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WHEN I WAS SEVEN OR eight, my sister, Mary, read me A Christmas Carol. It was a dark and stormy night, and lightning was crackling across the sky. I was horribly afraid. Mary was trying to calm me down. The curtains were drawn and I was hiding under blankets to keep the lightning from finding me. “Marley was dead,” Mary began on the first page. “Old Marley was as dead as a door-nail!”

Gradually, as the story went on, I came out of the blankets, spellbound by the tale of an utterly despicable man. “Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner… secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster… No warmth could warm, no wintry weather chill him.”

Scrooge was so vile, Seeing Eye dogs pulled their owners into alleys to avoid him. Beggars stopped jingling their cups. And when his nephew wished him a merry Christmas, Scrooge replied, “If I could work my will every idiot who goes about with ‘Merry Christmas’ on his lips should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart.”

Who couldn’t love a villain like that?

“Are there really people like Scrooge?” I asked Mary, lightning forgotten.

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “Your great-uncle Joe. He lived in the middle of a cranberry bog. When his daughters were born he wrote down everything the girls cost him, beginning with the midwife’s fee. As they grew older he kept a record of their shoes, food and schoolbooks. He even wrote down the ribbons for their hair—not that there were many of those. They never got Christmas presents. Not ever! When the girls turned sixteen Great-Uncle Joe handed them a bill and said, ‘Pay it.’ ”

“And did they?” I cried with delighted horror.

“Oh, yes,” said Mary. “They worked their fingers to the bone until they had paid back every penny.”

Dickens’s magnificent story opens with a man who has cut off every warm, living impulse in his quest for money. Scrooge is despicable. And yet, as his adventures unfold, another side of his character appears. He has courage. Spooky visions may startle him, but he doesn’t give in to terror. He calls the appearance of Marley’s ghost “an undigested bit of beef… a fragment of an underdone potato”—in other words a bad dream brought on by indigestion.

If I saw a dead person dragging chains through my bedroom I’d be out the window in no time, but not Scrooge. He invites Marley to sit down, after first asking himself whether the ghost can sit down and not merely melt into the chair. This is Dickens’s great genius: From the very beginning there’s something grand about Scrooge in spite of his miserable, penny-pinching ways. He’s worth saving.

Scrooge’s salvation is brought about by visits from three spirits. A word about those spirits. This is a story about a Christian holiday, but Christmas itself is full of things that come from older religions. You can search the Bible and never find a Yule log, mistletoe, or holly. So too, the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present, and Yet To Come are distinctly pagan.

Christmas Present is a dead ringer for the Green Man whose face peers out of dark corners in old churches all over England. He’s a nature spirit whose goal is to awaken Scrooge to the joys of life.

Christmas Past is a very strange being indeed, at once child and old man. He occasionally changes shape “being now a thing with one arm, now with one leg, now with twenty legs, now a pair of legs without a head, now a head without a body.” Christmas Past could have come out of a science fiction novel, and the first thing he does is introduce Scrooge to time travel. It’s hard to believe Dickens hadn’t been watching Star Trek.

Christmas Yet To Come is the Grim Reaper himself. His face is hidden in the shadow of a hooded cloak and he never speaks. This is more frightening than any creature Dickens could have described. Dickens understood that the scariest moment comes just before someone opens the door to find out what’s making those scratchy noises on the other side. Not knowing is always more terrifying than actually finding out. And so Dickens doesn’t tell you what’s inside the cloak.



At the time Dickens wrote, psychology was a new science. The idea that an unhappy childhood could be responsible for cruel behavior later on was revolutionary. Yet here it is in A Christmas Carol. We are shown Scrooge’s lonely, loveless childhood. He is snubbed by the other children. He looks upon their games with longing, but can never join them. His father sends him away to a boarding school where he toils alone with only books for companions. By the time he is rescued, his life’s pattern is set.

Gradually, Scrooge rejects life as it had rejected him. We are shown the process by which he wastes all his opportunities for happiness except one: making money. Money has taken the place of a wife, children, and friends. The Ghost of Christmas Past takes Scrooge back in time to reawaken his feelings. The first thing Scrooge becomes conscious of when he revisits his childhood is “a thousand odors floating in the air, each one connected with a thousand thoughts, and hopes, and joys, and cares long, long forgotten.”

Once Scrooge is open to real emotion he can, as they say in the psychology books, begin to heal. It’s amazing that Dickens wrote this 160 years ago. It sounds so completely modern, but Dickens was endlessly fascinated with people, both good and evil, and how they got that way.

Dickens’s childhood was marked by one very traumatic event: His father was arrested for not paying his bills. In those days, if you fell into debt you were hauled off to a debtors’ prison. Your family had to move in with you or face being homeless on the streets. It was an incredible system—imagine a jail with babies in it! And you couldn’t go out to work, so of course you couldn’t ever pay your bills. Your relatives were supposed to bail you out—tough luck if you had no generous relatives.

Dickens, who was twelve at the time, was taken out of school and sent to work in a shoe polish factory. He earned about eighty cents a week and lived with three other children in a slum. Worst of all, he had to work at a window where everyone could see his humiliation. He was also terribly lonely. His family’s prison was on the other side of London, too far to reach except on Sundays when Dickens didn’t have to work. This period only lasted for a span of months, but it felt like years to the boy and he was never to forget it. For the rest of his life he was consumed with the desire to make money. He was somewhat like Scrooge in that manner, although Dickens never cut himself off from people.

He grew into a man of immense energy who not only wrote novels and newspaper articles, as well as acted in plays, but who had a full social life and walked twenty or more miles every day when he was young. It was probably these walks that gave him much of his subject matter. One of his first works was “Sketches by Boz,” a series of articles he wrote for the Morning Chronicle. He described the farmers’ markets, the criminal courts, and the pawnshops. He described revelers staggering out of parties, homeless people sleeping under a bridge, and ordinary families sight-seeing in parks—in short, every facet of London activity.

But Dickens is best known for his portraits of children. He was a great champion of children’s rights, from David Copperfield, who is beaten by his stepfather and sent to a vicious boarding school, to Oliver Twist, who is recruited into a gang of pickpockets and nearly murdered by the psychopath Bill Sykes. Dickens was keenly aware of both mental and physical child abuse. In those days a six-year-old could be worked to death in a cotton mill or a mine. Even a child from a well-to-do family could expect “to have his spirit broken.” Flogging a boy or girl until they swore obedience was considered good parenting.

Dickens did careful research. He visited a graveyard where twenty-nine boys from boarding schools were buried. Dickens investigated a place where two boys had gone blind from malnutrition, by pretending he had a child he wished to enroll. When he had collected the facts, Dickens put them into stories that were read all over England. By arousing people’s outrage Dickens was directly responsible for many laws protecting the rights of children.

Unfortunately, his sympathy didn’t extend to his wife. Poor Catherine Dickens bore him ten children and he repaid her by nagging his spouse about her lack of energy. He even criticized her for having all those babies, as though he had nothing to do with it. Babies were expensive and Dickens worried about money. Sometimes he was a lot like Scrooge. Eventually the marriage broke down with Dickens writing nasty letters to the newspapers explaining what a toad he thought she was.

But I don’t want to dwell on Dickens’s bad points. By all reports he was an excellent father—if a rotten husband—and he certainly was a kind and compassionate man most of the time. I’m inclined to forgive him, as the Christmas spirits forgave Scrooge. After all, there’s a bit of Scrooge in all of us and life would be terrible indeed if we couldn’t be pardoned for—and allowed to change—our bad side.

Mary read the entire Christmas Carol to me on that long-ago stormy night. By the time she had finished the clouds had blown away, and we celebrated with a cup of hot chocolate. As for Great-Uncle Joe, he was deserted by his daughters and spent his last years all alone in the cranberry bog. There is no record of him being visited by Christmas spirits. You have to want to reform before any good can come of such visits.

—Nancy Farmer
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I HAVE ENDEAVOURED IN THIS ghostly little book, to rise the Ghost of an Idea, which shall not put my readers out of humour with themselves, with each other, with the season, or with me. May it haunt their house pleasantly, and no one wish to lay it.

Their faithful Friend and Servant,

C.D.

December 1843





Stave One [image: ] MARLEY’S GHOST


MARLEY WAS DEAD: TO BEGIN with. There is no doubt whatever about that. The register of his burial was signed by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner. Scrooge signed it: and Scrooge’s name was good upon ’Change, for anything he chose to put his hand to. Old Marley was as dead as a door-nail.

Mind! I don’t mean to say that I know, of my own knowledge, what there is particularly dead about a door-nail. I might have been inclined, myself, to regard a coffin-nail as the deadest piece of ironmongery in the trade. But the wisdom of our ancestors is in the simile; and my unhallowed hands shall not disturb it, or the Country’s done for. You will therefore permit me to repeat, emphatically, that Marley was as dead as a door-nail.

Scrooge knew he was dead? Of course he did. How could it be otherwise? Scrooge and he were partners for I don’t know how many years. Scrooge was his sole executor, his sole administrator, his sole assign, his sole residuary legatee, his sole friend and sole mourner. And even Scrooge was not so dreadfully cut up by the sad event, but that he was an excellent man of business on the very day of the funeral, and solemnised it with an undoubted bargain.

The mention of Marley’s funeral brings me back to the point I started from. There is no doubt that Marley was dead. This must be distinctly understood, or nothing wonderful can come of the story I am going to relate. If we were not perfectly convinced that Hamlets Father died before the play began, there would be nothing more remarkable in his taking a stroll at night, in an easterly wind, upon his own ramparts, than there would be in any other middle-aged gentleman rashly turning out after dark in a breezy spot—say Saint Paul’s Churchyard for instance—literally to astonish his son’s weak mind.

Scrooge never painted out Old Marley’s name. There it stood, years afterwards, above the warehouse door: Scrooge and Marley. The firm was known as Scrooge and Marley. Sometimes people new to the business called Scrooge Scrooge, and sometimes Marley, but he answered to both names: it was all the same to him.

Oh! but he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner! Hard and sharp as flint, from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster. The cold within him froze his old features, nipped his pointed nose, shrivelled his cheek, stiffened his gait; made his eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spoke out shrewdly in his grating voice. A frosty rime was on his head, and on his eyebrows, and his wiry chin. He carried his own low temperature always about with him; he iced his office in the dog-days; and didn’t thaw it one degree at Christmas.

External heat and cold had little influence on Scrooge. No warmth could warm, no wintry weather chill him. No wind that blew was bitterer than he, no falling snow was more intent upon its purpose, no pelting rain less open to entreaty. Foul weather didn’t know where to have him. The heaviest rain, and snow, and hail, and sleet, could boast of the advantage over him in only one respect. They often “came down” handsomely, and Scrooge never did.

Nobody ever stopped him in the street to say, with gladsome looks, “My dear Scrooge, how are you? when will you come to see me?” No beggars implored him to bestow a trifle, no children asked him what it was o’clock, no man or woman ever once in all his life inquired the way to such and such a place, of Scrooge. Even the blindmen’s dogs appeared to know him; and when they saw him coming on, would tug their owners into doorways and up courts; and then would wag their tails as though they said, “no eye at all is better than an evil eye, dark master!”

But what did Scrooge care? It was the very thing he liked. To edge his way along the crowded paths of life, warning all human sympathy to keep its distance; was what the knowing ones call “nuts” to Scrooge.

Once upon a time—of all the good days in the year, on Christmas Eve—old Scrooge sat busy in his counting-house. It was cold, bleak, biting weather: foggy withal: and he 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. The city clocks had only just gone three, but it 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 Nature lived hard by, and was brewing on a large scale.

The door of Scrooge’s counting-house was open that he might keep his eye upon his clerk, who in a dismal little cell beyond, a sort of tank, was copying letters. Scrooge had a very small fire, but the clerk’s fire was so very much smaller that it looked like one coal. But he couldn’t replenish it, for Scrooge kept the coal-box in his own room; and so surely as the clerk came in with the shovel, the master predicted that it would be necessary for them to part. Wherefore the clerk put on his white comforter, and tried to warm himself at the candle; in which effort, not being a man of a strong imagination, he failed.

“A merry Christmas, uncle! God save you!” cried a cheerful voice. It was the voice of Scrooge’s nephew, who came upon him so quickly that this was the first intimation he had of his approach.

“Bah!” said Scrooge, “Humbug!”

He had so heated himself with rapid walking in the fog and frost, this nephew of Scrooge’s, that he was all in a glow; his face was ruddy and handsome; his eyes sparkled, and his breath smoked again.

“Christmas a humbug, uncle!” said Scrooge’s nephew. “You don’t mean that, I am sure?”

“I do,” said Scrooge. “Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? what reason have you to be merry? You’re poor enough.”

“Come, then,” returned the nephew gaily. “What right have you to be dismal? what reason have you to be morose? You’re rich enough.”

Scrooge having no better answer ready on the spur of the moment, said, “Bah!” again; and followed it up with “Humbug.”

“Don’t be cross, uncle,” said the nephew.

“What else can I be” returned the uncle, “when I live in such a world of fools as this? Merry Christmas! Out upon merry Christmas! What’s Christmas time to you but a time for paying bills without money; a time for finding yourself a year older, and not an hour richer; a time for balancing your books and having every item in ’em through a round dozen of months presented dead against you? If I could work my will,” said Scrooge, indignantly, “every idiot who goes about with ‘Merry Christmas,’ on his lips, should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart. He should!”

“Uncle!” pleaded the nephew.

“Nephew!” returned the uncle, sternly, “keep Christmas in your own way, and let me keep it in mine.”

“Keep it!” repeated Scrooges nephew. “But you don’t keep it.”

“Let me leave it alone, then,” said Scrooge. “Much good may it do you! Much good it has ever done you!”

“There are many things from which I might have derived good, by which I have not profited, I dare say,” returned the nephew: “Christmas among the rest. But I am sure I have always thought of Christmas time, when it has come round—apart from the veneration due to its sacred name and origin, if anything belonging to it can be apart from that—as a good time: a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time: the only time I know of, in the long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, and to think of people below them as if they really were fellow-passengers to the grave, and not another race of creatures bound on other journeys. And therefore, uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or silver in my pocket, I believe that it has done me good, and will do me good; and I say, God bless it!”

The clerk in the tank involuntarily applauded: becoming immediately sensible of the impropriety, he poked the fire, and extinguished the last frail spark for ever.

“Let me hear another sound from you,” said Scrooge, “and you’ll keep your Christmas by losing your situation. You’re quite a powerful speaker, sir,” he added, turning to his nephew. “I wonder you don’t go into Parliament.”

“Don’t be angry, uncle. Come! Dine with us tomorrow.”

Scrooge said that he would see him—yes, indeed he did. He went the whole length of the expression, and said that he would see him in that extremity first.

“But why?” cried Scrooge’s nephew. “Why?”

“Why did you get married?” said Scrooge.

“Because I fell in love.”

“Because you fell in love!” growled Scrooge, as if that were the only one thing in the world more ridiculous than a merry Christmas. “Good afternoon!”

“Nay, uncle, but you never came to see me before that happened. Why give it as a reason for not coming now?

“Good afternoon,” said Scrooge.

“I want nothing from you; I ask nothing of you; why cannot we be friends?”

“Good afternoon,” said Scrooge.

“I am sorry, with all my heart, to find you so resolute. We have never had any quarrel, to which I have been a party. But I have made the trial in homage to Christmas, and I’ll keep my Christmas humour to the last. So A Merry Christmas, uncle!”

“Good afternoon!” said Scrooge.

“And A Happy New Year!”

“Good afternoon!” said Scrooge.

His nephew left the room without an angry word, notwithstanding. He stopped at the outer door to bestow the greetings of the season on the clerk, who, cold as he was, was warmer than Scrooge; for he returned them cordially.

“There’s another fellow,” muttered Scrooge, who overheard him: “my clerk, with fifteen shillings a-week, and a wife and family, talking about a merry Christmas. I’ll retire to Bedlam.”

This lunatic, in letting Scrooge’s nephew out, had let two other people in. They were portly gentleman, pleasant to behold, and now stood, with their hats off, in Scrooge’s office. They had books and papers in their hands, and bowed to him.

“Scrooge and Marley’s, I believe,” said one of the gentleman, referring to his list. “Have I the pleasure of addressing Mr. Scrooge, or Mr. Marley?”

“Mr. Marley has been dead these seven years,” Scrooge replied. “He died seven years ago, this very night.”

“We have no doubt his liberality is well represented by his surviving partner,” said the gentleman, presenting his credentials.

It certainly was; for they had been two kindred spirits. At the ominous word “liberality,” Scrooge frowned, and shook his head, and handed the credentials back.

“At this festive season of the year, Mr. Scrooge,” said the gentleman, taking up a pen, “it is more than usually desirable that we should make some slight provision for the poor and destitute, who suffer greatly at the present time. Many thousands are in want of common necessaries; hundreds of thousands are in want of common comforts, sir.”
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