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What reviewers are saying about the
stories in The Muse and Other Stories of History,
Mystery, and Myth

 


“One of the most memorable pieces was ‘A
Stake of Holly’, Lillian Stewart Carl’s tale of an adult Tiny Tim
playing sleuth to track down the identities of Scrooge’s three
Christmas ghosts.”—Book Loons

 


“A Rose with All Its Thorns” by Lillian
Stewart Carl puts the personality of Anne Boleyn in a (female)
Tudor historian at an academic conference which reminds one of
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admirably in that genre.”—Evelyn C. Leeper for NESFA

 


‘“A Dish of Poison’ is the prequel to
Twelfth Night, giving the disguised Viola the opportunity to
solve the mystery of Olivia’s brother’s death. It’s an enjoyable
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story.”—B. Redman, Book Help Web

 


“Topnotch entries include . . . Lillian
Stewart Carl’s ‘Way Down in Egypt’s Land,’ a marvelous tale about
19th-century slavery . . .”—Publishers Weekly

 


“Lillian Stewart Carl’s ‘Sardines for Tea,’
about two ‘veddy British’ kitties that solve a jewel theft, never
lets the unlikely premise interfere with the fun. Sure to be
popular with the kitty crowd.”—Booklist

 


“Inspired contributions include...Lillian
Stewart Carl’s ‘The Necromancer’s Apprentice,’ which presents an
interesting solution to the actual mystery surrounding the death of
Amy Robsart, wife of Elizabeth I’s favorite lord, balancing
wizardry with astute deductions about the political motives of
those who stood to benefit.”—Publishers Weekly
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​A Stake of Holly

 


Jacob Marley had been dead as a doornail, to
begin with, and soon Ebeneezer Scrooge would no longer be debating
just why a doornail, rather than a coffin nail, was considered a
fatal bit of ironmongery.

Tim Cratchit bent over his benefactor’s
bed—it was his deathbed, but Tim was not yet ready to admit to that
awful fact—Tim bent over Scrooge’s wasted features and said, “You
sent for me, sir?”

Scrooge’s eyes fluttered open, and took a
long moment to focus, as though they were already inspecting the
new world to which they were bound. Then they lit with a pleasure
that plumped the deep furrows in his face and tinged its ashen
color with pink. “Tim, my lad. Always a good lad, aren’t you?”

“Thanks to you, sir.” The young man pulled a
chair, lately abandoned by the nurse, closer to the bed and sat
down. “Your generosity to my family these nineteen years . . .”

Laboriously Scrooge waved his hand in the air
and let it fall back to the counterpane. It made a thump no louder
than that of thistledown. “What right have I to demand thanks for
going about my business as a steward of mankind and fulfilling my
responsibility to my neighbor?”

“Still,” Tim insisted, “I owe you not only my
health and my education, but my position with Lord Ector.”

“No, no, no, pass your gratitude on to
someone else. Teach your children. . . . But I assume you will be
blessed with offspring, even though you as yet have no
prospects?”

Tim ducked his handsome features shyly. “I
shall find a wife, never you fear, Mr. Scrooge. I don’t spend all
my time cataloguing Ector’s collections.”

“No, you spend your spare hours scribbling
stories.”

“Only the occasional tale for The London
Illustrated News and the like.”

“And fine tales they are, Tim. Take care,
though, not to neglect the finer sentiments.” The old man wheezed a
moment, then coughed. “I was once engaged to be married, Tim.”

Tim, having heard this story many times
before, nodded patiently.

“Belle Fezziwig, she was, daughter of my old
employer. I let her slip through my fingers, for I preferred the
touch of gold to that of a human hand.”

“Such was the curse of Midas,” murmured
Tim.

The apron-swathed nurse clattered about the
room, building up the fire and making mysterious motions with
vials, spoons, and porringers. “Don’t be tiring him out now, young
sir. He needs his rest, he does.”

“Bah,” muttered Scrooge. “Before long I’ll
have rest aplenty. We all come to the grave in the end, as the
Ghost, the Spirit of Christmas Yet to Come, reminded me. I can only
hope that my efforts these last years have shortened the heavy
chain I once dragged behind me and ensured that my death will be
remarked upon with grief, not indifference, and never
pleasure.”

Tim had heard that story as well. Indeed, he
remembered his own part in it as vividly as any occurrence of his
childhood. Scrooge claimed to have been visited one icy Christmas
Eve first by the ghost of his old parner, Marley, and then by three
mysterious spirits, who had thawed his cold heart and softened his
flinty disposition. Tim would have thought the story merely a fancy
on the old man’s part, save that Scrooge was the least fanciful man
in the city of London. Save that Scrooge had manifestly changed his
ways that Christmas, to the benefit of all.

“You sent for me, sir?” Tim repeated, sensing
that his patron had matters burdening his sensibilities far and
beyond the usual courtesies and reminiscences.

“Yes, so I did. Tim, I’d like for you to do
something for me.”

“With pleasure, sir.”

“The three spirits, the Ghost of Christmas
Past with its white dress and the jet of light springing from its
head, the Ghost of Christmas Present, a jolly giant, the Ghost of
Christmas Yet to Come, shrouded in a black hood. Were they dreams,
thrown up not from a feverish but from a frozen mind? Or were they
truly visions from another dimension of this familiar world?”

Scrooge’s talon-like hand seized upon Tim’s,
with its ink-stained forefinger. “The ghost of my old partner
Marley told me this: that if a man’s spirit does not walk abroad
among his fellow men in life, then it must do so after death. And,
conversely, that a spirit working kindly in this little sphere of
earth will find its mortal life too short for its vast means of
usefulness.”

”There are the spirits paying penance,” said
Tim, elucidating the old man’s words, “and those whose generosity
of temper persists beyond the grave.”

“Marley was one of the former. He told me
this himself. But what of the other three ghosts? What events in
their mortal lives sent them to me? Soon I too, shall be a spirit
among spirits. I would like to seek out those who came to me, and
thank them most humbly for their efforts. I must know, Tim, who
they were in life.”

Tim had barely begun to digest this strange
request when he felt a presence at his back, the bulk of the nurse
looming over him like a great warship under full sail bearing down
upon a dinghy. “Begging your pardon, sir . . .”

“Yes, Mrs. Gump?”

“If you’re wanting to contact the spiritual
world, there’s none better at it than Mrs. Minnow in Bedford
Square.”

“A medium?” Tim asked. “I know that even Her
Majesty has employed spiritualists, endeavoring to speak with her
late consort, Prince Albert, but still. . . .”

Scrooge’s hand tightened upon his, grasping
the young man’s warm flesh as it had once grasped at gold coins,
but to much greater effect. “Tim, I know not if this Mrs. Minnow
could be of help to you, and through you to me, but if you please .
. .”

“Yes,” said Tim, setting aside his qualms as
unworthy of both mentor and student. “Yes, of course. I shall do
everything in my power to answer your questions, Mr. Scrooge.”

“Bless you, my boy.” Releasing Tim’s hand,
the old man settled back onto his pillow. The blush drained from
his cheeks, leaving them the color of cold gruel. Still he smiled
gently, even affectionately, up at his bedcurtains.

Tim took his leave, and walked out into a
swirl of snowflakes with less spring in his step than steely
determination in his soul.

 


* * * * *

 


Mrs. Minnow’s parlor was all respectability.
Not one hint of either charnel house or circus detracted from the
sprigged wallpaper, the ponderous rosewood furniture, the circular
table draped with a paisley-pattern shawl. The lady herself
resembled a doll clothed in taffeta. When she told Tim to join
those seated at the table, he did, even though he would have had
more confidence in the spiritualist if either her apartments or her
person had offered evidence of things, if not unseen, at least
unsuspected.

With a sly silken rustle, Mrs. Minnow turned
the flame in the oil lamp down to the smallest of flickers. “Let us
all join hands,” she instructed, putting her words into effect by
taking Tim’s right hand in her own soft grasp. He felt as though he
were holding a mite of warm bread dough.

He allowed the bewhiskered gentleman on his
left to clasp his other hand, and strained his eyes through the
wintry gloom, but could see only shadows and implications, grey
writ upon grey.

Another crinkle of fabric, and Mrs. Minnow
began to murmur softly in what might or might not have been the
Queen’s English. She could as well have been summoning a waiter as
summoning spirits, Tim thought. . . .

A sudden swish in the air above the table,
and a spatter of ice-cold water droplets, sent a ripple of surprise
around its periphery. Like the gentleman on his left, Tim jerked in
surprise. Mrs. Minnow did not.

The odor of pine boughs freshly cut in a
snowy field came to Tim’s nose. A masculine voice reached his ears,
although it seemed to issue from the female shape to his right.
“There is someone here who remembers a Christmas Eve long ago.”

After a long pause, Tim found his voice.
“Ah—yes.”

“I see a lad,” said the voice, “a small boy
with a crutch, sitting before a fireplace.”

Now how did Mrs. Minnow know of this? For a
moment Tim entertained the thought that Scrooge and his nurse and
Mrs. Minnow herself were conspiring in an elaborate joke at his own
expense. But if so, why?

In for a penny, in for a pound, he told
himself, and directed the—the spirit guide—to speak of Scrooge’s
past, not his own. “I was that boy. That I survived, nay prospered,
and have achieved hale manhood I owe to a benefactor. It is on his
behalf that I come here today. He is searching for the identity of
three, er, friends who once did him the greatest of good
turns.”

Another silence. Then the voice, tentative
now, as though pondering, said, “Fezziwig. Arthur Fezziwig.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Of Fezziwig’s Chandlery, supplier of goods
to His Majesty’s Navy during the French wars.”

Tim knew quite well the name of Scrooge’s
former employer, Belle’s father. Again and again had the old man
spoken of the Christmas parties held in Fezziwig’s warehouse, of
how much joy he and his fellow apprentice Dick Wilkins had found
there, of how Belle had refused to dance with anyone but young
Ebenezer Scrooge—difficult as it was to conceive of a man so
withered by age ever being flush with youth. What Tim did not know
was whether Mrs. Minnow or her spirit guide meant to name Scrooge’s
employer as one of his ghosts.

“If Arthur Fezziwig is one of my benefactor’s
friends,” Tim asked, “then who are the other two?”

“Fezziwig’s Chandlery,” said the voice.
“Christmas Eve. A pudding soaked in brandy and set ablaze. A sprig
of holly. The gleam of gold.”

Tim leaned forward and the spongy hand in his
drew him back. Mrs. Minnow’s own feminine voice said, “You have had
your answer, sir.”

“But. . . .” Tim began, and then stopped,
sensible of the other ears ranged about the table.

A wobbly note of music sounded near the
ceiling of the room, not the last trumpet, certainly, but one that
was near to expiring. Again the male voice spoke from Mrs. Minnow’s
lips. “There is someone here who has recently lost a beloved
brother.”

The gentleman with the luxuriant whiskers
stirred and spoke. “Yes, yes. Dreadful accident it was, the poor
soul burned to a cinder in his rooms.”

“Spiritous liquors,” intoned the ghostly
voice. “Fumes and fire.”

Resisting the urge to inquire just which
liquors were consumed by spirits, Tim retired into his own
thoughts. If Scrooge’s partner Marley could return from the grave
to assist him, then why not Arthur Fezziwig? That, at least, Tim
could credit. But a pudding garnished with holly, and the gleam of
gold—if those were clues, they were maddeningly slender ones.

Fezziwig’s Chandlery, though. There was a
place, a time, and a person. While Tim very much doubted he had any
answers as yet, he now had more specific questions.

 


* * * * *

 


The gleam of sunlight on the new-fallen snow
made even the dirty, dingy streets of London shine as brightly as
the streets of heaven. Each windowpane seemed to Tim to be gilded
like the illuminated manuscripts in Lord Ector’s library. Soon it
would be Christmas yet again.

Passing beneath the weathered old signboard
reading Scrooge and Cratchit, he opened the door to the
counting-house offices. There was his father, sitting at his desk,
a ledger book open before him. Tim remembered how thin and careworn
the man had once been, for many years supporting his family on
fifteen bob a week, until at last Scrooge had his change of heart,
raised his salary, and in time made him a full partner in the
firm.

Now it was his hair that was thin, above a
face lined with age, not care. Still, Tim could not remember a time
when Bob Cratchit had not displayed a cheerful and confident
disposition.

“It does my heart good to see you, Tim,” said
the old man, greeting his son with a clap on his shoulder. “Why,
but for Mr. Scrooge I might not have you to see, and for that I am
grateful not only at Christmas Eve, but on every day of the year.
How fares our benefactor?”

“Not well. I fear his days have grown
short.”

Bob’s face contracted to a pinpoint of sorrow
and resignation mingled. “I wish there were some service we could
render him, here at the end.”

“There is,” said Tim, and acquainted his
father with Scrooge’s request, and with the step he had already
taken to fulfill it.

Bob tossed Tim’s tale from thought to
thought, then said gravely, “I remember when Scrooge saw Christmas
merely as the one day of the year he could turn no profit. It was
that same fateful Christmas Eve that I heard him say, ‘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.’”

“He tempted fate, then,” said Tim, “and
summoned the spirits with his own words.”

“And yet, just what spirits were they? A fine
question, an apt question. Surely, to have had such a profound
impact on Scrooge’s disposition, these ghosts were indeed friends
and acquaintances, as you suggest.”

“No, as Mrs. Minnow and her spirit guide
suggest.” Tim looked about the offices, shabby still. His gaze
settled upon the ledgers mounting higher and higher up a tall
shelf, until the topmost row of books made a veritable Himalayan
peak of dust and cobwebs. “What happened to Arthur Fezziwig,
Father? His business failed, didn’t it?

“Yes. With the defeat of Napoleon and the
ending of the French wars the demand for his goods dropped away,
and new means of production superseded the old ones to which he
clung, as we all cling to that which is familiar. Fezziwig died
impoverished in wealth but not in spirit, or so I heard.”

“Aha,” said Tim.

“Scrooge, I believe, considered his
employer’s fate to be a cautionary tale, and so made his fortune
not by selling goods susceptible to spoilage and changes in taste,
but by dealing in properties and making loans. Always he felt the
shadow of insolvency looming over him, even though he had funds
enough to buy and sell a business like Fezziwig’s Chandlery ten
times over.”

“Could it be, then, that Scrooge’s engagement
to Belle Fezziwig was broken off because her father had been unable
to bequeath her a dowry?”

“I believe so, although I doubt if even
Scrooge at his most avaricious would have stated that so
bluntly.”

“Did Belle ever marry?”

“Oh yes. After his miraculous
transformation—and if ghosts or spirits were instrumental in that
transformation, then it must truly have been miraculous . . .”

Tim smiled his agreement.

“. . . Scrooge asked me to seek her out, to
discover if she needed his assistance. But it was too late.” Bob
sat down in his chair, frowning slightly and drumming his
fingertips upon his ledger. “What was her husband’s name? Oh yes,
James Redlaw. He called in here one night, a full seven years
before Scrooge’s metamorphosis, seeking to borrow against his
property and thereby pay his debts. But that was the night Jacob
Marley lay at the point of death. Redlaw revealed a greater
delicacy of feeling than Scrooge himself by going away without
transacting his business.”

“So Belle’s husband also found himself a
broken man?”

“Not only in finance, but in health—he died
the next year, I’m told. In losing her father and then her husband,
Mrs. Redlaw was obliged to support herself and her daughter on very
little income. I can only suppose, then, that she despaired of this
world and all too soon was taken up into the next.” Bob shook his
head sadly.

“When you went searching for her, you
discovered that she was dead.”

“Yes, and under most unfortunate and
mysterious circumstances, although I don’t know the full story.
When I acquainted Scrooge with this fact, he said something about
having seen her in his vision, well and happy with her family, and
so he hoped that she was, indeed, in that bourne from which no
traveller ever returns.”

“Well then,” said Tim, properly saddened by
the circumstances, and yet, at the same time, wondering if his clue
had disintegrated in his hands like the ashes of a Yule log on
Boxing Day. “What of Belle’s daughter?”

“I believe she went into service, as a
governess in the house of Sir Charles Pumphrey, the financier.”

Another man of business, Tim thought. The
gleam of gold did indeed illuminate his quest, although what the
blazing pudding illuminated, he had not the least idea.

Still, perhaps he had made some progress. If
Arthur Fezziwig had been one of Scrooge’s spirits, then perhaps his
unfortunate daughter Belle had also been. “I shall pay a visit to
the Pumphrey household,” Tim told his father.

“Very good. And may I suggest you also call
on your brother Peter? The lawyer with whom he has partnered
himself has worked for many years with properties, deeds, and
wills—although I hope to heaven they are not chaining themselves
behind him, as they did to poor Mr. Marley. There you may well
learn more about the Fezziwigs and the Redlaws than I can tell
you.”

“Then so I shall.” With a firm grasp of his
father’s hand—strange, how that hand was growing so increasingly
frail—Tim settled his hat upon his head and his feet upon the icy
pavement.

 


* * * * *

 


At the sound of feminine footsteps, Tim
turned away from the black marble chimneypiece and its clock
enclosed by a glass dome, as though time, like a jewel displayed in
a shopkeeper’s window, were a valuable commodity alloted only to
those who could afford it instead of meted out to all humanity, to
use or abuse at will.

“Do I have the honor of addressing Miss
Redlaw?” Tim asked the elegant woman who entered the parlor, the
white square of his card seeming tarnished against the alabaster of
her hand.

“I was once Miss Redlaw,” she answered. “Now
I am Mrs. Pumphrey. You are fortunate, Mr. Cratchit, that the
servant who answered your knock has been in our employ long enough
to know my former identity.”

So the governess was now mistress of the
house, Tim told himself. Had she married the Pumphrey’s only son,
and so restored herself to the position in life to which she had
been born? Such an event seemed likely—her face and form, even in
mature years, held just such a blushing beauty as he had always
envisioned in Belle Fezziwig’s. But that was one question he saw
little chance of asking.

He sank onto the chair that Mrs. Pumphrey
indicated. When she had spread her voluminous skirts across a
horsehair sofa—which movement released a scent of spring lilac into
the air—he identified himself, detailed his family’s relationship
to Ebenezer Scrooge, sketched out Scrooge’s story of the three
ghosts, and recited the results of his researches so far.

Save for a slight creasing of her brow, Mrs.
Pumphrey’s delicate features did not move for several ticks of the
mantelpiece clock. Perhaps, Tim thought, she would condemn him for
his effrontery in asking questions about her family. Perhaps she
would order the servant who had seen him here to show him
hence.

At last her pink lips parted. “I commend you
for visiting Mrs. Minnow. She has afforded me invaluable assistance
by contacting the spirit of my grandfather Fezziwig, who is as
hearty on the astral plane as he was here on Earth.”

Tim made sure Mrs. Pumphrey did not notice
the quick relaxation of his posture, and the sigh of relief that
escaped his throat.

“As for my mother and father—well, as you
perhaps already know, there is a tragic story. How it cheers me to
know that they, too, are well and happy in the great beyond!”

“And perhaps Mr. Fezziwig and Mrs. Redlaw,”
Tim hinted in Scrooge’s words, “after working kindly in this little
sphere of earth, find their mortal life too short for their vast
means of usefulness.”

“Yes,” she said, coloring prettily, “I do
believe so. You see, Mr. Cratchit, my mother regretted breaking her
engagement to Mr. Scrooge, because, she said, if she had been his
wife she could perhaps have modified his miserly ways. And yet if
she had been Mrs. Scrooge, she would never have been Mrs.
Redlaw.”

“It is a paradox,” said Tim.

“But that was my mother, always thinking of
others even when her—when our—position became dire. After my father
passed over, Mother and I were reduced to the income from one
rental property, a public house, and the interest from several
India bonds. Still, though, there were others less fortunate then
we, and Mother made sure that what we little we had, we
shared.”

Tim, having told himself that the ladies’
income had no doubt been greater than fifteen bob a week, now
congratulated himself for not stating this aloud.

“We took lodgings in a house owned by Dick
Wilkins. Is that name familiar to you?”

“Why yes,” Tim said, sitting up straighter.
“Was he not one of Mr. Fezziwig’s apprentices and a boyhood friend
of Mr. Scrooge’s?”

The lady nodded, setting her curls to
dancing. “That he was. Grandfather Fezziwig helped Mr. Wilkins
establish a weaving mill, dyeworks, and clothing manufactory, which
first supplied uniforms to our troops fighting the Corsican,
Bonaparte, and then went on to provide ready-made clothes to all
classes of folk. While Grandfather’s business failed, Mr. Wilkins’s
prospered. As an old family friend, my mother was quite pleased
when he offered her lodgings in his house.”

“He rented out rooms?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Pumphrey said, a slight edge
entering her voice. “By this time he owned many properties, and
lived with his wife Theodora—a foreign person she was, with the
exotic beauty of a gypsy—in a house that had once been a lovely
villa, but which he had subdivided into many small flats, the
better to turn a profit, I believe.”

The gleam of gold, Tim repeated to
himself, but said nothing.

The edge in Mrs. Pumphrey’s voice was taking
on the sharpness of that serpent’s tooth mentioned in Scripture as
belonging to a thankless child. And yet neither she nor her mother,
Tim thought, was the person of whom she was thinking. “Mr. Wilkins
persuaded my mother to sell him her properties and bonds, in return
for which he guaranteed her an annuity for life. The bargain was
fair, she felt. What she did not realize—what none of us
mercifully, realize—is how soon one’s life can end.”

“What happened?” asked Tim, dreading her
answer.

“My mother was found burned to a cinder, in
her bed one Christmas morning.”

Tim searched for some appropriate response,
and found only a simple, “I am so very sorry.”

Mrs. Pumphrey looked down into her lap, where
her fair hands—white as the garment of the first ghost—were tearing
Tim’s card into shreds. “Mr. and Mrs. Wilkins put it about that my
mother, in her despair, had turned to drink, for such spontaneous
burnings do happen to those besotted with alcohol.”

With spiritous liquors, thought Tim,
realizing suddenly that Mrs. Minnow had been speaking not only to
the gentleman with the whiskers but to himself. He should, no
doubt, have kept an open mind and paid closer attention.

“My dear mother, though, while having her
moments of despair, was still inclined to the positive outlook of
the Fezziwig disposition, and took only the occasional glass of
sherry.” The lady lay the shreds of the card upon a marble-topped
table and folded her hands. “Yes, Mother suffered from a cold that
Christmas Eve. Mrs. Wilkins provided a counterpane from her own
storage chest for Mother’s bed, and smelling salts to clear the
congestion in her throat that had rendered her speechless. But
Mother took no drink, not one drop beyond the brandy soaking her
portion of plum pudding.”

“Was there an inquiry made?”

“The police made a brief inquiry, but brushed
the matter aside, wishing to spare my feelings, they said, and
those of the Wilkins family.”

“But you suspect the Wilkins of taking some
action to bring about your mother’s death?”

“Indeed, while manifestly Mr. and Mrs.
Wilkins profited by my mother’s death, there are no means by which
they could have accomplished it. I myself saw my mother alive, if
not well, when I carried her pudding into her room on Christmas
Eve, and I myself was breakfasting with the Wilkins’ on Christmas
morning when the maidservant came rushing in with her terrible
intelligence.”

Tim eyed the lady’s bowed head with its
trembling curls. So Belle had indeed died in unfortunate and
mysterious circumstances, as his father had heard. Now he
understood, with ghastly certainty, why it was that Scrooge’s first
ghost, the Ghost of Christmas Past, had appeared illuminated by a
flame.

Collecting herself with a little shudder,
Mrs. Pumphrey turned a wan smile upon her guest. “You may well ask,
Mr. Cratchit, whether I have ever inquired of my mother, through
Mrs. Minnow’s spirit guide, exactly how she came to die.”

Yes, Tim might well have asked that, had he
not been reluctant to disturb the lady’s sensibilities even
further.

“To that, I can provide no answer, for my
mother has spoken only of flames shooting suddenly up, and of
merciful oblivion. I have more than once chided myself for not
staying with her that evening, and yet there were guests downstairs
and she gestured, smiling, for me to join them, and then, still
smiling, reached for her bedside taper to light her plum pudding
and make her own solitary celebration.”

Tim sat in silent horror at the scene that
rose before his eyes.

Clearing her throat, Mrs. Pumphrey went
stoutly on, “I take great comfort in my mother’s present happy
circumstances, no matter how difficult was her transition to them.
And in her name my husband and I have provided for many
charities.”

The parlor door opened, admitting a young
woman so fair, so charming, that her mother with all her comeliness
seemed reduced to a crone before Tim’s eyes. He stared, then
remembered his manners and leaped to his feet.

Mrs Pumphrey’s eye glittered perhaps from
unshed tears, or perhaps from maternal calculation. “Mr. Cratchit,
may I present my daughter Annabelle.”

“Miss Pumphrey.” Making his most accomplished
obeisance, Tim wondered if—Annabelle, what a lovely name—if she
heard the sudden twang of Cupid’s bow just as surely as he did. And
yet how could he dare hope that such a lovely, nay such a
stupendously beautiful, young lady could look with favor upon
him?

She curtsied, the color rising past her
exquisitely formed lips into her cheeks. A rose would surely have
hung its head in shame at a comparison. “Mr. Cratchit,” she said,
in a voice resembling the song of a lark, “I trust you’ll forgive
me for listening outside the door. I am most impressed by the
compassion of your quest, and would assist you in any way I can in
its fulfillment.”

Tim would have forgiven her for plunging a
dagger into his heart. “Perhaps,” he said through his teeth,
quelling a stammer, “you will permit me to call upon you again, so
that I may share with you my discoveries. . . .” What discoveries
he made, he told himself. If he knew she was waiting to hear them,
he would make them, no doubt about it.

“How kind of you,” Annabelle said.

Her mother rose. “And now, Mr. Cratchit, I’m
sure you will want to continue making your inquiries.”

Tim found himself floating down the front
steps of the house in a trance—odd, how icy winter had suddenly
turned balmy as spring. . . . Unbidden, his feet made their way
toward the law offices of William Janders, Esquire.

 


* * * * *

 


Peter Cratchit regarded his younger brother’s
air of general discombobulation and laughed. “Who is she,
then?”

Tim found he was, after all, capable of
stringing words together and telling the tale yet again, this time
appending its most recent chapter. Peter’s expression went from
laughter to bemusement to astonishment. At last he emitted a long
whistle. “So you think old Fezziwig and Belle are two of Scrooge’s
ghosts, eh?”

“I suspect Belle of being the Ghost of
Christmas Past with its crown of flame,” Tim replied. “I suspect
her father, Fezziwig, of being the Ghost of Christmas Present, for
by all accounts he was a hearty soul who loved to celebrate the
holiday.”

“And the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come?”
asked Peter. “Who was, if I’m remembering the old man’s tale
aright, a much more sinister figure, hooded in black.”

“That is where you come in, brother, you and
your esteemed sernior partner Mr. Janders. Can we trace these
properties that Belle—Mrs. Redlaw—made over to Dick Wilkins, only
to die so conveniently soon thereafter?”

“Why yes.” Peter conducted Tim into the next
chamber, the book-lined office of William Janders, Esquire,
himself.

The man’s thick gray eyebrows, like
caterpillars, lofted up his brow as though they would crawl onto
the sleek hairless dome of his head and there set up housekeeping.
“Well then,” he said, upon being familiarized with the facts of the
matter, “there’s no need to delve into the record-books. I remember
the case quite well. It all happened when I was but a clerk writing
law in these very offices, younger and more junior than you are
now, Peter.”

“Pray tell me what you know,” Tim asked
politely, envisioning making his successful report not only to
Scrooge but to the delectable Miss Pumphrey.

“The circumstances of Mrs. Redlaw’s death
were peculiar, quite peculiar. Spontaneous combustion is a
well-known effect of excess drink, but, being a lady of fine
breeding, she was hardly given to imbibing. Still, nothing could be
proved.”

That was as Mrs. Pumphrey had said, thought
Tim.

“What is exceedingly interesting,” Janders
went on, “is that the next year Dick Wilkins was brought up on
charges of murder.”

Peter and Tim exchanged a significant
glance.

“The circumstances were similar, save that
this time the dead woman was a spinster. Again, though, she was of
good family and modest property, which she had made over to her
landlord, Wilkins. Her death was very obviously caused by poison.
Poison in the plum pudding.”

“Murder is vile enough,” Tim exclaimed, “but
to use an instrument of celebration in the commission of a
murder!”

“Was Wilkins convicted of the crime?” asked
Peter.

Janders nodded affirmatively. “That he was.
And yet it was not he who prepared and served the pudding, and who
then nursed the ailing woman until she died. There was some talk of
charging his wife as well, but since wives are weak and subject to
their husband’s will, she was never tried. Not that Mrs. Wilkins
struck me as being weak-willed, no, on the contrary.”

Peter swallowed a chuckle, but not at this
tale of murder most foul, Tim thought. Their mother was the
strongest woman he knew, and Peter’s own wife ruled their household
firmly but fairly. There was something in the set of Miss
Pumphrey’s chin, Tim added silently, that told him she, too, was a
woman to be reckoned with. As, in a very different way, no doubt,
was Mrs. Wilkins.

“Dick Wilkins was hanged,” Janders continued,
“and without his guiding hand his business failed. I daresay he was
guilty of abetting the murder, even initiating it. So justice was
done. But as for the death of Mrs. Redlaw. . . .”

“No charges could be brought because no one
could prove that a murder had been done,” said Peter.

“I am at as great a loss in the matter as you
are.” Janders took up his pen and dipped it in the fine brass
inkwell that sat upon his desk. “Now Peter, Tim, you will excuse
me. . . .”

“Just one more question, please, sir,” said
Tim. “Do you remember Mrs. Wilkins’ Christian name? Was she an
Englishwoman?”

Janders considered a moment, tapping his nose
with his pen. “Theodora, her name was. Yes, she was as English as
you or me, but I do believe her father was a native of Greece. She
was quite lovely, very young, with jet-black tresses and flashing
eyes.”

“Thank you.”

Peter took Tim by the collar and steered him
through the doorway and into the outer office. There he said,
“There’s a proper tragedy for you. Poor Belle! Scrooge will not be
pleased to hear of her fate.”

“No. And yet. . . .” Tim’s brows knit
tightly. “Do you suppose that the visit of her and her father’s
ghosts to Scrooge had more than one purpose, not only to show him
the error of his ways but to reveal the truth of her death? Her
murder?”

“But how could the truth be revealed?”

“I wonder,” Tim said, as his thoughts moved
reluctantly from Annabelle Pumphrey’s lovely face to the open page
of a book in Lord Ector’s library. Christmas Eve. A pudding
soaked in brandy and set ablaze. . . .

He took his leave of Peter and went back out
into the cold afternoon air, this time directing his steps toward
Ector House.

 


* * * * *

 


Lord Ector reminded Tim of an eagle, with his
arched nose and small dark eyes always alert, whether to the
movement of a mouse in the grass or to a ripple among England’s
allies in the east, no matter.

Now he turned from positioning yet another
marble bust of some ancient worthy upon a pedestal in his library
and answered Tim’s question. “Yes, when I served as a diplomat in
Turkey I did hear stories of the tunica molesta, the fiery
cloak that brought the hero Herakles to his death.”

“If I remember the story,” said Tim, holding
a stepstool so that his lordship might safely regain terra firma,
“the burning cloth clung to him and could not be removed, nor could
the flames be doused by water, so that he burned to a cinder.”

“Indeed.”

“But surely this story is only legend.”

“Not at all,” returned Ector. “You have heard
of the Greek fire employed by the ancients—a mixture of quicklime,
sulphur, naphtha, and saltpeter, that would cling to, say, an
enemy’s ship and only burn the fiercer when wetted.”

Tim nodded, even as he tried not to let his
imagination dwell too long on images of flowing, clinging,
unquenchable flames. “And this chemical process could be applied to
cloth?”

“Cloth is manufactured using the same
ingredients: dyes and pigments can be made from sulphur and
petroleum and fixed with a mordant of quicklime. Tar is used as a
waterproofing agent. If such materials were ready to hand, one with
knowledge of the ancient formula could impregnate a cloth with
petroleum, sulphur and lime. If it were stored away from the air .
. .”

“In a chest,” Tim murmured.

“. . .it might well ignite at a very low
temperature and continue to burn even when wet.”

“And if the cloth were a counterpane say,
covering a woman incapable of crying out for assistance—ah, what a
diabolical plan!”

Ector would not have regarded Tim so
quizzically had he started to speak in tongues. “A diabolical plan?
Do you mean to say someone has committed murder using this infernal
Greek recipe?”

“Yes, yes—the key to the murder is that it
took place on Christmas Eve, when either a flaming pudding or the
candle used to light it set the counterpane ablaze. The scheme
would certainly turn upon Belle being alone in her room at the
moment of conflagration. . . . Ah yes. The guests downstairs would
have insured that she was.” Tim dashed his right fist into his left
hand. “They even thought to provide smelling salts, to cover the
odor of the chemicals in the cloth, which had, I’m sure, been
manufactured in their own establishment. A clever scheme, but the
circumstances did not favor its execution twice, and so did
he—they, the souls of avarice—attempt a variation that worked less
successfully.”

“My dear fellow,” said Ector, laying a
restraining hand upon Tim’s arm, “either you have quite lost your
wits, or you have some wonderful tale to tell me—and no doubt, in
time, to tell your readers.”

“Yes, my lord, I shall most certainly tell
all. And yet the tale is not finished, not quite yet.”

 


* * * * *

 


Between his father’s ledger books and his
brother’s legal documents, it took Tim only a day to trace Theodora
Wilkins to a poor lodging house.

The old woman admitted him to her room, then
seated herself beside a small fire, no more than a few coals piled
upon a dirty hearth—the remains of another victim? Tim asked
himself caustically.

Her beauty had long ago been sacrificed to
age. Now her hair was sparse and drab, and she was as wizened as
though she had gnawed nothing but the bones of avarice these long
years. Reaching for the container of grog that was warming in the
ashes, she drank deeply. The reek of the cheap liquor seared Tim’s
nose. He wondered whether she had used expensive brandy to soak
Belle’s pudding, and whether she had ever wished she had drunk it
instead.

“Have a care,” he told her. “You have heard
of what happens to those who drink too freely, and then expose
themselves to fire.”

“Bah,” she said. Her voice was like the
scrape of bare branches across a windowpane.

A basket beside her chair overflowed with
scraps of cloth and packets of thread and needles, leading Tim to
deduce that she eked out a meager living stitching and mending.
“You have always worked with cloth,” he said. “Did you once make a
counterpane for a woman named Belle Redlaw, who lodged with you and
your—late husband?”

“What is it to you?”

“I am a friend of Mrs. Redlaw’s friends and
family. Her death was mysterious. I’d like to know the truth of how
it came to happen.”

“She drank herself to death,” Mrs. Wilkins
said, and began to cough as rackingly as though she expelled smoke
from her lungs.

Tim asked himself why he had come here. Did
he hope to hear a confession? What if he did? What difference could
it make, now? He felt sure that he stood looking at a murderess,
and yet it was not his place to judge, either in this life or in
the hereafter. For her crimes against humanity, Theodora Wilkins
was now suffering the sharp bite of loneliness and poverty. He
could do nothing else to her.

He could, however, do something for her. Had
not Belle’s ghost, and her father’s, and yes, Dick Wilkins’ dark
ghost as well, carried a message of pity and compassion from the
next world into this?

From his pocket Tim produced a gold coin. He
held it in his hand a moment, warming it, then laid it down upon
the mantelpiece. The beldame’s rheumy eyes flicked upwards, so that
he could almost see the gleam of gold reflected in them. “Merry
Christmas,” he said, and left the chill, acrid air of the room for
the frosty air of the city street.

The vapor of his breath hung in the air
before him like a ghost. The windows of even the meanest shop and
lowliest hovel glowed with a rosy, anticipatory light. Tomorrow
would be Christmas Eve. He would join his brothers and sisters, by
blood and by marriage, and they would raise a glass to Scrooge, the
founder of the feast. And yes, they would eat plum pudding ablaze
in brandy, with a sprig of holly adorning its round and savory
top.

 


* * * * *

 


The bells of Christmas morning were pealing,
setting the bedcurtains to shivering delightfully, like children
first sighting their Christmas presents. And indeed, Scrooge had
almost returned to a childlike state, opening his mouth trustingly
as Mrs. Gump spooned gruel into it.

The nurse’s gaze met Tim’s. Not much
longer, it said.

Behind him stood his father, and Scrooge’s
nephew and his wife, all kitted out in their Sunday best, for it
was, after all, Christmas Day.

Scrooge tried to wave his hand and succeeded
only in twitching his finger. Mrs. Gump, though, understood his
meaning. Wiping his face with a corner of her apron, she vacated
her chair.

Tim stepped closer to the bed. “I have the
answer to your question, Mr. Scrooge. I know who your ghosts were.
Who they are.”

The old man’s pale face seemed
infinitesimally to brighten. His eyes turned in their sockets to
where Tim stood. “Tim,” he whispered. “Always a good lad, Tiny
Tim.”

Tim forebore to comment on his present
height, but simply folded it onto the chair. He took Scrooge’s hand
between his own, gently, for it was as thin as a bird’s wing.
Slowly the old man’s cold flesh began to warm. “The Ghost of
Christmas Past,” Tim told him, “of your past, is Belle Fezziwig.
Belle Redlaw, as she was when she died. She is the spirit of former
joys and former regrets.”

“Ah,” said Scrooge, summoning a blissful
smile. “Belle.”

“The Ghost of Christmas Present is Arthur
Fezziwig, her father, the robust spirit of both gratitude and
reproof. The spirit of every Christmas that has past and is yet to
come.”

“Fine old fellow, Fezziwig.” Scrooge sighed,
his smile abating only briefly.

“The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come is your
old friend Dick Wilkins. He was consumed by greed, sadly, and died
with the black hood of the condemned criminal upon his head.
Perhaps, though, by helping you his spirit was redeemed.”

Scrooge’s lips tightened to a narrow slit.
“Poor old Dick. If only he had been visited by three spirits, as I
was so fortunate to have been.”

Tim nodded. “I have this very afternoon been
invited to call upon Miss Annabelle Pumphrey, Belle’s
granddaughter, in whom Belle’s beauty and compassion live on. I
intend to take your advice, sir, and not neglect the finer
sentiments.”

“Good. We were not meant to be alone in this
world, Tim.” His hand twitched feebly.

Behind Tim’s back Mrs. Gump was chatting with
Scrooge’s niece, a woman of sprightly disposition and great
interest in the doings of mankind: “I heard it on my way here this
morning, madam. The poor woman went at her pudding so greedy she
ate the sprig of holly stuck in its top and choked to death upon
it.”

Tim glanced round. Of all the women in the
city of London, surely. . . .

“Her name was Wilkins too, so I hear. Dead as
a doornail, the undertaker said, as sure as though someone had
driven a stake through her heart.”

“Not now,” said Scrooge’s niece, quelling the
nurse’s gossip.

Too late. Tim looked down at his strong young
hands cradling Scrooge’s blue-veined and fragile one. Had those
same hands, then, brought justice at last to Theodora Wilkins,
however unwittingly? Had she died—no. Even though she had died
unredeemed, her spirit would now be walking abroad amongst her
fellow human beings. Perhaps she would find peace at last, as her
husband had done. As their victim had done.

Scrooge’s eyes widened, beholding another
vision. “I am light as a feather, I am as giddy as an angel, I am
as merry as a schoolboy.” His voice cracked and then steadied. “I
hear old Fezziwig now: Clear away, Dick. Clear away Ebenezer. It’s
Christmas, a time to celebrate. . . . Why, Belle, you wish to dance
with me? Gladly, my dear. Gladly.”

Tim felt the others gathering close. Their
hands, too, reached out for Scrooge’s. He smiled, brilliantly. “God
bless us, every. . . .” And he sank back upon the pillow, giving up
his own ghost.

Tears started in Tim’s eyes. Carefully he
laid Scrooge’s hand down upon the clean, white counterpane, and
leaned his head back against his father’s chest. Perhaps Scrooge
would also find his mortal life too short to spread the compassion
he had learned—and learned very well—nineteen years ago today.

“He would not think it sad to die upon
Christmas Day,” Bob said softly, pressing his son’s shoulder. “Not
Ebenezer Scrooge.”

“No,” said Tim. And in his heart he repeated
the words that his own childish mouth had once uttered, as fine an
epitaph as any man could wish: God bless us, every one.

 


 


Author’s Note

 


“A Stake of Holly” first appeared in Death
by Dickens, edited by Anne Perry, Berkley Prime Crime/Berkley
Publishing Group, 2004, and was reprinted in X is for Xmas,
edited by Carla Coupe, Wildside Press, 2011.

This story is fan fiction, in a way, filling
in the spaces in “A Christmas Carol” and providing a sequel.

Spiritualism was popular in Victorian times,
so Scrooge’s request and Tim’s response require little suspension
of disbelief. The wonderful 70s television program,
Connections—a mad mouse ride through history and
technology—gave me the tidbits about clothing manufacture and the
mass market. As for the burning cloth, that was a
fortuitously-timed article in Archaeology Magazine on
chemical warfare of the ancients.

I enjoyed planting some characters and bits
of business from other Dickens stories in “A Stake of Holly”, as
though Tim himself would in time write his own author’s works. But
then, one of the pleasures of literary theme anthologies such as
Death by Dickens is nodding toward the original author.

 


 


 


​A Mimicry of
Mockingbirds

 


The evening was fine and warm in a last
lingering imitation of summer. Through Tom’s open window came a
distant strain of harpsichord music, accompanied from time to time
by a woman’s voice. He would have preferred hearing the salutations
of the muse of law, as he was at this moment preparing a difficult
case. He pulled his candle closer to Littleton’s English Law
with Coke’s Commentaries.

A song, an echo of the original, trilled from
the tree outside. Tom looked up with a smile. He liked the voice of
the mockingbird, mimus polyglottos, the American
nightingale. Mockingbirds were clever little fellows, modest as
widows in their silver and gray suits. . . . Voices shouted, the
harpsichord and the woman’s voice ceased abruptly, and with a
flutter of wings the bird flew away.

Tom dipped his pen and turned to a fresh page
in his commonplace book. “As our laws so have our vocabularies been
shaped by the customs of our sovereign Britain. Such collective
nouns as ‘an ostentation of peacocks’ or ‘a parliament of owls’
amuse our fancies and remind our intellects of the deep roots of
our mother tongue. And of its insularity, that such a charming
creature as a mockingbird has no such appellation . . .”

A knock drew his attention. “Come!”

His landlady opened the door. “Mr. Jefferson,
are you working still?”

“Indeed I am, Mrs. Vobe. My colleague Patrick
Henry will soon argue a case of inheritance, for which I have
promised him a complete brief.”

“He does go on, Mr. Henry does. Why, you’d
think he was preaching revolution!”

“So one might think,” Tom returned, without
venturing to express those grievances of which he as well as Mr.
Henry were sensible.

Mrs. Vobe was wiping down a long-necked wine
bottle with her apron, causing its blue glass to wink gaily in the
light. “Here you are, Mr. Jefferson. Shocking, the dust from the
streets, but I reckon it repels the flies.”

“Thank you.” Tom placed the bottle at the far
end of his desk, away from his books and papers, noting as he did
so that despite Mrs. Vobe’s best efforts with the apron, her own
fingers, tacky with the baking and basting due her position, had
left smudges upon the glass. “Did I hear voices exclaiming in the
street just now?”

“Aye, that you did. Mr. Bracewell’s been
taken sick, very sudden, and his wife’s sent for the doctor.”

“Which Mr. Bracewell, Robert the merchant or
his brother Peter?”

“Robert, the elder.”

“I hope he recovers speedily.”

“And if he don’t, well then, there’s work for
you in proving his will.”

“Which is a duty I should gladly forgo, for I
have quite enough work without wishing ill of one of my fellow
citizens. There are greater matters at hand than such domestic ones
as wills and properties. And yet,” Tom turned back to his books,
“such domestic matters are as vital to those whom they closely
affect as are the present debates on taxation to the citizens of
all His Majesty’s colonies.”

He heard the door shut as Mrs. Vobe went on
about her business and left him to his.

 


* * * * *

 


Raindrops sifted down the back of Tom’s
collar as he stood with his hat in his hand. But he took no more
notice of them than he did of the odors of mortality, smoke and
cooking food and ordure, which hung in the misty air. Beyond the
churchyard the various buildings of the town seemed little more
than suppositions, allowing him to imagine them as fine palladian
structures, not the serviceable but disagreeably ramshackle houses
of Williamsburg.

“Earth to earth”, intoned the rector, “ashes
to ashes, dust to dust. . . .”

Eliza Bracewell attended the dark gash in the
earth that was her husband’s last resting place, her child clasped
against her skirts. At her side stood Peter Bracewell and his wife.
Robert had owned property and served his time as juror. If not
representing the upper stratum of society, still he’d been of the
solid middling sort. Now a goodly number of Williamsburg’s citizens
stood around his grave, eyes downcast in seemly sobriety.

To Tom’s mind came the words of Cicero: “What
satisfaction can there be in living, when day and night we have to
reflect that at this or that moment we must die?”

A child was more likely to come to its
funeral than to its marriage. Those souls who lived long enough to
marry seldom made only one such contract. Tom’s old school
companion Bathurst Skelton, for example, had recently died, leaving
his charming wife, Martha, a widow. Anne Bracewell, Peter’s wife,
had been the relict of James Allen, a planter from Surry
County.

And now dire misfortune had deprived the
other Mrs. Bracewell, Eliza, of her husband. Surely Peter, despite
his reputation of caprice and instability, would remember his
obligations to his nephew and provide for his education just as
Tom’s uncle had provided for his after the untimely death of his
father. Although Eliza could be expected to marry again. She was a
comely young woman, her complexion pale beneath the brim of her
fashionable bonnet but of a pleasing plumpness.

“Amen,” said the rector. In a soft wave of
sound the gathered people echoed the word.

Eliza directed her steps toward the gate,
awkward as a marionette, supported less by her brother-in-law on
the one side than supporting her child on the other. Peter’s wife
walked just behind. By the draping of her skirts Tom perceived Anne
was with child, and politely averted his eyes.

Every few steps Peter paused, inviting the
socially select amongst the mourners to share the funeral feast at
Robert’s house. “Mr. Jefferson, we should be honored by your
presence.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bracewell. I should be
honored to attend.”

The rain thickened, dripping in resonant
thuds down upon the coffin. Three mockingbirds perched along the
wall of the churchyard, the notes of their song passing from the
one to the next and then to the next in an avian symphonic
composition. An exaltation of larks. A watch of nightingales. A
mimicry of mockingbirds. . . .

Tom found his creation pleasing, and promised
himself he would write it down as soon as may be, after the funeral
courtesies had been observed.

 


* * * * *

 


A cold wind blew dried leaves into the house.
Hastily the servant closed the door and accepted Tom’s hat, cloak,
and gloves. Tom strode briskly through the hall, past the
staircase, elegant in its austerity, to George Wythe’s familiar
office with its intoxicating scent of books.

“Mr. Jefferson, how very amiable of you to
attend me.” Wythe greeted his former pupil with a hearty handshake.
His high forehead and eagle’s-beak nose caused the lawyer and
jurist to seem a veritable New World Aristotle, intellect
personified.

“I always come to this house with great
pleasure and fond memories, Mr. Wythe. How may I assist you? Is it
a case of law?”

Wythe gestured Tom toward an empty chair and
returned to his desk, stacked high with papers. “That is for you to
tell me.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Allow me to set forth the facts of the
matter, beginning with a question. How well were you acquainted
with the affairs of Robert Bracewell, who was taken by death only
two days since?”

“More by reputation and rumor than by actual
discourse,” Tom answered. “I confess it is his younger brother’s
reputation of which most rumor has reached my ears.”

“There is no surprise in that,” said Wythe,
“when Peter has spent a rather longer time than most young men in
sowing his wild oats.”

“And so has found himself without the means
to reap them?” Tom returned. “Mrs. Skelton, with whom I was
conversing most amiably at the Governor’s palace last week, said
she should not be
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