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With apologies and compliments to Charles Dickens…


One

MacMorley’s Ghost

SCROOGE WAS DEAD: to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that. He died some two years past on this very day, Christmas Eve. I would it were not so; yet I suspect the old man would not agree. He became rather infirm at the end, frail and forgetful, and though he did his best to remain cheerful, I know he hated to show weakness of any kind. It wasn’t a matter of pride, nor vanity; no, it wasn’t for his sake that he cared so. It was that, as he himself often said, he had become a sort of safeguard, a protector, to his family and to his community, and he hated the thought of us carrying on without him there, watching over us all. And we, of course, would clasp his hand and tell him that he would be looking over us in the next life, and that such thoughts brought us great comfort, and they should bring him great comfort too. And he would sigh, and agree with us, and settle in, at least for a while, until another great spasm wracked his breast, and his chest would heave with immense, raggedy gasps for air, and his worries arose all over again.

He died a good death, if it could be said that any death should be regarded as good. Though I have not spent nearly as many years as Scrooge did on this planet, I have knocked about a bit, and circumstance has shown me both great fortune and great tragedy. And as such, I have come to believe there is no good death to be had in this world. I have seen many poor wretches, past all hope of recovery from whatever it was that ailed them—whether it be an infliction of the body or the soul—beg for death, pray for it, and have watched it come in many guises, be it the cold, or the cough, or the cutthroat. I have seen their prayers answered, even if those answers came in some form of pain they had never envisioned. And yet I say, when the end did finally come, each and every one begged to stay, begged for their final breath to be forestalled, begged to live for even one moment more. Yea, though I have been on this world for less than a quarter of a century, I have come to know its horrors and have learned the greatest horror of all is that there is no world, no life, beyond this one.

Scrooge would not have agreed with this; oft he told us the tale of his visitation by his old friend, Jacob Marley, dead seven years in the grave before his return, and the further visitations by the three spirits who haunted him, also on a Christmas Eve. To Scrooge, there was no greater evidence of providence than this, and he lived such feelings in his heart for the rest of his life. I was glad of it; we all were, all of London town, though those of us who were closest to him felt his change of heart and his largesse most keenly. And many was the time, as a young man, on a Christmas Eve like this one, I sat cross-legged on the floor at Scrooge’s feet and listened to his tales of Christmas ghosts and astonishing spirits, of visitations to the past, and of the wondrous things that are yet to come.

Yet even then, I was a skeptic. After his tale was complete, Old Scrooge, as wise at reading faces as he was at managing his business, would frequently tousle my hair and tell me, “Young Master Peter, you must have the conviction of your faith. It is not enough to simply believe; you must know Christmas, and keep it in your heart all the year long.” Such words were enough for Tim and for the others; but I, I would only smile, and say, “Yes, Uncle Scrooge,” in a manner and tone that were always respectful, but that the cunning old man also knew to be mollifying. And Scrooge would then bend quite low—for he was a tall, wizened old fellow, and I have always been inclined to be undersized—and he would say to me, “You must not fear the world so much, Peter Cratchit.” And I would nod, and he would pat my cheek, or sometimes playfully pinch my nose. But what he meant by those words, I cannot say. In my experience, there is much to fear in this world, and much calamity the world will set upon the unwary soul who is not ever vigilant.

A growl in my stomach disturbed my thoughts. Time to dispense with these ruminations on the past; I was hungry. I willed my body out of its bed, a small recess in the side of a crumbling brick building used for the storage of livestock, a cramped pen to house the beasts before they were led to slaughter. The recess provided some shelter from the elements; there had been rain last night, so it was useful to keep dry, though the rain had been only a drizzle, and the weather was unseasonably temperate for so late in December. That was no small mercy.

The recess had once been a side door, now sealed up, when the building had been used for some other purpose, long forgotten to time. The smell of animal excrement that clung to the building—and to those who worked or, like me, dwelt within her—was formidable, but it also meant the alley I called my home remained deserted during the nightly hours. Safety in this life often comes at great cost. Those who have suffered at the world’s hands know this lesson all too well. The men who tended the animals had assembled a small cleaning station, clean water and a strong lye soap, behind the building, and they charitably did not begrudge my use of it from time to time, provided I did not tarry, and they did not see me. I hastened in my morning ablutions and made my way out to the street.

There was a bakery on Saint Martin’s Close; it was there I would seek to break my fast. Every morning, my repast was the same: two hot buttered rolls and a small tankard of ale. The only difference was whether the baker would tally the cost of his labors on my tongue or on my tail.

I made my way down Carol Street to the main Camden Road. I used to live on this very road, as a youth, but far down the other end from those places where I now worked and resided. Camden Town was named for Camden Road; the road was the heart of the ward, bisecting it in the north and making up the entirety of its western edge. It was impossible to be in Camden Town and avoid the Camden Road. And yet, in all of my wanderings through this neighborhood, I always avoided the familiar façade of my former house, with its chipped paint and ill-fitted front door. I was more interested in the thick, oaken door that led to the alley behind the bakery, where the business received deliveries of flour and other such supplies. I knocked. Some days, the baker answered promptly, as if expecting me; other days, like today, I had to wait. He was a busy man, having woke well before the dawn to assemble his breads and rolls and pastries and cakes. His bakery was a small one, but he did a good measure of custom, enough to keep him in flour and dough and sugar and coal for the ovens. Still, he had only one boy to help him prepare the daily wares—in this neighborhood, even relative prosperity resulted in genuine poverty.

Whether the boy was his son, or some urchin off the street, I do not know. The baker and I did not converse on such matters. It was, in part, because the man’s well of English was so deficient that any conversation would prove inconsequential at best. I could not identify his native tongue, and he spoke only the English of a tradesman and knew the terms for barter and exchange, and little more. My own English improved greatly under the tutelage of Ebenezer Scrooge, who gave me books to read and provided college-trained tutors to sharpen my intellect. I was beyond basic schooling by the time our families came together; but my mind was quick and hungered for knowledge, and Uncle Scrooge filled it with book after book on all manner of subjects—history, literature, economics, philosophy, mythology, the principles of business. I eagerly took it all in, save perhaps the poets, who I found too disordered, too insubstantial, to truly relish. Still, for an occasion such as this, the silver portion of my tongue was not really necessary. It was my tongue’s other talents that the baker was interested in. I suppose, in the end, this, like so much in life, was simply a matter of business. I needed what the baker had to offer; he felt the same. Talk would only prolong the necessities of exchange.

The man finally answered and hurried me inside. In nicer weather, he sometimes took his payment in the alley, but he did not like the cold and the damp, so he ushered me into a cramped cookery room stuffed with coal- and wood-burning ovens. I had no objection to being enveloped in warmth; it made for a pleasant change of atmosphere from my usual status at this time of year.

I could see by the sights and sounds of his distresses that my morning patron was more harried than usual. His eyes were darting around the room. His gestures were quick, and rough, and impatient. He was a large, hirsute man, with a rotund belly and a gray, prickly beard, which, at the moment, was dusted in a rather generous supply of flour.

I was no longer fond of beards; I generally preferred smooth-faced youths, like myself, and not the wooly chins of older men, though, in my line of work, older men were my main custom. And this was business, not pleasure, and the baker felt the same as I, especially today. Even as he penned me into his back kitchen, he continued to bellow orders to the boy out front. I often wondered what the boy thought of our exchanges. Perhaps it was of no consequence to him. Perhaps he was grateful he did not have to provide a similar service. Or perhaps he did. Who can say.

My morning patron seemed unsure of how he wished to proceed. My growling stomach told me time was of the essence, so I took it upon myself to decide. I dropped to my knees and hurried to unbutton the man’s trousers. Using my hands, I freed both his cock and his bollocks. The baker had a rather large, protruding stomach and, in his harried state, was hardly prepared for my ministrations. My smaller stature was of use in this endeavor. Ducking my head under his belly, I slid his limp member into my mouth.

The telltale musk of a labor man hit my nose and throat simultaneously; sweat and grime and exertion mingled as one in all of my senses. I gripped the man’s haunches in each hand, steadying myself, and began my own labors. The baker continued to bellow orders to his assistant, but as I massaged his ample bollocks and worked my tongue around his rapidly swelling member, he grew quieter. His cock was not overly long, but quite thick, and I knew he liked his bollocks massaged, gently but firmly, first one, then the other, and then back again. After many months of such service, I had astutely learned what he liked and what he did not like and used every bit of that knowledge to expedite this transaction to as swift a conclusion as possible.

He filled me now, his member engorging to the point of stretching. He grew quiet, muttering at me in his native tongue between clenched teeth and hissed breath. His cock dribbled lubricating fluid into the back of my throat; my hungry stomach growled, craving greater sustenance. I quickened my pace. I could feel the tangle of the man’s iron-gray pubic hair prickling my nose. His thick workman’s hand gripped the tangled whorls of hair on the back of my head. The slack in his testicles had abated, and now they peppered my chin as the man took control of me. I was no longer a youth, no longer a boy, but just a thing for his pleasure, a moment in his day that was his moment alone. I contorted my throat and orchestrated my tongue in the manner I thought would best please him. I squeezed his testicles, gently, firmly, rolling them in my hands. I felt his thick hand on my cheek. I knew what this gesture requested. Straining my neck, extending my jaw as widely as possible, I peered past his belly to gaze into his eyes. Liquid clouded mine as the short bursts of breath from my nose grew ever more ragged; air would soon become an issue, if this continued. I pleaded at him, with my eyes, to finish.

It was what he needed, the pleading, the liquid in my eyes. With one last great thrust, my face disappeared entirely into his belly as his liquid shot into my gullet. I took it all, as much as he cared to give me. But, like all working men, he was ever in a hurry, and he slipped his organ out of my mouth with one last pearlescent drop trickling out of the tip. It was of no consequence to him, nor to me. Now that my mouth had done its duty, my stomach craved its reward. The baker hurriedly buttoned his trousers. He dashed back to the front of the bakery, leaving me to claim my payment for myself.

I liked that he trusted me to take what had been promised, and nothing more. Because of that trust, I never did take more than what had been bartered. Even when the first tankard of ale did not kill the taste of sweat and effort and ejaculate in my mouth, I never took more than I was bade. Hastily, I completed my meal. I was hardly sated, though I had managed to stave off the wolf of hunger, at least for the time being.

I turned to leave, but the baker stopped me, grabbing my shoulder roughly and using his hands to indicate he wanted me to wait right there. I did as he directed. I did not ponder what it was he wanted, nor what I had done to displease him. I had learned long ago the anticipation of pain only prolongs its experience. It is best to wait without knowledge or thought. The pain will come soon enough.

But the baker brought me no pain that morning. Instead, he passed me a small napkin containing another roll, two butter cookies, and some kind of pastry filled with nuts. His finger grazed my cheek, almost as if in fondness, and he spoke to me: “Błogosławieństwa Bożego.” I could only presume it meant “Merry Christmas” in his native tongue, and, with a small nod of gratitude, I stepped back into the damp morning, now wettened by a slow, steady drumbeat of rain.

Outside, I hastily devoured one of the cookies, appreciating its crumbly texture and buttery flavor. The man was a competent baker; clearly, that was evident here. My stomach growled for more. It longed to feel full. I thought of those cheerful Christmases we spent with Uncle Scrooge and suddenly craved pastries and roast turkey and plum pudding and hippocras punch. It had been so long since I had felt sated, overstuffed, happy, safe. But I forced those feelings aside. I had enough in me to sustain me; if I was disciplined, I could preserve the remaining foodstuffs until my evening repast. I earned my supper the same way I earned my breakfast, but the tavern keeper who fed me broth and a crust of bread each night was prone to both drink and cruelty. When he imbibed too much and had difficulties performing, he found it easier to blame me than the gin. Sometimes a few hard slaps of my arse were enough to rouse him; other times, it was my face. And sometimes, nothing would suffice, and all I earned for my troubles were a few bruises and an empty stomach.

I began my morning walk around Camden Town. Every morning, rain or shine, I kept to my routine. Down the main Camden Road to Pratt Street. Another walk brought me to Grosvenor, where I turned up again. This was my neighborhood, and I walked around it, and through it, every morning now. I knew this place well; even before returning here, I knew this place well. I was born here; raised here; spent the first fourteen years of my life here. I had played on these streets, learned to read in the small grammar school, and had proudly called Camden Town my home. But that was nearly ten years ago. Time had changed me, and life had ravaged me, and there was no one left here to recognize me, not anymore. Not even myself. Still, I always made sure to cut my wandering short at Greenland Place, in order to avoid the most familiar haunts of my childhood days.

Yet they had all moved on. Everyone here I had ever cared about had left, one way or the other. Less than a year after Scrooge had raised my father’s wages, we moved to the far end of Canterbury Street, a plain but respectable part of the city, and closer to my father’s office and my new situation with Scrooge and Marley. That was before Scrooge and Marley became Scrooge and Son (though, of course, Fred was only Scrooge’s nephew), and before it all became Scrooge and Cratchit, when Fred and my father took over the business as equal partners. When the old man grew ill, my family moved into his lodgings, save my sister Martha, who had been set up in her own milliner’s shop, and my sister Bettina, who was newly married and well on her way to producing a brood of her own when I left.

I don’t blame the old man for what befell me; I wish to make that very clear. I am responsible for the choices I have made in this life, even if those choices have brought me to doom. But had he not fallen ill, I would not have had occasion to leave. Had he not fallen ill, the business would not have suffered as it did. Had the family not lost its protector, it would have had no occasion to need another.

Scrooge had a shrewd mind for business, that much was sure; even with his more liberal, generous outlook, he was still a keen businessman. And he knew what was necessary to protect one’s self and one’s family from the ravages of the world. He tried to instill his knowledge into Fred, first, and my father second, but failed. They were good men—they both still are, I would wager, though I have no knowledge of their current state of being, of whether they even lived or not—but they were always very good men, family men, good neighbors, charitable members of the community. But they were not men of business, not truly. And the business suffered under their leadership, and the fortunes of both families suffered as well.

I had a good mind for business, and I flourished under old Scrooge’s tutelage. He always said I was his best pupil. Yes, he doted on Tim as if he were his own son, and no one could blame him for it. My brother always had a quality that made others feel instantly benevolent toward him, and the grace to recompense such feeling in return. I, too, felt this sway and never blamed Scrooge for the favor he showed Tim. What I craved from the old man he gave me aplenty—his knowledge, his skill, the wisdom of his experience, the opportunity to learn. Through the books he gave me, I learned more about the world and those who dwell and have dwelt within it than I ever thought possible. Through the tutors he provided, I delved into subjects I had hardly considered before and used them as a whetstone on which to sharpen my wits. Through his connections, I found situations that further enriched my education in business and economics. Scrooge always said I was his true heir. I took that to mean it would fall to me to protect the family when he left us once and for all.
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