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PREFACE
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I have endeavoured in this Zombic little book, to decapitate the Zombie of an Idea, which I trust shall devour my readers’ brains, and pursue them shudderingly yet persistently along the street. But in a good way. May it thump upon the boarded-up windows of their houses pleasantly, and no one wish to remake it as a major motion picture starring Will Smith.

 



Your faithful Friend and Servant,

A. R. R. R. R.

December 1843
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STAKE 1

MARLEY’S ZOMBIE
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Marley was dead, to begin with. Dead for about three minutes, that is: then he got up again. The clergyman, the clerk and the undertaker had all certified him dead; and these were all men experienced in the business of dealing with dead bodies. They were all astonished, then - and more than astonished - to hear his corpse groan and to see it shake and move. If their surprise did not last long, it was only because it very quickly turned to terror as Marley reached out sank his fingers into the soft flesh of the clerk’s and the undertaker’s throats, and, using them as leverage, pulled himself forward to bite down hard into the face of the clergyman. The churchman’s nose was bulbous and red, a fleshy appendage, but Marley bit into it as eagerly as if it had been a ripe strawberry. He hauled the three men together in a grisly group-embrace: clerk and undertaker croaking and scrabbling ineffectually at Marley’s grip pulled tight into the clergyman’s back, preventing that reverend gentleman from withdrawing from the horror and agony that was happening to his face. With more than human force his teeth drove and chewed, ripping away flesh - the face now a slick mess of red, but the flowing blood only  lubricated Marley’s grinding progress. From the clergyman’s open mouth came a scream that issued as fierce and high-pitched as a steam whistle - though he wriggled and fought with an energy he had not displayed in his life for many years, he could not escape. Marley’s teeth tore away the flesh of the face and reached the skull beneath it uncovering those two gaps in the bone shaped like tear drops that underlie the nose. Marley bit hard, and cracked through to the marrow - so violently, indeed, that one of his yellow front teeth broke away and lodged in the corner of the clergyman’s eye socket. But he had reached what he sought - the soft brain matter. Thrusting forward he chomped mouthfuls of this substance and swallowed, working his way through the churchman’s frontal lobes. At this grisly progress the victim’s screeching ceased. His arms fell limp. For moments he remained alive, and even conscious after a fashion, though blinded and mutilated, as the very substance of his self was bolted down mouthful by mouthful. Shortly his skull was emptied, as an egg is sucked clean of its meat. Marley leant back - his own face smeared in gore and tightened his grip on the two throats he held. His fingernails met through the flesh: he raised his arms, holding a bleeding lump of matter in each fist, and two bodies fell away to thump upon the floor. There lay the clerk and undertaker of this parish, their white faces clenched in ricti of terror.

The clock finished chiming the hour: just turned midnight.

That which had, in life, been Marley turned to the door. A growl escaped his throat, something between a groan and a word:

‘Scroooooge . . .’

 



Who owned the name into which Marley’s Zombie had inserted so many superogatory ‘o’s? Ebeneezer Scrooge, that is who. Scrooge sat in his counting-house - his place of work, and so-called because, after years of wheeler-dealing, and dealing things more lucrative even than wheels, he was now indeed wealthy enough to count his houses. He didn’t live in the houses he counted, of course. They were merely collateral for his financial deals. But he owned a good number.

It was cold, bleak, biting weather: and foggy too, a strange brown miasma that smelled of foulness. Scrooge could hear the people in the court outside go wheezing up and down, beating their hands upon their breasts, and stamping their feet upon the pavement stones to warm them. And Scrooge wheezed too - for who could breath properly in so foul a reek? As the night began to freeze, and he was a right wheezer, and he went by the name of Ebeneezer Scrooge.

What sort of a person was he? Ah, as the phrase goes, thereby hangs a tale! Not hangs in the public execution sense; that wouldn’t be appropriate at all, in this context. I mean  hangs in the - well, now. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure in what sense a tale can be said to hang. What I mean is that there was a reason behind Scrooge’s poor public reputation.

People said that he was as tight-fisted as a hand at the gravestone, Scrooge - a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old miser. That’s what they said. Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster. Hurtful stuff, really. But that is how people are; they rarely think the effect their words will have on the insides of the people whose outsides may - I say may - be a  touch on the squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old miserly side. And nobody ever spoke up for Scrooge’s good qualities: his excellent punctuality, for  instance. His bookkeeping skills - not enough people share those. Nor did people give Scrooge credit for his sang-froid. It rarely came up in conversation, although the truth of the matter is that nobody’s sang was froider.

People said that Scrooge’s heart was three sizes too small. Too small!

It is not clear what they meant, since there was nothing wrong with Scrooge’s circulation. The organ in question was, after all, large enough to pump blood through Scrooge’s body. Which was its job. We might wonder: in what sense too small? Did the people who said so have plans to - in some sense -  wear the organ in question, themselves? But to be frank, it is not clear to me why anybody would want to. Wear it in what capacity? That’s the question nobody is answering! It could, I suppose, and at a pinch, be used as a boxing glove. It would be considerably more than three sizes too small to be a hat. But in either case the main objection would not be one of size, but general efficacy - the scarlet wetness would stain, the fabric would be of limited use. Let us, on balance, spend no longer on the actual size of Scrooge’s heart.

Had Scrooge always been an antisocial, miserly sort? By no means! By no means! By no means! OK, the middle one, I think.

Scrooge - even Scrooge - had once been a blithe and cheery lad, as open-hearted and giddy with joy as any. But something had happened to change him. One Christmas Eve many years before, a cheery lad had been coming home from school, full of the freedom of the holidays, and the excitement of the coming Christmas Day. Nine years old and each of those years filled with the joy and hope, the energy and curiosity of youth. His path from school to his home took him though the grounds of a church - but although this meant walking alongside the graves, and although it was a dark and  misty evening, he had not been afraid. He had walked this same path a thousand times.

But this one time it had been different: young Scrooge had been the victim of an unprovoked and unsettling assault. A scarecrow figure - ghastly, old, and rank with an unnatural smell - had leapt upon him. He had seized the young boy, shaken him, shouted in his face, and then - worst of all - stabbed him in the arm with a thin blade. The physical wound was superficial, and in truth little more than a scratch that healed in a few days. But the wound to young Scrooge’s self-assurance, to his mind, was much deeper. The shock scared the lad half to death and sufficiently out of his wits that, when he came back to them, he discovered he had lost his former blitheness. Fellow-feeling was replaced now by caution and suspicion. From that day, and because of that attack, he had grown increasingly sour and reclusive with each passing year.

On such hinges do lives turn about.

And now here he was, in late middle age, in his counting-house. Though the rest of the world was readying itself for Christmas, that was a day, and a festival, with only unpleasant associations to him.

 



The city clocks chimed three, but the afternoon was quite dark already - it had not been light all day - and candles were flaring in the windows of the neighbouring offices, like ruddy smears upon the palpable brown air. The fog came pouring in at every chink and keyhole, and was so dense without, that although the court was of the narrowest, the houses opposite were mere phantoms. To see the dingy cloud come drooping down, obscuring everything, one might have thought that some fissure had opened in the geologic barrier between  mortal life and Hell itself, and the breath of something inarticulable, something ancient and implacable, was seeping through.

Something was amiss in London Town, and its inhabitants slunk from the shadows, and whispered to one another that monstrous things were lurking in the East End. Fear stalked the city like a giant, er, stork.

The apprehension penetrated even into the matter-of-fact den of Scrooge and Marley. And, yes, although it had been many years since Ebeneezer Scrooge and Nathan Marley had parted company, Scrooge had been too miserly to have the sign over his doorway repainted: Scrooge and Marley’s, it still said. Fear crept through the air like a miasma. Even Scrooge felt it, although he ignored the feeling. He lived to work, and so he worked even late into this chilly Christmas Eve. The holiday meant nothing to him.

His clerk, Terence Cratchit, felt it more acutely than most for he was a timid, shrinking little soul. He sat in the front room of Scrooge’s counting-house, and his master occupied the back room. From time to time Scrooge called his clerk through for some task or other, and Cratchit stood shivering. ‘Are you ill sir?’

‘No, Mr Scrooge.’

‘Cold then?’

‘It is cold - but it’s not that, sir.’

‘What?’

‘Rumours, sir. Bad, bad, bad intimations. Some malign evil is seeping through the foggy streets this very night, sir.’

‘Bah!’ coughed Scrooge, for the fog got in his throat and agitated a slight tracheal infection from which he suffered. But although his reputation was one of utter inhumanity, he wasn’t such a sour old puss. He even felt a certain sympathy for his trembling clerk. ‘Hmm,’ he pondered aloud. Then an  objection occurred to him. ‘Bu—’ he started to say, before another cough ‘kh!’ caught in his gullet.

‘I’m sorry, Mr Scrooge?’

‘I,’ said Scrooge, clearing his throat: ‘I was going to say: but tomorrow is Christmas! Hmm, hmm. Surely you are looking forward to that?’

‘My kids are, sir,’ said Cratchit, his face lightening a little. ‘Little George and Georgina, and littlest Georgia too. And Tiny Tim, bless his heart. We’ve legally adopted him now, sir, so he’s officially part of the family! Although he’s so sick it worries Mrs Cratchit something shocking.’

‘Isn’t adoption a rather expensive business?’ queried Scrooge. ‘I mean - extending your family?’

‘He needs looking after, the poor crippled fellow,’ said Cratchit.

‘It sounds like you need looking after,’ said Scrooge, in a severe voice. ‘Trembling with fear?’

‘I’ll confess it, sir, I’m frightened to walk home tonight!’

‘You could take a - bah! - hmm!’ Scrooge coughed, ‘buggy?’

‘That would be more than my pocket could manage, sir.’

This smelt to Scrooge rather of a man angling for a hand-out, which in turn piqued his suspicious, stand-offish nature. He sent the clerk back to work and settled down to finishing off his own bookkeeping.

‘Scary Christmas, Uncle!’ cried a voice, at the main door. It was the voice of Scrooge’s nephew, and, as is the way with human voices, it was not unaccompanied by the man himself. In stepped nephew Fred a moment later.

‘What is it, Nephew?’ Scrooge demanded.

‘A foul night, Uncle - something amiss in London Town!’

‘Bah!’ coughed Scrooge, covering his mouth.

‘The fog,’ said Fred, in a knowing voice. ‘Not good for the  respiration. And there are rumours of some terrible, murderous evil abroad. There’s death in the air. Have you heard about Marley?’

‘What about old Marley?’

‘At death’s door, they’re saying. Won’t last the night, that’s what I heard.’

‘That’ll put an end to his charitable giving,’ observed Scrooge, stony-faced.

Fred laughed. ‘You never did like his being so charitably disposed !’

‘I didn’t mind his wasting his own money on that nonsense,’ Scrooge observed. ‘I simply objected him to using the firm’s  money. That’s the reason we parted company.’

‘His name’s still over the door, I see?’

‘I must,’ Scrooge muttered, ‘get round to repainting that.’

‘Well he’ll soon be dead. The word is all round the city - attended by doctors. Death’s in the air. On Christmas Eve too!’ A sly look came over Fred’s face. ‘Not a night to be walking home, I’d say.’

‘And how am I to get home if I don’t walk?’ said Scrooge, irritably.

‘You could come with me,’ said his nephew, smiling a self-satisfied smile, and reaching forward and taking hold of the sleeve of his uncle’s coat. ‘I happen to have a closed carriage outside—’

‘A carriage?’ retorted Scrooge, sharply. ‘And how can you afford such indulgence?’

‘I know! Swanky, isn’t it? Swank-eee.’

‘You’ve not really come to offer me a lift,’ said Scrooge, with a grim expression. ‘You’ve come to show off.’

‘It’s top of the range - white-wall cartwheels, bronze cabs on the hubs, and go-canter stripes down the side! Hay injection engine. Do you want to come and have a look?’

‘I’m too busy for that,’ Scrooge snapped.

‘Please yourself. I’d like to invite you round for Christmas dinner tomorrow, Uncle; but, as you and I both know, Hilda can’t stand the sight of you. So I shan’t be seeing you until after the festivities. Good night, and season’s greetings! Have a care walking home through the fog and the rumoured flesh-eating monsters.’

At this, Cratchit let out a little ‘eek!’ noise and rose tremblingly from his high stool. ‘Sir,’ he quavered, crisply. ‘Your splendid-sounding closed carriage . . . ?’

Scrooge’s nephew paused at the door. ‘What’s that, fellow?’

‘Would it be . . . might there be . . . ?’ the quivering clerk pressed.

‘Spit it out, man.’

‘I live in the Borough, sir, and it is a long walk through - as you say sir - dangerous streets . . .’

Scrooge’s nephew peered at the diminutive figure. ‘I’m not following, my good man.’

At this Scrooge barked with laughter. ‘Ha! Bah! Ha! That offer you made to me of a ride in the carriage! He asks you to match it - to match it for Cratchit.’

‘Ah,’ said Scrooge’s nephew’s face, an expression of comprehension being quickly followed by one of disgust. ‘Ah, I, eh—Borough, you say? I’m afraid my house is in quite another direction. Good night to you both. And Uncle?’

‘Good night, Nephew,’ said Scrooge.

‘And I only pray,’ said Fred, as a parting shot - and still hoping to get a rise out of his uncle, ‘that the horror stalking this city spares you, this yuletide.’

‘A spare-y Christmas to you too,’ Scrooge retorted.

 



Finally, as the darkness thickened, and the poor took wing to their rookeries of wood, Scrooge shut up his shop. It was Christmas Eve, and though he was happy to work through the whole season - for what was Christmas to him? - his customers were less assiduous. The money he had lent would wait until Boxing Day; the stocks he had purchased and bonds he had acquired would sit in his strong-box until then.

‘You can lock up, Cratchit,’ said Scrooge, finally.

‘Yes, sir.’

He stepped out, and the office was closed behind him in a twinkling (for the clerk preferred not to be alone longer than he had to). As Scrooge stomped away, Cratchit ran home to Southwark as hard as he could pelt, as if the Devil himself were on his heels.

As for Scrooge, he was wrapped up in comforter and greatcoat, and he tucked his chin down as he walked. The fog and darkness had thickened still further, as if a dark and ominous cloud had given up its dream of flight and was rubbing its serpentine belly upon the ground. The ancient bell tower of a local church, invisible now, struck the hours and quarters in the murk with tremulous vibrations afterwards as if its teeth were chattering in its frozen head. The cold became intense. In the main street, at the corner of the court, some labourers were repairing the gas-pipes, and had lighted a great fire in a brazier; but no party of ragged men and boys gathered there to warm their hands before the blaze, and the workmen themselves looked anxiously about as if afeared that some terror would lurch from the fog at any moment. The water-plug being left in solitude, its overflowings sullenly congealed, and turned to misanthropic ice, resembled cream about the lip of a cream jug.

The opacity of the air muffled sound; footsteps loomed in and out of hearing, although neither feet nor the bodies  perched upon them could be seen. He passed a row of shops, their windows lit and Christmas wares on display; but the shoppers had stayed away, and the owners stood nervously in the doorways, debating with themselves whether the possibility of one extra sale outweighed the danger that murderers might be lurking. One homeless urchin, shivering in too scant a set of clothes, stood before a lit Butcher’s window singing a Christmas carol:God rest you, merry gentleman! Let nothing you display!




 



He held out a hand as Scrooge passed, but his naked wrists and ankles, gnawed and mumbled by the hungry cold as bones are gnawed by dogs, only raised anger in the old miser’s chest. He shooed the beggar away and quickened his pace.

Foggier yet, and colder. At one point Scrooge thought he heard a cry of terror, or pain, emerging from the murk - the sound of somebody’s last breath leaving their chest at full force. It brought Fred’s mocking words to his mind, and he halted; but after a moment of casting about himself, and seeing nothing in the mist, he started again. ‘Old fool,’ he told himself, coughing a little in the fog. ‘I’ll be, bah! hum! buggered if I get all jumpy at nothing but shadows and mist.’

 



But he couldn’t prevent the fear from seeping into his thoughts. He made his way through the Aldwych as nervously as if an Old Witch still lived there, and was just lengthening his stride along the Strand - coming closer to his home now - when a strange thing happened. He heard a man call his name: ‘Scrooge! Ebeneezer Scrooge!’

Scrooge stopped, and turned, and saw - although the fog and the dark made it hard to be certain - himself. At the very least it was a man who looked very like himself; and he was standing beside the vacant tollbooth at the head of Southwark bridge wearing a nightgown, bedsocks and nightcap. Hardly the best clothing for such freezing weather. He was waving his arms, and hollooing: ‘Scroooge!’

Scrooge paused, startled into anger. He turned to face the fellow. ‘Do you know me sir?’

‘Scrooge!’ the stranger called out! ‘Beware!’

Already irritable with fear and cold, this pushed Scrooge over the edge. ‘Oh go off sir,’ he barked in return. ‘Go away. Go on your way.’

‘Beware of Marley!’ the stranger bellowed. ‘When you get home remember—’

The second person to mention Marley that evening. ‘Remember what?’ Something about this encounter - some eerie quality it possessed - made Scrooge’s marrow shudder somewhat inside his bones. ‘Get a grip,’ he told himself.

The other fellow was evidently feeling the chill - as well he might, dressed as he was - his teeth chattered as he added: ‘To be per-properly prepared, p-p-p-pick up a poker.’

This strange allocution finally struck sparks of fear in Scrooge’s breast. What was the fellow saying? Was he about to attack him with a poker? He was certainly coming closer. Scrooge braced himself for attack.

‘Go off, sir!’ Scrooge insisted.

‘I can help you,’ the strange man yelled. There was something disconcerting about his appearance - as if Scrooge had known this man, once, a long time ago. ‘Listen to what I have to tell you,’ called the stranger. ‘You can bash his head in with a poker - take hold of the poker! No, wait - don’t take hold of the poker . . .’

‘Take hold? Don’t take hold? What are you on about, sir?’

‘Think if you possess an oven glove!’ the stranger demanded. ‘Wait. Do I possess an oven glove? I can’t remember !’

Scrooge took a step back. ‘You are insane!’

‘The way to kill him,’ said the stranger, increasingly agitated, ‘is to put all the gold in your strong-box into your chest of drawers!’

‘That’ll kill him, will it? This is gibberish!’ roared Scrooge. ‘Do you take me for a fool? You’re a lunatic, escaped from an asylum! And,’ he added, feeling courage pour through him, ‘don’t think of attacking me - by putting gold into my drawers, or any other means.’

‘A gold bar!’ boomed the fellow.

‘Bar? Humbug!’ Scrooge shook his fist. ‘So that’s it, is it? You mean to rob the gold bar from out of my strong-box, do you? I’ll defend it to the death. You’ll not get my gold! Any attempt to come at me, and you’ll catch it, sir. You’ll catch it, then! Assuredly!’

This seemed to discourage the fellow; and briskly too, for he turned on his heels and began a lumbering sprint past the unmanned tollbooth and across the bridge.

Scrooge stood for a moment, and then resumed his walk home. Christmas, he thought to himself. Drunk, probably, he thought to himself. One more reason to dislike the season. Scrooge took a principled objection to liquor; the principle in question one of cost rather than intoxication, but a principle nevertheless.

 



Finally, Scrooge turned into a gloomy, deserted court and opened the main door to his chambers. He lived in a set of  rooms that had once belonged to his partner, Marley: a gloomy suite, in a lowering pile of building mostly given over to commercial lets. The yard was so dark that even Scrooge, who knew its every stone, was fain to grope with his hands. The fog and frost so hung about the black old gateway of the house, that it seemed as if the Genius of the Weather had coated the whole in a chilling glittery paint.

Scrooge opened the main door; and when he was inside slammed it behind him. The sound resounded through the house like thunder. Every room above, and every cask in the wine-merchant’s cellars below, appeared to have a separate peal of echoes of its own. But Scrooge, as he lit a candle from the alcove in at the doorway, was not a man to be frightened by echoes. He walked across the hall, and up the stairs, slowly too, trimming his candle as he went.

Half a dozen gas-lamps out of the street wouldn’t have lighted the entry too well, so you may suppose that it was pretty dark with Scrooge’s single trembling flame. Up Scrooge went, not caring a button for that. Darkness is cheap, and Scrooge liked that about it. And if, before he shut his heavy door, he walked through his rooms to see that all was right, that was simply a natural and rational caution, and did not reflect the infection of terror that seemed to have taken the whole of London in its grip. Or not much.
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