will bury yourself down there and not speak to a living soul, and your

nerves will be worse than ever from moping. I shall just give you letters of introduction to

all the people I know there. Some of them, as far as I can remember, were quite nice."

 Framton wondered whether Mrs. Sappleton, the lady to whom he was presenting

one of the letters of introduction came into the nice division.

"Do you know many of the people round here?" asked the niece, when she judged

that they had had sufficient silent communion.

 "Hardly a soul," said Framton. "My sister was staying here, at the rectory, you know,

some four years ago, and she gave me letters of introduction to some of the people

here."

 He made the last statement in a tone of distinct regret.

 "Then you know practically nothing about my aunt?" pursued the self-possessed

young lady.

 "Only her name and address," admitted the caller. He was wondering whether Mrs.

Sappleton was in the married or widowed state. An undefinable something about the

room seemed to suggest masculine habitation.

 "Her great tragedy happened just three years ago," said the child; "that would be

since your sister's time."

 "Her tragedy?" asked Framton; somehow in this restful country spot tragedies seemed

out of place.

 "You may wonder why we keep that window wide open on an October afternoon,"



said the niece, indicating a large French window that opened on to a lawn.

 "It is quite warm for the time of the year," said Framton; "but has that window got

anything to do with the tragedy?"

 "Out through that window, three years ago to a day, her husband and her two

young brothers went off for their day's shooting. They never came back. In crossing the

moor to their favourite snipe-shooting ground they were all three engulfed in a

treacherous piece of bog. It had been that dreadful wet summer, you know, and

places that were safe in other years gave way suddenly without warning. Their bodies

were never recovered. That was the dreadful part of it." Here the child's voice lost its

self-possessed note and became falteringly human. "Poor aunt always thinks that they

will come back someday, they and the little brown spaniel that was lost with them, and

walk in at that window just as they used to do. That is why the window is kept open

every evening till it is quite dusk. Poor dear aunt, she has often told me how they went

out, her husband with his white waterproof coat over his arm, and Ronnie, her youngest

brother, singing 'Bertie, why do you bound?' as he always did to tease her, because she

said it got on her nerves. Do you know, sometimes on still, quiet evenings like this, I

almost get a creepy feeling that they will all walk in through that window “

 She broke off with a little shudder. It was a relief to Framton when the aunt bustled

into the room with a whirl of apologies for being late in making her appearance.

 "I hope Vera has been amusing you?" she said.

 "She has been very interesting," said Framton.

 "I hope you don't mind the open window," said Mrs. Sappleton briskly; "My husband

and brothers will be home directly from shooting, and they always come in this way.

They've been out for snipe in the marshes today, so they'll make a fine mess over my

poor carpets. So like you menfolk, isn't it?"

 She rattled on cheerfully about the shooting and the scarcity of birds, and the

prospects for duck in the winter. To Framton, it was all purely horrible. He made a

desperate but only partially successful effort to turn the talk on to a less ghastly topic; he

was conscious that his hostess was giving him only a fragment of her attention, and her

eyes were constantly straying past him to the open window and the lawn beyond. It

was certainly an unfortunate coincidence that he should have paid his visit on this



tragic anniversary.

 "The doctors agree in ordering me complete rest, an absence of mental excitement,

and avoidance of anything in the nature of violent physical exercise," announced

Framton, who laboured under the tolerably widespread delusion that total strangers

and chance acquaintances are hungry for the least detail of one's ailments and

infirmities, their cause and cure. "On the matter of diet, they are not so much in

agreement," he continued.

 "No?" said Mrs. Sappleton, in a voice, which only replaced a yawn at the last

moment. Then she suddenly brightened into alert attention - but not to what Framton

was saying.

"Here they are at last!" she cried. "Just in time for tea, and don't they look as if they

were muddy up to the eyes!"

 Framton shivered slightly and turned towards the niece with a look intended to

convey sympathetic comprehension. The child was staring out through the open

window with a dazed horror in her eyes. In a chill shock of nameless fear, Framton

swung round in his seat and looked in the same direction.

 In the deepening twilight, three figures were walking across the lawn towards the

window; they all carried guns under their arms, and one of them was additionally

burdened with a white coat hung over his shoulders. A tired brown spaniel kept close at

their heels. Noiselessly they neared the house, and then a hoarse young voice chanted

out of the dusk: "I said, Bertie, why do you bound?"

 Framton grabbed wildly at his stick and hat; the hall door, the gravel drive, and the

front gate were dimly noted stages in his headlong retreat. A cyclist coming along the

road had to run into the hedge to avoid imminent collision.

 "Here we are, my dear," said the bearer of the white mackintosh, coming in through

the window, "fairly muddy, but most of it's dry. Who was that who bolted out as we

came up?"

 "A most extraordinary man, a Mr. Nuttel," said Mrs. Sappleton; "could only talk about

his illnesses, and dashed off without a word of goodbye or apology when you arrived.

One would think he had seen a ghost."

 "I expect it was the spaniel," said the niece calmly; "he told me he had a horror of



dogs. He was once hunted into a cemetery somewhere on the banks of the Ganges by

a pack of pariah dogs, and had to spend the night in a newly dug grave with the

creatures snarling and grinning and foaming just above him. Enough to make anyone

lose their nerve."

 Romance at short notice was her specialty.



Utzel and His Daughter, Poverty
by

Isaac Bashevis Singer

Once there was a man named Utzel.  He was very poor and even
more lazy.  Whenever anyone wanted to give him a job to do, his answer
was always the same:  “Not today.”

“Why not today?” he was asked.  And he always replied, “Why not
tomorrow?”

Utzel lived in cottage that had been built by his great-grandfather.
The thatched roof needed mending, and although the holes let the rain in,
they did not let the smoke from the stove out.  Toadstools grew on the
crooked walls, and the floor had rotted away.  There had been a time
when mice lived there, but now there weren’t any because there was
nothing for them to eat.  Utzel’s wife had starved to death, but before she
died, she had given birth to a baby girl.  The name Utzel gave his daughter
was very fitting.  He called her Poverty.

Utzel loved to sleep, and each night he went to bed with the
chickens. In the morning, he would complain that he was tired from so
much sleeping and so he went to sleep again.  When he was not sleeping,
he lay on his broken-down cot, yawning and complaining.  He would say
to his daughter, “Other people are lucky.  They have money without
working.  I am cursed.”

Utzel was a small man, but as his daughter, Poverty, grew, she spread
out in all directions.  She was tall, broad, and heavy.  At fifteen, she had to
lower her head to get through the doorway.  Her feet were the size of a
man’s and puffy with fat.  The villagers maintained that the lazier Utzel got,
the more Poverty grew.

Utzel loved nobody, was jealous of everybody.  He even spoke with
envy of cats, dogs, rabbits, and all creatures who didn’t have to work for a
living.  Yes, Utzel hated everybody and everything, but he adored his
daughter.  He daydreamed that a rich young man would fall in love with
her, marry her, and provide for his wife and his father-in-law.  But not a
young man in the village showed the slightest interest in Poverty.  When her
father reproached the girl for not making friends and not going out with
young men, Poverty would say, “How can I go out in rags and bare feet?”

One day, Utzel learned that a certain charitable society in the village
loaned poor people money, which they could pay back in small sums over
a long period.  Lazy as he was, he made a great effort – got up, dressed,



and went to the office of the society.  “I would like to borrow five gulden,”
he said to the official in charge.

“What do you intend to do with the money?” he was asked.  “We
lend money only for useful purposes.”

I want to have a pair of shoes made for my daughter,” Utzel
explained.  “If Poverty has shoes, she will go out with the young people of
the village, and some wealthy young man will surely fall in love with her.
When they get married, I will be able to pay back the five gulden.”

The official thought it over.  The chances of anyone falling love with
Poverty were very small.  Utzel looked so miserable that the official decided
to give him the loan.  He asked Utzel to sign a promissory note and gave
him five gulden.

Utzel had tried to order a pair of shoes for his daughter a few months
before.  Sander the shoemaker had gone so far as to take Poverty’s
measurements, but the shoemaker had wanted his money in advance.
From the charitable society, Utzel went directly to the shoemaker and
asked whether he still had Poverty’s measurements.

“And supposing I do?” Sandler replied.  “My price is five gulden, and I
still want my money in advance.”

Utzel took out the five gulden and handed them to Sandler.  The
shoemaker opened a drawer and after some searching brought out the
order for Poverty’s shoes.  He promised to deliver the new shoes in a week,
on Friday.

Utzel, who wanted to surprise his daughter, did not tell her about the
shoes.  The following Friday, as he lay on his cot yawning and complaining,
there was a knock on the door and Sandler came in carrying the new
shoes.  When Poverty saw the shoemaker with a pair of shiny new shoes in
his hand, she cried out in joy.  The shoemaker handed her the shoes and
told her to try them on.  But, alas, she could not get them on her puffy feet.
In the months since the measurements had been taken, Poverty’s feet had
become even larger than they were before.  Now the girl cried out in grief.

Utzel looked on in consternation.  “How is it possible?” he asked.  “I
thought her feet stopped growing long ago.”

For a while Sander, too, stood there puzzled.  Then he inquired, “Tell
me, Utzel, where did you get the five gulden?” Utzel explained that he had
borrowed the money from the charitable loan society and had given them
a promissory note in return.

“So now you have a debt,” exclaimed Sandler.  “That makes you
even poorer than you were a few months ago.  Then you had nothing, but
today you have five gulden less than nothing.  And since you have grown



poorer, Poverty has grown bigger, and naturally her feet have grown with
her.  That is why the shoes don’t fit.  It is all clear to me now.”

“What are we going to do?” Utzel asked in despair.
“There is only one way out for you,” Sandler said.  “Go to work. From

borrowing one gets poorer and from work one gets richer.  When you and
your daughter work, she will have shoes that fit.”

The idea of working did not appeal to either of them, but it was even
worse to have new shoes and go around barefoot.  Utzel and Poverty both
decided that immediately after the Sabbath they would look for work.

Utzel got a job as a water carrier.  Poverty became a maid.  For the
first time in their lives, they worked diligently.  They were kept so busy that
they did not even think of the new shoes, until one Sabbath morning
Poverty decided she’d try them on again.  Lo and behold, her feet slipped
easily into them.  The new shoes fit.

At last Utzel and Poverty understood that all a man possesses he gains
through work and not by lying in bed and being idle.  Even animals were
industrious.  Bees make honey; spiders spin webs; birds build nests; moles
dig holes in the earth; squirrels store food for the winter.  Before long, Utzel
got a better job.  He rebuilt his house and bought some furniture.  Poverty
lost more weight.  She had new clothes made and dressed prettily like the
other girls of the village.  Her looks improved, too, and a young man began
to court her.  His name was Mahir, and he was the son of a wealthy
merchant.  Utzel’s dream of a rich son-in-law came true, but by then he no
longer needed to be taken care of.

Love for his daughter had saved Utzel.  In his later years, he became
so respected, he was elected a warden of that same charitable loan
society from which he had borrowed five gulden.

On the wall of his office, there hung the string with which Sandler had
once measured Poverty’s feet, and above it the framed motto: Whatever
you can do today, don’t put off till tomorrow.


