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People passed by the dilapidated brownstone on
Riverside Drive on their way to or from somewhere else. Precious
few ever stopped to knock, other than the mailman and delivery
people. Ebenezer Scarlet had no friends, no lovers, no
acquaintances. He only had employees. Employees, and a few
relatives he’d all but driven away with his attitude towards the
rest of the world and his nasty remarks. Truth be told, he thought,
the relatives he had left were probably just waiting for him to die
so they could inherit his house. As a real estate mogul, he knew
very well the value of a piece of Manhattan property. His
brownstone might look a bit run-down, with its rusted gate with the
broken hinge and the overgrown garden, but still it was worth
millions. After all, it was on Riverside Drive with views of the
park and the Hudson in front.

The house was three stories with a basement and
cellar, attached portico and driveway, something not often seen on
the Upper West Side and anyone who could afford to buy it, could
afford to renovate it. Of course, the value of the land, alone, was
immense, even without the house. Ebenezer was a very wealthy man,
and at 60, he should have been living the good life; travel,
parties, culture, food, friends—but that would have been wasteful.
Money was for saving and investing, not for frivolous spending. And
friends were just people interested in spending your money. (That’s
what those dilettantes on Wall Street didn’t understand with all
the money they spent on clothes, apartments and parties. Well, when
they got to be his age, and there was nothing left, they’d
understand.)

He’d gotten rid of his housekeeper six months ago. At
$60 at day, three days a week, she was robbing him blind. Mrs.
Greenbrier was a mousey woman in her 50s. All she did was keep the
house clean, and Ebenezer wasn’t a messy person in the first place.
She did his laundry and his grocery shopping and prepared two meals
a day. How could that possibly be worth $180 a week? It was highway
robbery. It was her asking for a raise that put the nail in her
coffin.

Honestly, did she think he was born yesterday?
Claiming her rent had gone up and that she was taking care of her
dead daughter’s kid. What did she think? Money grew on trees? If
she’d bothered to study harder and get a decent job and save, she
wouldn’t be in this fix. He couldn’t be expected to take care of
the world. People always had their hands out. No. He’d told her, on
the spot, that her services were no longer required, and as she was
leaving, she’d had the audacity to wish him a happy birthday. He’d
never understood women. They had no self-respect.

Later, when he’d gone into the kitchen to get his
dinner, he found a small, frosted cake, with a decoration of
strawberries around the plate and Happy 60th written in
light-blue icing on the top. Did she think that was going to get
her job back? But no, he realized, she couldn’t have, because she’d
made it before he’d fired her. It didn’t matter. He didn’t need
cakes. He didn’t need anybody to shop for him: he could order
whatever he wanted and have it delivered. He could do the same with
his laundry. Laundry certainly didn’t cost $180 per week!

Six months later, with most of the house closed down
because he really only needed his bedroom, the living room, his
study and the kitchen—so why bother to clean, not to mention heat
the rest—Ebenezer sat in the living room, in front of the fire.
He’d been trying to watch TV, but there seemed to be nothing but
sappy Christmas specials and commercials advertising toys and
gifts. Christmas was nothing but humbug. Just a way to make people
spend money they didn’t need to be spending. And besides, the world
was in chaos, what was all this good will toward men? As if people
actually believed that crap.

About to try changing the channel one more time, he
heard a knock on the door. “Finally, my food. If that Chinese guy
thinks he’s getting a tip, he’s got another thing coming,” he
muttered as he made his way through the gloom to the door. “I must
have called a half hour ago.” He opened the door and saw, not the
Chinese restaurant deliveryman, but two strange women.

“Good evening, Sir,” one of them said. “We’re members
of the church at the end of the block and we’re collecting for the
local food pantry and shelter. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, it’s
getting really cold and there are many in the area without a place
to stay or food to eat.”

“I’m not interested,” he said, starting to close the
door.

“We’ve set up a food pantry so families will be able
to supplement what they already have in order to provide a nice
holiday meal for their family. I’m sure you understand how
difficult it is for many of our neighbors to scrape enough together
to provide a nice meal, let alone gifts for their children.”

“No,” Ebenezer said.

“But it is,” the other woman said. “We provide the
pantry and shelter services year round, but at this time of year,
it’s so much more crucial, you understand. That’s why we’re asking
for help from our better-off neighbors. We’re only asking for
whatever you feel comfortable giving, sir. It’s for the children,
you know.”

“Obviously, you didn’t understand me, young lady. I
didn’t say I didn’t understand, I simply said no. I will not give
you any money. I worked hard for my money. These people need to
learn to do the same. Life is not handed to you on a silver plate.
I don’t understand why the world thinks they’re owed a living. If
you give these people anything, they’ll just spend it on booze and
drugs and end up in prison anyway.”

The second woman started to cry as her friend tugged
at her elbow. “C’mon Sarah, it’s time to go.”

“And when they end up in prison, who do you think
provides for them then? I do. That’s right,” he yelled after them
as they hurried down the walk.

The two women turned right at the end of the sidewalk
and ran right into another young woman. She was blond, with curly
hair and a large, genuine smile. She wore a pair of jeans, a
sweater and a black leather jacket and seemed to be heading towards
the house they’d just left. They excused themselves and one said,
“I wouldn’t bother going that way. The old man who lives there is a
real piece of work. He’s rude and he doesn’t care anything about
his neighbors, or Christmas, even. I’m just telling you.”

“Oh, I know. Believe me, I do. He’s my uncle,” she
said. “I’m Elise, Elise Hathaway. Sorry he was so rude to you. Can
I help?”

“We were just out collecting for the local
Presbyterian Church. We run a homeless shelter and food
pantry.”

Elise dug into her purse and handed the woman a $20.
“It’s the season, isn’t it? Every year you hear about people
freezing on the streets. I wish it could be more. I wish my uncle
wasn’t so sad. Good luck to you and Merry Christmas.”

The women thanked her and wished her a Merry
Christmas, as well, as they hurried off down the street.

The first few snow flurries were beginning to fall as
Elise knocked on the big front door. “Oh, Elise, it’s you,”
Ebenezer said when he opened the door. “I thought you were more of
those panhandlers. It’s that time of year. Come in,” he said,
turning his back and walking back toward the living room.

“Hi, Uncle Eben. You really should get that gate
fixed. It’s hanging by a thread and all the paint’s chipped off.”
She followed him into the living room and gave him a big hug.

Ebenezer shrugged her off. “Stop that. Stop that now.
Have a seat.” He pointed to the wing chair across from his own. “I
fix the gate and more people think they can come through it. That’s
all I need. It’s fine the way it is, thank you. And to what do I
owe this pleasure?” Ebenezer really did like Elise. She was his
sister’s daughter and he dearly loved his sister. It was
devastating when she died so young, leaving that silly artist
husband of hers to bring up the child. But Elise had turned out
well. She was the only relative left who came by regularly to check
on him—as if he needed checking on.

“Uncle Eb, tomorrow’s Christmas Eve.”

“Is it? I didn’t realize it was here already. You
know I don’t pay attention to that stuff. No wonder the television
has nothing but Christmas fluff on. It’s all about buying things no
one needs. It’s just a shameful way to get money out of
people.”

“But Uncle Eb, it’s about love and family, too. I
came by to invite you to our Christmas Eve party. Jack and I would
love you to come and the kids would too. I’m making a goose with
all the trimmings. Dad’ll be there and I know he’d love to see
you.”

“Oh, I doubt that very much,” Ebenezer said.
“Besides, all the way to Queens? How am I supposed to get there? It
would take me hours on the subway and you know I wouldn’t get a
seat. People are so rude. I can’t stand all that way.”

“Uncle Eb, hire a car. Call Uber. It’s only once a
year. Think of it as your Christmas present to us.”

“Right, just what I thought. This invitation is
nothing but a ploy to get Christmas presents out of me. You just go
on back home. You can do without me one more year.” He stood and,
with a shooing motion, he said, “Go on now, run along home.”

“Uncle Eb, shame on you. You know that’s not true.”
She kissed him on the cheek. “If you change your mind, just come.
We’ll be sitting down around 7:00. You know the address.” As she
was leaving, an old Chinese man with a bag approached the door.

“What took you so long?” she heard her uncle bark.
“I’ve been waiting forever. Don’t think you’re getting a tip.”

 


* * *

 


With a fire going strong in the fireplace and a glass
of scotch on the nightstand, Ebenezer reclined in bed, reading the
latest novel by his favorite horror writer. His dinner wasn’t
sitting all that well and he’d been up and down a few times. But
now the scotch seemed to be settling his stomach and, even though
the book was riveting, he found himself dozing on and off. The
dozing must have won the battle because he was jolted awake by the
sound of furniture being moved across a wood floor. At some point,
he must have turned off his lamp because the only light in the room
came from the glowing embers in the well-banked fireplace.

He pulled the covers up to his chin and listened. No
one could get into the house without his knowing about it. This
house was well-protected. Hell, he’d have to be dead not to hear
the security alarm go off. It must have been a dream—brought on,
most likely by the book he’d been reading. He knew better than to
read horror before bed, but the book was so good, he couldn’t put
it down. Now it had fallen on the floor, which had probably been
what he’d heard. He started to relax again, slowly lowering the
covers and smiling to himself, when he heard another noise. This
time, it sounded like someone clearing his throat, just beyond his
bedroom door.
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