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 1 -
Ebenezer's
Gambit

 


"Ebenezer Scrooge, this is the spirit of
Christmas come to--"

"That you, Marley?" Scrooge said as he sat up
in his maroon silk robe. "I wish you wouldn't wake me up like that.
You're going to give me a heart attack."

"Ebenezer, you must--"

"Marley cut that out." Scrooge climbed
stiffly out of bed, shoved his feet in his fur slippers and limped
to the fireplace. "You always have to sound like you're in a
tunnel?"

The spirit said, "Tonight you will be--"

"About time." With arthritic hands Scrooge
tossed some dry sticks onto the red hot coals in the fireplace.

"Ebenezer we must finish--"

"Good, I've been waiting a year." Scrooge sat
down at a chess table next to the fireplace.

A layer of thick dust coated the table and
the chess pieces. Many of the wooden chess pieces had been moved
from their starting position. He lit a tall candle and placed it on
the side of the table. Wavering candle light danced across the
chess board.

"Ebenezer Scrooge," the spirit echoed.
"Repent."

"I'll repent when you beat me."

The spirit floated over across the table from
Scrooge.

"Ebenezer, we can't keep doing--"

"Why not?"

"You're getting me in trouble. My boss wants
me to make sure that you take care of Tiny Tim and help the
poor."

"Tiny Tim is in Oxford already," Scrooge
said. "And even I don't have enough money to help the poor."

"We can't play chess any more, Ebenezer,"
Marley said in a booming voice. "First we must talk, then you will
visit with--"

"Past, present and future; met them and beat
them."

"That isn't the way it's supposed to be."

"Who says so?"

"My boss."

"You mean the one I beat."

"You beat the . . . big angel?"

"Why do you think you're there and I'm
here?"

The spirit fell through the wooden floor
until his chin hit the floorboard. After a bit he climbed up out of
the floor and rearranged the old tattered scarf around his head.
With his chains rattling he squeezed into the chair across from
Scrooge.

"You beat my boss?"

Scrooge laughed. "Beat him? He couldn't
defend my gambit to save his wings. Why do you think I'm rich
today? We had a side bet."

"That he should take . . . me?"

"Hell no. I bet if I won he couldn't take me.
He had to take someone, so he took you because he's a sore loser
and wants you to pester the hell out of me."

"That son of a--"

"Will you move already?" Scrooge said. "You
always were the slowest chess player in London."

"Okay. Okay. Stop rushing me. You're always
interrupting. Is that your famous gambit? You interrupt the other
player when he's about to--"

"Marley, move your piece." Scrooge pointed a
bent finger at the dusty chess board.

"Now let me see." The spirit stared closely
at the wooden chess pieces. It blew on the chess board and a cloud
of dust rose into the air. "You really should take better care of
my chess board."

"Marley."

"Did you change the position of the pieces?
It seems like my bishop was--"

"Marley, we only have till morning."

"Ebenezer, you're doing it again."

"I'm sorry. I'll stop. Just move."
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 2
- Ghost Wanted
- Ideal Working Conditions

 


Bob Cratchit couldn't believe it; the blasted
ghost was actually tiptoeing down the hall. The grandfather clock
ticked sounding loud in the quiet house as the smell of Mrs. Barnes
biscuits filled the hall with a warm pastry smell. In addition, the
blasted ghost was sneaking around like a church mouse.

Bob stood in the doorway of the old house
watching the ghost tiptoe past the painting of young Queen
Victoria. The ghost lurked in the deep shadows before floating
across the threadbare carpet to the other side of the hall and
crept up to the George III grandfather clock before peeking at
him.

"What are you doing?" Bob said.

"I'm haunting, I am," the ghost said.

"Get over here," he said.

The ghost, an apparition of a skinny old man
with muttonchops and bald pate, floated over to him with his hat in
his hands.

Bob looked at the bald pate. "Didn't there
used to be a crack in your head where your wife hit you with an
ax?"

Edgar Firth, the ghost, brushed thin ghostly
strands of hair across his baldhead. "A most ghastly aspect, too
fearsome, I do believe. For this flam you need a more dramatic
effect."

"Dramatic? What are you talking about?"

"I used to work the Jolly Gaff and believe me
being sneaky is scarier."

Bob shook his head. He put the ethereal
gloves back on and grabbed Edgar by the back of his neck and tossed
him through the front door.

Then he took off the gloves, opened the door,
and looked up the narrow street. A thick fog blanketed the
cobblestone street. He couldn't see anything except a street
sweeper picking up horse droppings as he went along. In the
distance the bells of Saint Falsworth sounded. He put on the
ethereal glasses the gypsy sold him. Now he could see a line of
ghosts going up the street and stretching all the way to the Tower
of London for all he knew.

"Next," he said and a tall oafish ghost came
into the old house.Bob looked him over, couldn't see any signs of
how he had died.

"Name's Otis Taggert," the ghost said.

"What was the nature of your death?" he
said.

"Drinking a bottle of reeb I was, when I
passed out in the alley behind the Hogg's Head and didn't wake up
again."

"Bad beer?"

"No, I sort of fell asleep in a puddle."

"You drowned?"

"Wasn't that deep, but while I was sleeping
this hansom cab rolled over me."

"Crushed you?"

Otis shook his ghostly head.

"No gov'. I was a matchstick dipper at a
match factory and the phos--phospor-phos. . . ."

"Phosphorus."

". . . rotted my lungs away, it did." Otis
coughed as if he was still suffering.

Bob sighed, the headache was getting worse.
This was not going the way he had planned.

"The long and short of it, Otis, is that I
have need of a ghost to haunt this house."

"I'm a ghost," Otis said.

"Right," he said realizing Otis's bushel was
not full.

"If you can haunt it to my satisfaction, you
stay. If you don't, you'll be out on the street with the rest of
the haunts."

"I'll try me best, sir."

"Good. Now Otis, scare me."

"Sir?"

"Scare me."

Otis said, "Boo!"

"Boo? That's your best?"

"It usually works on the street gov'," Otis
said.

"Did you bring any trimmings?"

"Sir, what trimmings be they?"

"Don't you have chains you can rattle?"

"Why would I walk around with chains?" Otis
said.

"You're a ghost, aren't you?"

"Don't like chains myself, sir. Now some of
the older blokes might like it, but not me. They make a fella
unappealing to the ladies, if you get my drift."

"You're the biggest imbecile I've ever met,"
he said.

"Why thank you, sir," Otis said.

Bob swung open the front door and shouted,
"Aren't any of you ghosts scary?"

"We are curious as to the nature of our
employment," a gentlemanly ghost said.

"I have need of a ghost with lots of bedlam
and noise," Bob said.

"What's the lay?" a female ghost said.

"I need a ghost to scare someone."

Several of the ghosts grumbled and one of
them said, "Is he sickly?"

"He's been know to suffer minor maladies,"
Bob said.

"Who's the quarry, then?" another ghost said.
"Is he an old man?"

"Aye, and the years have made him
stronger."

"Is he a nice old man?"

"I've never heard him called nice," Cratchit
said. "What has that got to do with anything?

"'tis a bit of a joke?" Otis said and
Cratchit shook his head.

"You want us to scare to death some nice old
man?" a woman ghost in the front of the line said.

"I assure you, its wholly to your advantage,"
Bob said.

"Indeed? And have that on our conscience in
the great beyond?" she said and turned and started drifting
away.

Now all the ghosts were leaving.

"You'll have a nice warm house to haunt," he
said.

An old man ghost stuck out his tongue as he
floated away.

"Two half-crowns for your time," he said.

"Five shillings?" another ghost said. "What
need do we have of money?"

"I'll give it to your family," Bob said.

"We don't want no blood money on our hands,"
the ghost said and within minutes the road was empty.

Bob turned and saw Otis still standing there
with his hat in his hands.

"You're not leaving?" he said to Otis.

"Ain't got no family," Otis said. "And if you
asks me, the great hereafter, ain't so great. Ain't never been in
such a nice house and would like to stay, I would."

Bob sat down tiredly. "Okay Otis, go to the
basement and you'll find some chains. The master will be home after
he has dinner at the Queen's Crown. At nine o'clock, you will hear
the bells of Saint Falsworth, and you will come up the stairs
rattling the chains. Understand?"

"Nine o'clock, hear bells, rattle chains, got
it Mr. Cratchit."

He saw the look on Otis's ghostly face and
said, "What's the matter?"

"Sir, do I have to stay in the cellar till
nine?" Otis said. "Ain't too fond of cellars. Can I walk around and
look at things, this here being such a nice house, and . . . learn
my way about?"

"You can do anything except bother Mrs.
Barnes, the housekeeper, or she'll have the priest back doing
another exorcism."

"Right, don't be seen by Mrs. Barnes, is she
Emma Barnes sister?" Otis started to laugh. "Don't want to go
losing my head over her." Now Otis was rolling on the floor
laughing.

Bob rubbed his aching forehead. Since Emma
Barnes had been convicted of the axe murders everyone had an
unfunny joke.

"Okay, I'm over it," Otis said climbing to
his feet.

Bob said, "At nine take the chains up to the
master's room and say, I AM THE GHOST OF CHRISTMAS."

Otis looked at him. "You're serious,
gov'?"

"Otis, just follow these instructions." He
handed Otis a sheet of paper.

"If you say so, gov."

Otis stared at the sheet of paper.

"What?" Cratchit said. "What is it?"

"Can't read gov. Never was taught."

Cratchit sighed heavily. "All right, we will
go over it step by step. Pay attention."

 


***

 


Cratchit tried to sneak to his desk when he
got back to the office. He took off his coat but didn't get a
chance to sit down when Scrooge was waving him into his private
office.

"Late again, Cratchit," Scrooge yelled for
all the office to hear.

Once Cratchit was in his little office, Mr.
Scrooge slammed the door and turned to him. The pinched angry face
filled with anxiety.

"Did you get a ghost?" Scrooge asked.

"Yes sir."

Scrooge grinned. "And he'll do as he's
instructed?"

"I think so, sir."

"Good," Mr. Scrooge said rubbing his hands
together. "I do so miss meeting with Marley."

"Can I get back to my work, sir?"

"Go on. Go on," Scrooge said.

As Cratchit went out the door, Scrooge said
loudly, "Let that be a lesson to you," and smiled when the other
workers kept their heads down low.
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 3 -
Tiny Toy

 


The young boy stood at the window with his
frail face pressed to a small cold square of glass. Moonlight lit
the cobblestone street. Outside, people were walking past coming
out of the night and hurrying down the narrow street and
disappearing into the darkness. None of the new gas streetlights
had made it to this section of the city. Gray smoke from many
stoves and fireplaces wafted in the evening air like ghosts
searching about. A cold draft licked his face and he shivered and
leaned back, his breath fogging the glass.

"You see father?" his sister Martha said.

"No," he said, pressing his face to the small
cold pane again.

"Get away from that window," mother said.
"You'll catch yourself a draft."

"Yes ma'am." Holding his wooden crutch under
his arm, he limped back to his spot on the floor and sat down.

"He'll be coming soon," Victoria said.

"You think he forgot?" he said.

Martha shook her head no, but her expression
said he might have.

Sitting in her wooden rocking chair by the
potbelly stove Emily said, "Finished the sewing you wanted."

"Thank you mother," he said and got up and
using the crutch limped across the narrow room to her.

He took the tiny black jacket from her and
held it up, inspecting it. "This is just right."

"Is this for that doll the gypsy gave you?"
she said.

"Yes mother. He limped back across the room
to his corner.

She shook her head, her expression saying
that at least he was keeping busy, in this cold house that was
something.

Suddenly the door opened and father came
inside followed by a gust of icy winter wind that brought in the
cold damp smell of snow. The cold draft pushed away the odor of
kerosene lanterns and burning candles.

Father closed the thin wooden door and
brushed the snow off the shoulders of his threadbare coat.

With Father home, the whole spirit of the
house picked up. It was as if they had waited for this moment to
come alive and had been biding their time until he entered the
hearth. A smile lit Martha's face and she stopped knitting, the
needles paused clacking together. Mother smiled warmly at the tall
thin figure, and the little boy gazed proudly at his father as if
he wanted to run and
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