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Based on “A Christmas Carol.” 

By Charles Dickens.

&

“Ebenezer.”
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DEAR SIMON,

Re Ebenezer.

We’ve seen quite a few re-imagined or rebooted classics of late; whether they’re fairy tales or popular franchises from decades past, these sorts of projects tend to have built in name recognition, which in turn tends to give the movie or TV series a built-in audience. But generally, we need to see some kind of interesting twist on the concept, a reason that this built-in audience will want to sit down to watch what is bound to be a familiar story or spend time with familiar characters. Here, it doesn’t feel like we get that twist; the writer has set this story in modern times, but fundamentally, the plot feels very similar (almost identical) to the Dickens’ version − too similar, unfortunately, to garner attention from producers and studios. If the writer wants to revisit this tale, it seems likely that he will need to dig deeper with the concept, finding a way to keep the spirit of the story intact but offering more in terms of plot and characterisation.

Simon crumpled the letter in his fist and threw it towards the wastepaper basket.

Missed again, he thought, as it sailed over the top, hit the wall beyond, and landed amongst the other balls of paper strewn over the floor.

Glancing at the row of books on the shelf above his desk, all bearing his name, all self-published and all rejected by Agents and publishers alike, he sighed.

What’s the point? If no one’s reading them, what’s the point of writing them?

Pushing himself away from his desk, he left the last two letters unopened and headed to the kitchen. 

Tea  — the perfect answer to every crisis.

Returning with a steaming cup in his hand, he stood looking at the computer screen, his words filling the page of his latest novel. Yet another Quentin adventure no one wanted to read.

Picking up the next letter in one hand, tea in the other, he debated whether he could take another rejection today.

‘Can I? Really?’ he said aloud. ‘Sod it.’

He put his cup down, turned over the letter, and slid his finger under the lip.

‘OW!’

Sucking his finger, sliced practically in two by the sharp paper, he hopped around the room.

Christ, that stings.

Shaking his finger in the air, he finally gathered the courage to look at the laceration, expecting to see bone at the very least, quite possibly cut clean off!

‘Oh.’

Barely broke the surface.  

He actually felt a little disappointed as, for a second, the brief moment of potential drama had awoken his spirits and all for naught. Again!

Sliding into the chair, he sipped his tea, feeling the heat soothe his agitation as it eased down his body. 

‘Hssssssst, Boy that stings,’ he said aloud, shaking his finger.

The envelope sat there, staring up at him. He almost smiled as he imagined a Beauty and the Beast moment with the envelope taunting him. “Hey, pussy boy, read the damn letter.

Come on then, get it over with.

He pulled the letter from the envelope, opened the top half, and saw the letter heading.

Gordon’s and Sons Solicitors

‘WHAT NOW!’

Pushing his chair back, Simon stood and paced the room. 

What now?

He felt like crying and realised just how low he was. He knew the signs, and actual depression was not far away.

Taking a deep breath and straightening his shoulders, he mentally ticked off all the things he had to be positive about before opening the bottom half of the letter, revealing the whole thing.

I’ve inherited a bloody theatre! 

Reaching for his tea, Simon took a sip as he sat back down and reread the letter aloud.

‘Mr George Abernathy, a fan...’ A fan? I have a fan? ‘Of Ebenezer, the modern retelling of A Christmas Carol, has bequeathed you The Old Abernathy Theatre...’

No way.
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‘BLOODY TYPICAL.’

Simon couldn’t believe his eyes. The place was a ruin!

The DANGER! DO NOT ENTER! sign had been foreboding enough, but once inside it was worse! The place was derelict, and he was only in the foyer. Obviously, there had been a fire at some point; the entire area was black from soot and fire damage. What once had been the box office was now an empty shell. Its windows, devoid of any glass, looked forlornly out over the mess.

I know how you feel, thought Simon.

Treading carefully, he picked his way through the debris that littered the floor, the tiny scurry of feet and rustle of newspaper and dried leaves leaving nothing to the imagination as to what else occupied the Abernathy Theatre.

‘What am I going to do with you?’

The ceiling above him creaked and groaned, and he looked up fearfully.

The bloody place is going to fall down.

He hastened through the foyer and into the auditorium. 

‘Wow. This place is................. shit!’

The space was vast; rows of seats lay before him, all the way to the stage, and along either side. Up against the walls were boxes and overhead, what had to be the Dress Circle. Filth covered everything he could see. Long since dried, every seat was water stained and covered in dust and detritus, the source, the gaping hole in the roof, sunlight pouring through. He watched an odd leaf slowly drift down to add to the mess. Walking down the centre aisle, the damp smell of decay worsened, and he saw the seats directly beneath the opening were rotting away. He looked up to see the stage looming large. The curtains on either side were ripped, torn, shredded in parts, and decayed in others. The bird mess-covered scenery was beyond rank, the cooing and beating of wings evidence that the pigeons were still in occupation. Angry at his intrusion, they took flight up and out of the opening in the ceiling. Moving onto the stage, littered with broken props and lighting gantries, he took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Could be worse, Simon thought as he took it all in, his heart pounding in his chest. Not from stress and an impending heart attack. No, it was excitement. 

Simon was excited. 

A theatre? He owned a bloody theatre.
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PICKING HIS WAY ACROSS the stage, Simon made it unharmed to the backstage.

‘Okay, getting better,’ he said softly.

It was true. Backstage looked somewhat normal. Not that he really knew what backstage normally looked like, but he had imagined it would look a lot like this. 

Either side of the stage was crammed with levers and pulleys. Shelves full of props stood further back, and behind the stage itself were a host of rooms. He could just make out the faded lettering, which read “Dressing Room” on one door, and he pushed against it. 

It’s not locked, he thought, feeling a little give.

Simon stepped back and looked around the doorframe for anything obvious before using brute force, throwing his shoulder against the door as he turned the handle. 

The door opened. 

An inch.

Kneeling, Simon could see something was blocking the door and, squeezing his hand through, pushed hard, toppling the obstruction over with a crash.

*
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HAVE YOU EVER HAD THE feeling that someone else is in the house? You cannot quite put your finger on it, but it’s there — a presence, an undeniable but unseen presence.

Simon felt that now.

*
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HE PAUSED AND LOOKED behind him, half expecting to see someone standing there.

Nothing.

He looked up and down the corridor. Again, nothing. He looked up at the ceiling, holding his breath and straining his hearing. Nothing.

He looked back at the door, now open about halfway, plenty of space to slip through, but he couldn’t dismiss the feeling, so he stood up, brushed himself down and headed towards the stairs.

One careful step at a time, he mounted the stairs, telling himself he was just being careful when his mind was telling him....

DON'T GO UP THERE.

As he made it to the top, he realised his fears could well be justified. Maybe there were homeless people living up here, or junkies shooting up.

‘Hello?’ he croaked.

Clearing his throat, he said louder, ‘HELLO?’

Silence.

Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

Simon jumped out of his skin, slapping his hip pocket, expecting to be stung at any moment.

‘Bloody Hell!’ he said aloud as he realised it was his phone. ‘Nearly gave me a heart attack.’

A laugh escaped, you know, those fear-induced laughs, which you have to get a grip of quickly, lest you end up in the loony bin.

Where are you? 

Simon frowned as he read the text. 

Where should I be?

‘CRAP!’

He rushed down the stairs, dodging and weaving his way through the racks and boxes onto the stage. Leaping down, he raced up the aisle, picked his way through the foyer, and out into the street beyond.

The light was dazzling. He hadn’t realised just how gloomy it had been inside, and the air was fresh. Well, as fresh as a narrow side street in London could be, at least.

‘You ganna open er up?’

‘What?’ Simon looked around for the source of the voice and saw a tramp sitting on the floor, to the left of the double doors. ‘Errr, good question. Maybe.’ Simon started for the tube station.

‘Good luck to ya, young fella. Place is ‘aunted.’

Stopped in his tracks, Simon turned around, the hairs on the back of his neck standing up.

‘Haunted?’

‘Yeh, old Abernathy ‘ornts the place. He does. Cannot rest, you see. Not since he was murdered.’

‘Murdered? He was murdered?’

Buzzzzzzzzzzzz.

Simon snorted in frustration.

‘Will you be around here tomorrow?’ he asked.

‘Tomrra? Can be. Why?’

‘I’d like to talk to you.’

‘What’s innit for me?’

‘Coffee, and sandwiches.’

‘What kind?’

‘I don’t know. Cheese.’

‘Prefer tuna.’

‘Okay, tuna then.’

‘K.’

‘You’ll be here.’

‘Just said so, didn’t I.’

‘Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Simon was already moving towards the tube station, looking back to make sure the tramp was still there, thoughts whirling around inside his head.
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‘DID YOU BRING IT? DID you bring my sandwich?’

‘I brought it,’ said Simon. ‘Cheese, right?’

‘Na, not cheese. I wanted tuna,’ said the tramp. ‘I was looking forward to tuna,’ he added, grumbling under his breath.

Simon felt guilty, as he could see the tramp was genuinely upset.

‘Good thing I got you tuna then.’

‘Ha ha, very funny,’ said the tramp, turning away and wiping his eyes before taking the sandwiches.

‘Got a name.’

‘Course I got a name. Everyone’s got a name.’

‘Well?’

‘Well, what?’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Whatcha wanna know for?’

Simon sighed.

‘So I can call you something other than “Ear you.”’

Simon watched the tramp think this over.

‘K,’ he said. ‘Name’s Arthur.’

‘Please to meet you, Arthur. I’m Simon. Here, hold these.’

Simon handed Arthur two large coffees whilst he hunted for the keys to the theatre.

‘Gotcha,’ he said, fishing the keys out of his pocket.

Opening the doors, he led the way inside.

‘Careful,’ he said over his shoulder.

‘Poor old girl,’ said Arthur, patting the wall. ‘Look what they did to you.’

Simon looked at Arthur in surprise.

‘You talk as if you knew her. Before the fire, I mean.’

‘Knew her, of course I knew her. Worked here man and boy, I did.’

‘Really, I didn’t know that. What was she like?’

‘Marvellous, truly marvellous. Not as grand as the big theatres, you understand; more comfortable, more intimate. George and I spent many happy summers here when we were boys.’

Arthur picked his way across the foyer.

‘George?’

‘George Abernathy, the owner, and my best friend.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

‘Terrible it was. Died in the fire, you know, him and his wife.’

‘No, I didn’t know that. That’s terrible. How did it start, the fire, I mean?’

Arthur shrugged. 

‘No idea. It started here, within the foyer. The place was empty. The show had been over for hours, and only old Abernathy and his wife were here. Firefighters told me it started here, in the foyer, but that never made sense to me. After all, what was here that could start a fire?’

‘Could have been the computer in the box office,’ Simon suggested, looking around for possible sources.

Arthur shook his head sadly. 

‘Maybe.’

‘What are you looking at?’ asked Simon, moving to stand next to Arthur, who was staring at the blackened wall.

‘What? Oh, nothing. Old George used to say nothing would stop the show from going on as long as the painting of the Old Abernathy Theatre hung here. Guess he was wrong about that.’

Arthur turned away, wiping his nose and eyes quickly before looking back at Simon.

Simon felt a lump in his throat as he saw Arthur’s eyes shining with unshed tears and placed his hand on Arthur’s shoulder.

Just for a second, before removing it and surreptitiously wiping it on his coat.

Arthur laughed.

‘Aye lad, I’m not exactly fresh and clean now, am I.’

Simon laughed.

‘No, not exactly. Come, let’s go through to the auditorium and have a seat, drink our coffee, eat our lunch and you can tell me about old Abernathy’s ghost.’

Together they walked through into the Auditorium and took seats in the back row.

‘The ghost is it? Right you are. Been here since the fire he has. Swear it’s old George. Never could leave this place. Loved it more than life itself he did.’

‘You’ve seen him, then?’

‘Seen, no lad, not seen. Felt him, heard him, but not seen him. No one has. But he’s here.’

‘Why does he stay, do you think?’

‘‘Cause of the way it happened, I reckon,’ said Arthur. ‘The fire, I mean.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, the official report was that it was an accident, that George must have left something burning in the foyer, a candle, or someink. Or a light fixture blew, which started the fire. Only I know George. He wouldn’t have left a candle burning, and he took care of the old girl like she was his daughter or someink. No way was the wire faulty.’

‘The experts are pretty good at working these things out,’ Simon said gently, not wanting to get into a row with the old man.

‘Oh, I think they knew exactly how it happened, but someone got to them, paid em off, so they fudged the report.’

‘Why would they do that?’

‘Money, of course. Whoever started that fire was after someink, mark my words. That’s why George is still here, looking for whatever they were after.’

‘But who are “they”?’ asked Simon.

Arthur shrugged.

‘Don’t know. There was someone hanging around towards the end, some rich dude, like, but when I asked George about him, he just said it was nothing, a nuisance that wouldn’t go away.’

Creaking and groaning sounded loud above them, making them both jump.

Together, they looked upwards, following the creaks and groans as they moved across the ceiling.

‘The Dress Circle,’ said Simon, getting up and moving along the back row, towards the exit door on the side, Arthur right behind him.

Pounding up the stairs, they raced through to the Dress Circle and stood, breathing deeply as they looked around.

Nothing.

‘See what I mean,’ said Arthur. ‘Come on, George, we know it’s you. Come out and talk to your old mate. It’s me, Art.’

Hairs rose on the back of Simon’s neck and he stared into the darkest recess, right across the Circle.

‘I feel it too, son,’ said Arthur.

‘Hello?’ said Simon.

Whether it was his eyes or he truly saw movement within the darkness, he couldn’t be sure, but one moment he felt a chill down his spine, his hairs standing on end, then nothing.

‘He’s gone,’ said Arthur.

Simon nodded.

‘So what’s your plan with the old girl?’ asked Arthur, as they walked back down to the Auditorium and their lunch.

‘Plans? I hadn’t really thought, to be honest,’ said Simon.

‘Prime real estate; make a mint selling the place for redevelopment.’

Simon looked at Arthur in surprise and saw penetrating eyes staring back, weighing him up.

‘It’s an option,’ said Simon carefully. ‘But I’m thinking of doing the place up, bringing it back to life.’

As he said the words, the thrill tingled and fizzed through him, and he grew more excited about the idea. An idea that he hadn’t voiced to anyone, not even himself, and was surprised at how serious he was about it.

‘Do you think I can?’ he asked, seeking something. Reassurance perhaps?

‘Sure, all it takes is money. You got money, lad?’

Simon shook his head.

‘No, not really. Got a flat, I could sell that, live here.’

Even as he said it, he could feel the enthusiasm waning. The place was a tip. It even had a hole in the roof!

‘That’s the spirit, lad,’ said Arthur, clapping him on the back. ‘Let’s take a look at the office.’

Taking a bite of his sandwich, Arthur got up and walked out towards the foyer, a spring in his step.

‘I must be crazy,’ Simon said aloud, before tearing off a mouthful of his cheese and onion sandwich before heading after Arthur.
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‘ARE YOU CRAZY?’ ASKED Rob. ‘This place is a ruin. Knock it down, better yet, sell it, take the money, and run.’

Simon spun around in his office chair, smiling. 

‘It is crazy, mate. I’ve lived my life being sensible; now, I’m going a little nuts and loving it.’

‘A little nuts? Is it true you sold your place and sunk the money into this place?’

‘It’s true.’

‘So you’re really living here? And doing the place up?’

‘Yep, that’s the plan. We’ve done a lot already. Cleaned up the place, made sure everywhere is safe. Can’t afford to fix the hole in the roof yet, just cover it, or recover the seats, or replace the burnt woodwork, but it’s all safe. That’s the important thing.’

‘If you say so, and what then?’

‘A show!’ said Simon, theatrically throwing up his arms. ‘We’re going to put on a show.’

‘You are crazy,’ said Rob, shaking his head. ‘Blimey, is that the time? I have to be off. I’ll catch up with you later, mate.’

‘Make sure you do, mate. Need all the help we can get.’

Rob laughed.

‘You’re just after free labour.’

‘True, my friend, true. Come on, I’ll see you out.’

Together, the two old friends went down the stairs and out into the foyer through the “secret door,” as Simon liked to think of it. Set flush into the wall. It was almost impossible to see unless you knew it was there.

‘Take care, mate,’ said Rob, shaking Simon’s hand.

‘You too. Say hi to Christine for me.’

‘Will do.’

Simon watched Rob walk off towards the tube station.

‘Are you the owner?’

Simon turned to see two men standing behind him. Too very large men.

‘Yes. And you are?’

‘We’re,’ the man on the left, doing the talking, looked at his partner before looking back at Simon, ‘debt collectors.’

‘Okay. Well, I have no debts. Yet,’ said Simon, feeling an unease in his stomach.

‘George Abernathy did, and now you do?’

‘What do you mean?’ Simon asked.

‘Abernathy owed our boss thirty grand, and he wants his money.’

‘Well, Abernathy’s debts died with him,’ said Simon.

‘That’s not how our boss sees it,’ said the second man, taking a step closer.

‘And he’s not one for patience,’ said the first man, jabbing Simon’s chest with his finger.

‘Where am I supposed to get thirty grand from?’ asked Simon, stepping back, resisting the urge to rub his chest.

‘That’s your problem,’ said the first man. ‘You have a month.’

‘A month! I need longer,’ said Simon, his thoughts tumbling. ‘Six months. I need six months.’

The men exchanged looks, and both shrugged.

‘We’ll check with the boss. Don’t skip town.’

With that, the two men turned on their heels and walked away.

‘Well, lad. That’s a pickle.’

‘Arthur! Hi, you heard?’

‘Aye, son, I did.’

‘Did George really owe money or was that a shakedown?’

‘Shakedown?’ Arthur laughed. ‘Gangster now, are ya?’

Simon grinned sheepishly. 

‘Writer, actually.’

‘Writer is it,’ said Arthur. ‘So, ‘ow are you going to come up with the money? Those two don’t look like the sort to make idle threats.’

‘I was thinking the same thing.’

‘Well?’

‘There's only one thing I can do,’ said Simon. ‘Put on a show.’

‘Yes! That’s my boy. I’ll ‘elp ya.’

‘Not going to turn you down, Arthur, though a shower first and some new clothes, perhaps?’

‘If you’ve got the water and the duds, lad, I’m in.’

‘Hot water was one of the first things I had fixed,’ said Simon. ‘Come on in; let me show you the Old Girl. The place is looking almost habitable.’

Simon opened the door and ushered Arthur inside, wrinkling his nose as the old tramp walked past him.

‘Shower first, I think.’

‘Right you are, lad.’

*
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SIMON SAT LOOKING AT the paper-strewn desk, lost in thought.

‘Penny for your thoughts, lad.’

‘I’m trying to figure out what show we could put on in six months.’

‘Tricky one. You’re a writer, right? So write something.’

‘That takes time. It’s impossible to write something and get a play on in six months. Besides, what do I know about putting on a play? Nothing. Other than watching SMASH on TV, that is.’

‘It’s a start, lad. The last show we had here was A Christmas Carol. Did you know that?’

Simon nodded, pulling out a flyer with a picture of Ebenezer on the front.

‘I found a bunch of these in a box over there,’ he said, with a nod to the corner.

‘Well?’

Simon sat up.

‘I have written a modern version of A Christmas Carol, got panned by the critics, mind.’

‘Okay, so it might need some work.’

‘Well, I also have Ebenezer, the pantomime. It’s a love story. What if we combined the two?’

Simon spun around in his chair to face the room and looked about, confused.

‘Arthur?’

‘Yes, lad,’ said the old man, walking through from the lounge, a towel around his waist, another in his hands as he dried his hair.

‘What do you think?’

‘About what, lad?’

‘Ebenezer, as a love story?’

‘Errrrr, Okay,’ said Arthur, looking at Simon oddly. 

‘Weren’t you just here?’ asked Simon, looking around the office again.

‘Nay, lad. I was in the shower. That was the show we ‘ad on ‘ere, night of the fire, A Christmas Carol.’

‘I could have sworn I was talking to someone.’

Arthur laughed. 

‘Probably old George.’

Simon looked up at the ceiling, half-expecting to see the ghost of George floating above him.

‘What’s this about Ebenezer?’ asked Arthur, picking up the flyer off the desk.

‘I was thinking if we could put on a show, we could raise the money to pay off those thugs.’

‘Good thinking, but it takes people to put on a show, you know.’

‘What sort of people?’ asked Simon, his spirits rising as he turned to Arthur. ‘You worked here, man, and boy, you said. You must know everything there is to know about putting on a show.’

‘Put the kettle on, lad. I’ll try out those fancy threads you laid out for me, and we’ll get started.’
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‘OKAY, FIRST WE NEED a producer. I guess that’s you,’ said Arthur. ‘Then there’s the general manager, director, music director, choreographer. You getting all this?’
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