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​Prologue: The Last Christmas She Saw
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Snow fell across London like sifted flour, soft and ceaseless, blanketing rooftops and muffling the clatter of carriage wheels in the street below. The lamps along Cornhill burned low and trembling, half-lost in the gusting winter air, and inside a modest narrow house tucked between two taller buildings, a woman lay dying.

Clara Scrooge had always loved Christmas. Even now, in the deep hush of her failing breath, she turned her face toward the faint tinsel glimmer she had hung weeks earlier with her own pale hands. Once, in her youth, Christmas had meant grand halls bright with candles, harmonies from polished pianos, elegant gatherings stitched together with laughter. All that had vanished years ago when she chose love instead of security, and married Franklin Scrooge, a clerk of little fortune and modest prospects. But her affection for Christmas remained. It was the last shining piece of her old life she carried gladly into the new.

At her bedside sat a boy who had not yet tasted the bitterness life reserved for him. Ebenezer, all thin limbs and solemn eyes, watched his mother’s chest rise and fall in little shivers, as though even her breathing had grown hesitant. He held her hand—small, cold, and light as parchment, and every so often he lifted his gaze to her face with desperate hope, clinging to the fading warmth of her presence as if his small fingers might hold her here.

“Tell me a story, Mama,” he whispered. “A Christmas one.”

Even now, even dying, Clara smiled. It was a faint thing—no more than a tremor of tenderness across lips already drained of colour, but it was real. Her voice, when it came, was soft and thready, as if it drifted from a great distance.

“One last story then, my darling. Only one.”

Ebenezer leaned close, his hair falling across his brow in a dark sweep that so resembled hers it made Franklin, standing stiffly in the corner of the room, look away.

Clara’s eyes, glazed with fever but still holding a gentleness no illness could extinguish, fixed on her son. “There is a tale,” she began, “of a Christmas star that watched over a lonely boy. It saw him wandering the streets with no gift in his pocket, no feast awaiting him, and no friend to call his own. And so, on Christmas Eve, it shone brighter than all the rest, guiding him home...”

Ebenezer’s breath hitched with wonder. He could see it as clearly as if he walked beneath the star himself. His mother’s stories always did that. They painted worlds fragrant with cinnamon, bright with ribbons and candlelight, filled with hope so gentle it wrapped around him like a winter shawl.

Franklin shifted in the shadows, torn between sorrow and something harder. He had loved Clara—fiercely, foolishly, with a devotion far greater than any fortune he could earn. Losing her felt like the world tilting beneath his feet, like the extinguishing of the only warmth he had ever known. And in the corner of that grief lurked an old bitterness that had no shape yet, but would soon find one.

Clara drew a shaky breath. “Ebenezer... remember this. Christmas is a promise. Even in the darkest winter, there is light waiting. Always.”

Her hand slackened in his.

The window rattled with a sudden gust. The candle at her bedside flickered once, then held.

“Mama?” Ebenezer whispered.

Clara did not answer.

A stillness fell over the room so deep it felt as if time itself had paused. Snow tapped gently against the window, as though offering its own quiet farewell.

Franklin approached the bed, his face carved by grief so sharp it might have been cut from stone. He touched Clara’s cheek once, just once, and stepped back as if the contact had burned him. The silence between father and son stretched, cold and brittle.

Ebenezer clambered onto the bed, small hands shaking as he pressed his forehead to his mother’s now-motionless chest. “Mama,” he murmured again, as though she might yet stir if he wished hard enough. Tears gathered in his eyes but did not fall; he had not yet learned how to weep properly.

Franklin turned away, unable to look at the boy’s face, the face so like Clara’s, the face that would forever remind him of the life she had left behind, and the life she had not been strong enough to keep.

Later that night, when the doctor had gone and the house had grown as silent as the snow outside, Ebenezer crept downstairs. He found a twig in the cold yard—just a humble, crooked twig—and brought it inside. On the mantel sat a scrap of ribbon his mother had once tied in Fan’s cradle. Ebenezer wrapped the ribbon around the twig and stood it upright in an empty ink bottle.

“There,” he murmured. “A Christmas tree. Just like Mama loved.”

Franklin entered the room without warning. His gaze fell upon the twig, this pitiful imitation of the Christmas joy Clara had adored, and something inside him snapped.

“What nonsense is that?” he barked, voice unsteady with a grief he did not know how to bear.

“It’s for Mama,” Ebenezer said, small and earnest, lifting the twig as though it were a treasure.

Franklin struck it from his hands. The twig clattered across the floor, the ribbon fluttering like a wounded thing.

“It’s rubbish,” Franklin spat. “Rubbish and foolishness. No more of it.”

Ebenezer recoiled as if struck himself. The ribbon lay at his feet. He did not reach for it.

On the mantel, the candle sputtered. In the yard beyond the frosted glass, the snow continued to fall, gentle, indifferent, eternal.

By morning, the boy who loved Christmas stories would begin to forget their glow.

And the man he would become would never again see a small decorated tree without feeling a bruise at his heart.

It was the last Christmas joy Ebenezer Scrooge ever knew.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Love’s Ruin
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(Several Years Earlier...)

If one were to chart the rise and fall of a life upon a ledger, as Ebenezer Scrooge later would with uncommon precision, one might place a neat black stroke beside the winter of his mother’s passing and declare it the true beginning. But that would be an accountant’s view of history—cold, factual, efficient. Real stories, like real hearts, rarely begin where the pain becomes visible.

To understand the boy who lost Christmas, and the man who would one day dismiss it with a crisp “Bah! Humbug!”, we must step backward, years backward, to a gentler season when the Scrooge household was still warmed by a woman who believed in hope above all else.

And so our story opens eight years earlier, in a time when Ebenezer was still new to the world, his mother full of warmth, and his father not yet hollowed by grief.

The Woman She Was

Clara Melbury had been raised in rooms of velvet drapes and polished floors, where one could see one’s reflection in every silver tray and the scent of roasted chestnuts floated through the halls each Christmas. She was the cherished daughter of a merchant whose carriages bore walnut panels and gleaming brass lamps, the sort of man whose handshake could change the fortunes of a bank clerk, whose approval opened doors in Mayfair that ordinary men never glimpsed.

And yet, Clara had never cared for the glitter of wealth. From childhood, she found more beauty in simple things, paper lanterns, carollers in the street, the hush of snow at dawn. Her joy was the sort that radiated without ornament, as though she carried a small sun in her heart.

It was this joy, this quiet radiance, that caught the eye of Franklin Scrooge.

The Man Who Charmed Her

Franklin was not a handsome man, nor a prosperous one. A clerk in a warehouse office, he lived in a narrow building on a narrow street and owned more ink stains on his cuffs than coins in his pocket. But he was earnest, earnest in a way that felt refreshing in the world Clara inhabited. He listened when she spoke, laughed when she teased, and admired every story she shared as though she’d invented wonder itself.

Her father disapproved immediately. Franklin was beneath her place, beneath even the place Clara pretended not to occupy. Warnings were issued, family dinners turned tense, and invitations to the Melburys’ grand affairs never again reached Franklin’s hands.

But Clara chose him anyway.

She chose him with a swiftness and conviction that startled even herself, slipping quietly into marriage with nothing but a trunk of personal belongings and a heart full of hope.

Her family did not attend the wedding. Her mother sent a single letter that ended with, “Come home when you tire of this life.” Clara never did.

Infancy in a Modest Home

The home she entered with Franklin bore little resemblance to the halls she had left behind, but she filled it with softness. She stitched curtains from old linens, polished old pine furniture until it gleamed, and placed sprigs of winter holly in corners where the light fell just so. She humoured Franklin’s battered teapot, cooked broth in the dented copper pan, and hummed Christmas tunes in July simply because they made her smile.

When Ebenezer arrived, small, pink-cheeked, and thoughtful even in infancy, she pressed him to her with such tenderness that even Franklin softened. Neighbours would pass the windows and hear her singing lullabies, old carols mostly, to her tiny son wrapped in the warmth of borrowed blankets.

“He has your eyes,” she would tell Franklin, though the infant’s eyes resembled hers far more.

For a brief time, they were happy.

The Fall Into Modesty

Happiness, however, is fragile when it rests on a thin purse.

Clara had been cut off from her family’s wealth, and the small savings Franklin had once held dwindled with the arrival of two children. After Fan was born, delicate, bright, a tiny echo of Clara herself, expenses multiplied. Clara’s health, once robust, dipped into worrying shades of exhaustion.

Cold draughts found their way through cracks in the ceilings. Grocers sighed when the Scrooges entered, whispering about debts. Franklin’s clerk wages stretched thinner with every passing month.

Clara insisted they would manage.

“I am content,” she told her husband one evening as Ebenezer toddled across the room with a wooden spool in his hands. “Love makes the truest fortune.”

But Franklin, whose affection for her burned with desperate intensity, could not bear to see her fade. He knew, though she never complained, that Clara struggled to breathe on frosty mornings, that carrying Fan up the stairs left her trembling, that her cough lingered each night like an unwelcome visitor.

And somewhere in the knot of fear he carried for her, resentment began to grow, not for her but for the life she had chosen.

A life she had chosen because of him.

The First Signs of Hardness

It was during a late autumn evening, years before grief would claim him entirely, that Franklin’s first sharp edge revealed itself.

Ebenezer, now four or five, sat beside his mother’s feet as she rested in her chair. He was turning the pages of a battered nursery book, tracing the pictures with one small finger.

“Read to me, Mama?” he asked.
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