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  ACT ONE




  Scene One




  The stage is empty, minimalist, forbidding, stark. Children weep, critics carp, parents complain. Can this really be the Christmas show?




  Two YOUNG MEN in their early thirties burst on to the stage. The first – CHARLES DICKENS – waves a closely printed official document. The other – JOHN FORSTER – has a Newcastle accent.




  JOHN. For Christmas?




  CHARLES. Yes.




  JOHN. You cannot be serious.




  CHARLES. I have never been more serious.




  JOHN. But for Christmas…




  CHARLES (waving the report). Have you read this?




  JOHN. I don’t need to read it.




  CHARLES. It’s entitled ‘The Physical and Moral Condition of the Children’ – that’s the children…




  JOHN. It’s a parliamentary report.




  CHARLES. ‘… and Young Persons Employed in Mines and Manufactures…’




  JOHN. Dickens. You of all people cannot produce a tract…




  CHARLES. I shall call it ‘An Appeal to the People of England…’




  JOHN. … based on a parliamentary report…




  CHARLES. ‘… on behalf of the Poor Man’s Child.’




  JOHN. … and claim that it’s a Christmas book, by you.




  CHARLES. I am a radical, campaigning writer. I fight for social justice. Why dress it up as entertainment?




  JOHN. Well, because you have a public –




  CHARLES (waving the report). In the factories, some children start their work at four.




  JOHN. At four in the morning?




  CHARLES. Four years of age.




  Slight pause.




  JOHN. But even so.




  CHARLES flips through the report:




  CHARLES. ‘Children in breach of apprenticeships are committed to jail.’




  JOHN. Your public has legitimate expectations…




  CHARLES. ‘Conditions are especially bad in nail-making, lace-making, the hosiery trades…’




  JOHN. Heart-warming humour. Powerful descriptive passages.




  CHARLES. ‘The work generally causes deformity of the spine, so that a “lace-runner” can be known by her walk.’




  JOHN. Memorable characters with witty, emblematic names.




  CHARLES. ‘There is no class of persons, living by their labour, whose happiness, health and lives are so unscrupulously sacrificed as those of young dressmakers.’




  JOHN. Emotion! Tears and laughter! Happy endings!




  CHARLES. Happy endings?




  JOHN. Yes!




  CHARLES. ‘While the life of a dry-grinder scarcely averages thirty-five years.’




  JOHN. But, Dickens. Christmas. Holly. Snow.




  CHARLES. Forster, we are thirty-one. And when did it last snow at Christmas?




  It starts to snow.




  JOHN. Goose with sage and onion stuffing.




  A CHILD runs across the stage.




  Plumcake for the children.




  Then the stage floods with Christmas. Trees are carried home, FAMILIES buy mistletoe and holly from STREET SELLERS, joints of beef, great hams and trays of mince pies are delivered, chestnuts are sold, CHILDREN throw snowballs, a group of merry SINGERS strike up a Christmas song.




  Mince pies lit up with flaming brandy. Dancing. Play-acting. Wassailers trudging along country byways.




  And perhaps we see people we will meet as the play progresses: LADY TIBSHELF and MRS TROWELL, MR and MRS BALDOCK, the CRATCHIT FAMILY, FRED, his pregnant wife JANE and her sister LUCY. As, at the back of the stage, detached from the merrymaking, BUSINESSMEN at the trading exchange pass notes and bills. But then, suddenly…




  CHARLES. No.




  Everything stops. EVERYONE looks at CHARLES.




  We owe it to these children that we hear them.




  JOHN. Dickens, send a letter to the Morning Post. And then, write / a –




  CHARLES. Forster, I knew something of all this, in my own life.




  JOHN. Then do what you do best. And write it as a story. Which will echo down the ages.




  Upstage, a man in black, in his fifties, bids a frosty farewell to the BUSINESSMEN and sets off back to his place of work.




  CHARLES. As a story.




  JOHN. As a story!




  CHARLES. Rather than a pamphlet, as you say, a tract…




  JOHN. Indeed!




  CHARLES. A story might have even greater force.




  JOHN. I’d say, twenty thousand times the force.




  CHARLES. And echo down the ages.




  JOHN. Yes.




  And Christmas starts up again. JOHN clasps CHARLES’s arm.




  CHARLES. As long…




  JOHN. As long?




  CHARLES (waving the report). As its subject is oppression. Misery and want.




  And now the stage is emptying, as the man in black strides on, a path forms around him, MERRYMAKERS pulling back, as if from an icy blast. A small CAROLLER – brave but desperate – stands in his way.




  JOHN. And how to you propose to achieve this?




  CHARLES. I…




  CAROLLER (sings). God bless ye merry, gentlemen, Let nothing you –




  SCROOGE. Do I appear in want of blessing? Do I look remotely merry?




  CAROLLER. No, sir, but –




  SCROOGE pushes the CAROLLER aside.




  SCROOGE. Bah! Humbug!




  CHARLES. Yessss.




  Now the CROWD is almost gone, and SCROOGE’s counting house – with its battered sign ‘Marley and Scrooge’ – is emerging.




  JOHN (accepting the inevitable). And does this appalling misanthrope possess a name?




  CHARLES. Ebenezer – Scratch. Screw…




  JOHN. … dge.




  CHARLES. Scrooge.




  JOHN. And his tale begins…?




  Two charity collecters – MRS TROWELL and LADY TIBSHELF – approach SCROOGE as he arrives at the door of his office.




  CHARLES. ‘Marley was dead: to begin with.’




  TROWELL. Mr Marley?




  SCROOGE. Yes?




  TIBSHELF. May we have the honour of a word with you?




  SCROOGE. No, you may not.




  He quickly enters his rooms, slamming the door.




  CHARLES. Well?




  JOHN (hooked). All right. What happens next?




  CHARLES strides out, JOHN following.




  Scene Two




  SCROOGE’s counting house has two rooms – his own office, and ‘a dismal little cell beyond, a sort of tank’, in which his clerk BOB CRATCHIT, thirty-six, works on a high stool. BOB has just admitted the young MRS BALDOCK, with her baby, to SCROOGE’s office. SCROOGE enters BOB’s room from the street.




  Outside, we see MRS TROWELL and LADY TIBSHELF conferring, and MR BALDOCK waiting nervously for his wife.




  SCROOGE (calls). Cratchit!




  He picks up papers from BOB’s desk.




  BOB (entering from SCROOGE’s office). Mr / Scrooge –




  SCROOGE. Are those the Smith Payne letters?




  BOB. Yes, sir. There’s a / woman –




  SCROOGE (tossing the letters back on BOB’s desk). Make sure they’re copied and delivered. I need them on their desks first thing in the morning.




  BOB helps SCROOGE off with his greatcoat and hangs it up. SCROOGE heads towards his office.




  BOB. But, sir, tomorrow’s / Christmas –




  SCROOGE turns back:




  SCROOGE. Thursday. What woman?




  BOB. Sir?




  SCROOGE. You said there was a woman?




  BOB. It’s a Mrs Baldock. It’s about a debt…




  SCROOGE. A five-pound debt, bought for three pounds and ten shillings on the 17th October, redeemable on the 25th December, which is…




  BOB (miserably). Tomorrow.




  SCROOGE. So it is. In two minutes, interrupt me.




  He goes into his office.




  BOB (to himself). As if anybody’s at their desk on Christmas Day.




  SCROOGE (in his office). Ah, Mrs Baldock.




  BOB. ’Cept for him.




  MRS BALDOCK’s baby starts to cry.




  MRS BALDOCK. Mr Scrooge. I’m so sorry to disturb you on this day.




  SCROOGE. Then it’s a wonder you have done so.




  MRS BALDOCK. Mr Scrooge, we owe you five pounds. Shh, diddums.




  SCROOGE goes and puts a couple of coals on his fire. He’s about to put another coal on, when he thinks better of it.




  SCROOGE. Five pounds ten shillings with the interest, a six-month debt taken out on the 25th June…




  MRS BALDOCK. So I have come to see you…




  SCROOGE. Thus redeemable tomorrow.




  MRS BALDOCK. In the hope that you might see your way / to an extension –




  SCROOGE. And you are fearful you might not be able to pay off this debt in time.




  MRS BALDOCK. Yes, Mr Scrooge.




  SCROOGE. Tomorrow being – the festivity.




  SCROOGE goes to his desk and busies himself opening letters and looking through documents, tossing unwanted papers on to the fire.




  MRS BALDOCK. Well, Mr Scrooge, ssh, toots, we would be so grateful if you felt able to / extend –




  SCROOGE. Of course I understand your worry.




  MRS BALDOCK. You do?




  SCROOGE. Of course.




  MRS BALDOCK. But that’s quite / wonderful –




  SCROOGE. You’re worried that tomorrow my office might be closed.




  Pause.




  MRS BALDOCK. Well, no I… huh.




  SCROOGE. So let me set your mind at rest.




  There’s a knock at the outer door. BOB goes to answer it:




  I do not close on Christmas Day. I will be at my desk tomorrow.




  BOB admits LADY TIBSHELF and MRS TROWELL, who’ve decided to have another go. The three converse.




  MRS BALDOCK. So you will not consider / an extension?




  SCROOGE. I do not require that this or any other debt be paid before its time. As I do not countenance it being settled afterwards. I shall see you in the morning, Mrs Baldock.




  SCROOGE makes to usher MRS BALDOCK out. The baby cries. MRS BALDOCK decides to stand her ground.




  MRS BALDOCK. Mr Scrooge, my husband has just lost his situation. I must throw myself upon your mercy.




  SCROOGE. Mrs Baldock, the greatest mercy I can show you is to restore your self-respect.




  MRS BALDOCK. Beg pardon?




  SCROOGE. By insisting that you live within your means, not mine. And thereby hold your head up in the world.




  BOB leads MRS TROWELL and LADY TIBSHELF to the door into SCROOGE’s office, and knocks.




  Yes?




  BOB opens the door.




  BOB. Mr Scrooge, you have two visitors.




  SCROOGE (to MRS BALDOCK). It is the way the world works, Mrs Baldock. It was ever thus, and it will ever be.




  MRS TROWELL and LADY TIBSHELF enter the office.




  So, it will be my pleasure to see you here tomorrow. When the sum owed will be fully paid.




  MRS TROWELL and LADY TIBSHELF look to each other, impressed by this generosity. They were right to have another go. They miss MRS BALDOCK walking out, with her crying baby, in distress.




  Now, ladies.




  They come into the room. BOB withdraws to his desk. MRS BALDOCK leaves the counting house, meets her husband MR BALDOCK, and tells him what’s happened, as:




  TROWELL. Mr Scrooge, we are covered in apology.




  SCROOGE. Why’s that?




  TIBSHELF. We had taken you to be Mr Marley.




  SCROOGE. We speak as one.




  TROWELL (looking round). So would you prefer it if we spoke to Mr / Marley?
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