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  Wigilia Bożego Narodzenia


  


  


  I. W KANTORZE


  


  Marley umarł. Umarł przed 7 laty. Nikt o tym nie mógł wątpić, gdyż akt jego śmierci podpisali doktór i proboszcz, pisarz parafialny, a co najważniejsza, wspólnik jego Scrooge [czyli Chciwiec], którego podpis, zdaniem wszystkich kupców i bankierów, był pewniejszą gwarancją, niż najlepsza kasa ogniotrwała.


  Scrooge i Marley byli wspólnikami od niepamiętnych czasów. Po śmierci Marleya Scrooge został jego spadkobiercą i wykonawcą testamentu, a jak przez całe życie był jedynym jego towarzyszem, tak po śmierci sam jeden szedł na cmentarz za jego trumną.


  Nie należy sobie tylko wyobrażać, że ten wypadek zgnębił przykładnego wspólnika lub zamącił mu spokój umysłu, – bynajmniej, – właśnie podczas pogrzebu obmyślił plan doskonałego interesu, który przyniósł mu piękny dochód.


  Piszemy o tym wszystkim jedynie dlatego, aby czytelnik wiedział i pamiętał, że Marley dawno umarł, gdyż inaczej cała historia, którą opowiedzieć zamierzam, nie miałaby w sobie nic nadzwyczajnego.


  Scrooge nie starł z szyldu nazwiska wspólnika i nade drzwiami kantoru błyszczał zawsze napis: ˝Scrooge et Marley˝. Dom handlowy znany był wszystkim pod tą firmą. Mniej świadomi interesanci nazywali niekiedy pana Scrooge, Marleyem; on odpowiadał na oba nazwiska – nic mu to nie szkodziło.


  A ściskał też wszystko w garści ten pan Scrooge, stary grzesznik; był to skąpiec nad skąpce, umiał on wyrwać, wykręcić, wydusić, a nigdy nie wypuścił, co raz dostał w swoje pazury. Twardy i ostry, jak krzemień, był przy tym milczący i zamknięty w sobie. Lodowaty chłód serca skurczył mu oblicze, ścisnął spiczasty nos, pomarszczył czoło, zapalił oczy zimnym blaskiem stali, zacisnął mocno wąskie, sine usta Sztywna postawa, głos suchy i skrzypiący, białawy szron na głowie, brwi i podbródek spiczasty, czyniły go podobnym do ostrego gwoździa. Wszędzie wnosił z sobą lodowatą atmosferę, studził swą obecnością nawet kantor podczas upałów.


  Upał i zimno zresztą nie wywierało nań żadnego wpływu. Gorąco letnie nie grzało go, mrozy nie mroziły. Żaden wiatr nie był od niego ostrzejszy. Niepogoda nie mogła mu dokuczyć; najstraszliwsze ulewy, śniegi, grad, zawieruchy, nie zwracały jego uwagi. Było mu to wszystko jedno, byle interes szedł dobrze. Nikt też nie zatrzymał go nigdy na ulicy, aby mu powiedzieć z uśmiechem: ˝Kochany Scrooge, jak się masz? Co tam słychać? Przyjdźże nas odwiedzić?˝ Nigdy żebrak nie poprosił go o jałmużnę, dziecko nie zapytało o godzinę, ani zbłąkany przechodzień o kierunek drogi. Zdawało się, że znają go psy, prowadzące niewidomych, ponieważ gdy nadchodził, odciągały swych panów, poruszając znacząco ogonem, jakby chciały powiedzieć: ˝Biedny mój panie, lepiej nie widzieć czasem, niż mieć oczy!˝


  Lecz cóż to obchodziło p. Scrooge? On tego właśnie pragnął. Wydeptać sobie ścieżkę obok szerokiego gościńca, którym cały świat biegnie, i ostrzec przechodniów, aby mu nigdy nie włazili w drogę, było jego zadaniem.


  Pewnego dnia, a był to najpiękniejszy ze wszystkich dni roku, wigilia Bożego Narodzenia, stary Scrooge, bardzo zajęty, siedział w kantorze. Zimno było dotkliwe i przenikające, czas mglisty; Scrooge mógł wyraźnie słyszeć, jak przechodnie chuchali w palce, rozcierali ręce, tupali o bruk, aby się cokolwiek rozgrzać. Na wieży wybiła trzecia, a noc była już zupełna. Cały dzień było ciemno; – światła, ukazujące się w oknach, wyglądały, jak rude plamy na czarnym tle gęstego, dotykalnego prawie powietrza. Przez wszystkie szpary i dziurki od klucza mgła wciskała się do wnętrza domostw, a w najciaśniejszej uliczce przeciwległe budynki wyglądały, jak widma.


  Drzwi od kantoru Scrooge'a były otwarte, aby mógł mieć na oku buchaltera, siedzącego w małej sąsiedniej izdebce, gdzie przepisywał listy. W pokoju Scrooge'a tlał maleńki ogień – lecz w izbie buchaltera na garstce popiołu tlał zaledwie jeden węgielek. Nie śmiał biedak położyć więcej, ponieważ kosz z węglami stał w pokoju pryncypała, a ilekroć poważył się wnijść z łopatką po węgle, Scrooge wyrzucał mu, że go rujnuje, i groził, że będzie go musiał oddalić. To też nieszczęśliwy buchalter zawiązał na szyi wełniany szalik i próbował ogrzać się przy świecy.


  – Wesołych świąt, wujaszku – niech cię Bóg błogosławi! – ozwał się nagle głos młody i dźwięczny. Był to głos siostrzeńca Scrooge'a, który wpadł niespodzianie, zacierając ręce.


  – Ba – rzekł Scrooge – głupstwo!


  – Święta Bożego Narodzenia! wujaszku, to nie głupstwo. Nie chciałeś tego zapewne powiedzieć?


  – Owszem. Tak jest – rzekł Scrooge. – Wesołych świąt! Jakim prawem masz być wesoły? Co za powód, abyś się oddawał rujnującej wesołości? I tak jesteś dosyć ubogi.


  – No, no! – odpowiedział siostrzeniec – jakim–że prawem ty, wujaszku, jesteś smutny i kwaśny? Dlaczego się zatapiasz w tych nudnych rachunkach? I tak jesteś dosyć bogaty.


  – Głupstwo – zawołał Scrooge, nie mając lepszej odpowiedzi – głupstwo!


  – Nie gniewaj się, wujaszku!


  – Jakże się tu nie gniewać, żyjąc na świecie pełnym głupców i takich, jak ty, wariatów? Wesołych świąt! Idźcież do licha z waszą wesołością! Czymże jest dla was Boże Narodzenie? Chwilą płacenia długów i rachunków, na które często nie macie pieniędzy. Musi wam przypominać, że jesteście o rok starszymi, a nie bogatszymi o szeląg. Po sprawdzeniu książek handlowych, przekonywacie się w tym dniu dowodnie, że w ciągu upłynionych dwunastu miesięcy żaden interes nie przyniósł wam zysku. Gdyby to zależało ode mnie – dodał z wzrastającym oburzeniem – to każdego głupca, biegającego od domu do domu z okrzykiem ˝wesołych świąt˝ na ustach, wsadziłbym w kocioł, w którym się gotuje budyń, a potem pochował z gałązką choiny na sercu. Tak jest.


  – Wujaszku! – zawołał siostrzeniec – chcąc bronić sprawy Bożego Narodzenia.


  – Siostrzeńcze! – przerwał surowo starzec – obchodź sobie święta, jak ci się podoba, i pozwól mi, ażebym je obchodził na swój sposób.


  – Ależ ty ich wcale nie obchodzisz, wuju.


  – Tym lepiej – zostaw mnie tak, jak jestem. Wiele twoja wesołość przyniosła ci w życiu!


  – Przyznaję, że nie zawsze umiałem korzystać z okoliczności, ale mniejsza o to. Wracając do świąt Bożego Narodzenia (oprócz poszanowania, należnego świętej pamiątce, jaką w tym dniu obchodzimy) jest to dla mnie najpiękniejsza chwila w roku: chwila dobroci, przebaczenia uraz, zabawy, przyjemności; jest to dzień, w którym wszyscy, mężczyźni, kobiety i dzieci cieszą się i radują, zapominając o różnicy majątku i stanowiska, w bliźnich widzą tylko braci i towarzyszów pracy. Dlatego też chociaż dzień ten nie przyniósł mi nigdy złota ani srebra, wiele mu winien jestem, i z radością wołam: ˝Niech będą pochwalone święta Bożego Narodzenia!˝


  Buchalter, przysłuchujący się ze swej izdebki tej rozmowie, mimowolnie przyklasnął, lecz spostrzegłszy natychmiast, że popełnił niedorzeczność, schwycił w pomieszaniu cęgi, chcąc niemi poprawić ogień, i zagasił niechcący ostatnią iskierkę.


  – Niech no raz jeszcze posłyszę coś podobnego – zawołał rozgniewany Scrooge, zwracając się w stronę buchaltera – to zamiast świątecznej kolędy dostaniesz pan dymisję! Co do pana – rzekł do siostrzeńca – jesteś znakomitym mówcą, i dziwię się, że nie zasiadasz w parlamencie.


  – Nie gniewaj się, wujaszku – oto, wiesz co, lepiej przyjdź do nas jutro na obiad.


  Scrooge się zaperzył. – Idź do diabła! Tak, idź do diabła! – zawołał z uniesieniem.


  – Ależ dlaczego, wujaszku?... dlaczego?...


  – Po coś się ożenił? zapytał Scrooge.


  – Byłem zakochany.


  – Byłeś zakochany! – mruknął Scrooge. – Głupstwo – głupstwo! Dobranoc.


  – Mój wujaszku, wszakże i przed ożenieniem nigdy mię nie odwiedzałeś?


  – Dobranoc – rzekł Scrooge.


  – Nic od ciebie nie żądam, o nic cię nie proszę, czemuż nie możemy być przyjaciółmi?


  – Dobranoc!


  – Boli mnie, bardzo mię boli twoja zaciętość, wuju. Cóż mi możesz zarzucić? Przyszedłem dziś do ciebie dla uczczenia święta Bożego Narodzenia i pomimo przykrości, jaka mię tu spotkała, będę się cieszył i radował. Tak więc, wuju, życzę ci świąt wesołych!


  – Dobranoc! syknął Scrooge.


  Siostrzeniec wyszedł z pokoju, nie wyrzekłszy już ani słowa. Zatrzymał się jeszcze chwilkę przed drzwiami buchaltera, aby powtórzyć mu swoje życzenia, a biedny człowiek, choć do szpiku kości przemarznięty, goręcej je przyjął od starego Scrooge'a, i dziękując serdecznie, wyprowadził gościa aż do sieni.


  – Masz tu drugiego głupca, szaleńca! – mruknął Scrooge z gniewem. – Mój buchalter, nędzarz, zarabiający 15 szylingów tygodniowo, obarczony żoną i dzieciakami, mówi o wesołych świętach! Dalibóg, w domu wariatów są chyba rozsądniejsi ludzie.


  Ów szaleniec tymczasem, pożegnawszy w sieni młodzieńca, wprowadził dwie nowe osoby. Byli to dwaj panowie, ujmującej postawy; zdjąwszy kapelusze, stanęli przed biurkiem Scrooge'a, trzymając w ręku jakieś papiery i regestra.


  – Dom handlowy, Scrooge et Marley? – rzekł jeden z nich, zajrzawszy w listę, i składając głęboki ukłon bankierowi. Czy mam zaszczyt mówić z panem Scrooge, czy z panem Marley?


  – Pan Marley nie żyje od lat siedmiu – odpowiedział mrukliwie Scrooge. – Dzisiejszej nocy będzie lat siedem, jak umarł.


  Nie wątpimy, że pozostały wspólnik w swoim i nieboszczyka imieniu zechce wesprzeć nas hojnym datkiem – rzekł nieznajomy, podając Scrooge'owi pełnomocnictwo do zbierania składek. Na ten niemiły dźwięk wyrazu: hojny Scrooge zmarszczył brwi, potrząsnął głową i oddał nieznajomemu papiery.


  – W tej radosnej chwili, szanowny panie Scrooge – rzekł tamten, biorąc pióro – mamy niepłonną nadzieję zebrać dla biednych i niezamożnych braci naszych tak bardzo potrzebne wsparcie. Jest tysiące takich, którym zbywa na pierwszych potrzebach, setki tysięcy innych, walczących sił ostatkiem dla zapewnienia bytu swym rodzinom.


  – Czy to niema więzień? – zapytał Scrooge.


  – Och! jest ich aż zanadto – odparł nieznajomy, upuszczając pióro.


  – A domy przytułku? – mówił dalej Scrooge – czyż byłyby zamknięte?


  – Przeciwnie, panie – rzekł drugi – i niech Bóg broni, aby to miało nastąpić.


  – A domy zarobkowe! – A prawa o ubogich i żebrakach? – zawołał Scrooge.


  – Domy są pełne, a prawo obmyśla środki ratunku i pomocy.


  – A ja się tak przeraziłem tym, coś mi pan powiedział, sądziłem bowiem, że jakieś nieszczęście powstrzymało działalność tych pożytecznych zakładów. Niewymownie cieszę się z mojej pomyłki.


  – Niestety, instytucje te nie są w możności zaspokojenia potrzeb strasznej nędzy. Dlatego staramy się, korzystając z radosnej chwili, zebrać trochę pieniędzy na mięso, chleb i węgiel dla tych nieszczęśliwych, którym trzeba koniecznie przyjść z pomocą, ponieważ przykra pora roku najdotkliwiej i najboleśniej odczuwać każe niedostatek.


  – Ileż pan dobrodziej każe wpisać?


  – Nic! – odpowiedział Scrooge.


  – Zapewne pragnie pan ukryć nazwisko?


  – Pragnę, żebyście mi, panowie, dali pokój. Ponieważ zapytujecie mnie, czego sobie życzę, taka jest moja odpowiedź. Ja sam nie weselę się wcale na Boże Narodzenie, skądże więc dziwne żądanie, żebym dostarczał próżniakom środków do zabawy i rozrywki? Płacę podatki, przyczyniam się więc do utrzymania zakładów, o których mówiłem – kosztują one bardzo dużo; – a ci, którym tam jest niedogodnie, niech sobie szukają gdzie indziej przytułku.


  – Są tacy, którzy się docisnąć nie mogą – są inni, którzy woleliby raczej umrzeć, niż..


  – Ach, jeżeli wolu umrzeć – przerwał Scrooge – tym lepiej, – tym sposobem uniknie się przeludnienia. Zresztą, wybaczą mi panowie, nie znam się na tym i nie mam czasu. – Gdyby pan sobie życzył obznajmić się –


  – To do mnie nie należy; człowiek ma dosyć zajęcia z własnymi interesami. Dobranoc panom!


  Zrozumiawszy na koniec, iż wszelkie przedstawienia są daremne i żadnego nie przyniosą rezultatu, nieznajomi odeszli. – Scrooge wziął się na nowo do pracy, zadowolony z siebie i w daleko lepszym niż zwykle humorze.


  Tymczasem mgła gęstniała, i ciemność stała się prawie nieprzejrzaną; na ulicy widać było ludzi z zapalonymi pochodniami i latarniami, migających tu i owdzie i ofiarujących swe usługi woźnicom, aby biec przed końmi i prowadzić je po drodze. Odwieczna wieżyca kościelna, z której starożytny dzwon zdawał się wyglądać ciekawie przez gotyckie okno na Scrooge'a, siedzącego przy biurku, znikła zupełnie we mgle, a zegar kościelny bił godziny, pół godziny i kwadranse z tak przedłużonym jękiem, jak gdyby szczękał zębami. Zimno wzrastało. Gromadka rzemieślników, zajętych nitowaniem rur gazowych, rozpaliła na rogu ulicy wielkie ognisko, około którego cisnął się tłum obdartych i drżących z zimna ludzi dorosłych i dzieci. Grzali sobie ręce i pożerali niebieski płomień wzrokiem zachwycenia, wdzięczności i chciwości. Zamarzł kran od wodociągu, a wiszące wkoło niego grube, lodowate sople, przystroiły go w lodowatą brodę, komiczną i przerażającą.


  Błyszczące światła z okien magazynów rzucały czerwonawy odblask na blade twarze przechodniów. Sklepy kolonialne, rzeźników i przekupniów drobiu wyglądały wspaniale, i trudno było przypuszczać, aby tylko dla zysku nęcił oko artystyczny przepych tych wystaw. Lord-Major w potężnym zamku Mansion-House wydawał rozkazy kucharzom i piwniczym, co do przygotowania uroczystej wigilii, jak wypada na Lorda-Majora; a biedny krawiec, skazany przez niego w przeszłym tygodniu na pięć szylingów kary za pijaństwo, przygotowywał na poddaszu budyń, i chuda jego małżonka z dzieckiem na ręku biegła do sąsiedniego rzeźnika, aby kupić kawałek mięsa.


  Mgła się powiększa – mróz wzrasta! Mróz trzaskający, srogi.


  Mały ulicznik, właściciel zsiniałego noska, pochylił się pod drzwi Scrooge'a, chcąc go uczcić piosenką, – lecz po pierwszych wyrazach:


  Hej, kolęda – kolęda!


  Scrooge porwał leżącą linię z gestem tak wyrazistym, że przerażony śpiewak zemknął, jak oparzony.


  Nadeszła wreszcie chwila zamknięcia kantoru.


  Scrooge podniósł się z krzesła, dając tym sposobem niemy znak buchalterowi zamknięcia czynności i pozwolenie wyjścia, na co biedak już od dawna wyczekiwał. Zgasił więc szybko świecę i wziął do ręki kapelusz.


  – Pewnie byś pan sobie życzył jutro nie zajrzeć nawet do kantoru? – rzekł Scrooge z nieukrywaną zgryźliwością.


  – Jeżeli pan niema nic przeciwko temu...


  – Mam bardzo wiele. A gdybym tez wytrącił panu ten dzień z pensji, dopiero byś się dąsał, żem cię skrzywdził! Och! – jestem o tym jak najmocniej przekonany. Buchalter gorzko się uśmiechnął.


  – A jednak wcale cię nie obchodzi moja krzywda i strata, jaką ponoszę, płacąc za dzień, w którym nie będę miał z pana żadnego użytku.


  Buchalter ośmielił sit; zrobić uwagę, że to się zdarza tylko raz do roku.


  – Wielka mi racja! Dziwne usprawiedliwienie bezkarnego sięgania do cudzej kieszeni, dlatego, że to jest 25 grudnia – odpowiedział Scrooge, zapinając surdut pod górę. – No, cóż robić, muszę darować dzień jutrzejszy, proszę tylko wynagrodzić mi tę stratę i następnego dnia przyjść do kantoru wcześniej, niż zwykle.


  Buchalter przyrzekł uroczyście, a Scrooge wyszedł, ruszając ramionami i pomrukując o lenistwie i próżniactwie urzędników. W mgnieniu oka zamknięto kantor, buchalter, pociągnąwszy aż do pasa końce wełnianego szalika, skurczył się we czworo i spieszył, o ile pozwalała ciemność, potykając się na szklistym chodniku, wyszlifowanym przez uliczników. Wreszcie skręcił w zaułek, ciągle przyspieszając kroku, żeby miał jeszcze czas zagrać z dziećmi w ślepą babkę.


  A Christmas Carol


  


  


  STAVE ONE.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 Hamlet's 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, nor 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 Scrooge's 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 to-morrow.˝


  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 gentlemen, 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 gentlemen, 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.˝


  ˝Are there no prisons?˝ asked Scrooge.


  ˝Plenty of prisons,˝ said the gentleman, laying down the pen again.


  ˝And the Union workhouses?˝ demanded Scrooge. ˝Are they still in operation?˝


  ˝They are. Still,˝ returned the gentleman, ˝I wish I could say they were not.˝


  ˝The Treadmill and the Poor Law are in full vigour, then?˝ said Scrooge.


  ˝Both very busy, sir.˝


  ˝Oh! I was afraid, from what you said at first, that something had occurred to stop them in their useful course,˝ said Scrooge. ˝I'm very glad to hear it.˝


  ˝Under the impression that they scarcely furnish Christian cheer of mind or body to the multitude,˝ returned the gentleman, ˝a few of us are endeavouring to raise a fund to buy the Poor some meat and drink, and means of warmth. We choose this time, because it is a time, of all others, when Want is keenly felt, and Abundance rejoices. What shall I put you down for?˝


  ˝Nothing!˝ Scrooge replied.


  ˝You wish to be anonymous?˝


  ˝I wish to be left alone,˝ said Scrooge. ˝Since you ask me what I wish, gentlemen, that is my answer. I don't make merry myself at Christmas, and I can't afford to make idle people merry. I help to support the establishments I have mentioned: they cost enough: and those who are badly off must go there.˝


  ˝Many can't go there; and many would rather die.˝


  ˝If they would rather die,˝ said Scrooge, ˝they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population. Besides–excuse me–I don't know that.˝


  ˝But you might know it,˝ observed the gentleman.


  ˝It's not my business,˝ Scrooge returned. ˝It's enough for a man to understand his own business, and not to interfere with other people's. Mine occupies me constantly. Good afternoon, gentlemen!˝


  Seeing clearly that it would be useless to pursue their point, the gentlemen withdrew. Scrooge resumed his labours with an improved opinion of himself, and in a more facetious temper than was usual with him.


  Meanwhile the fog and darkness thickened so, that people ran about with flaring links, proffering their services to go before horses in carriages, and conduct them on their way. The ancient tower of a church, whose gruff old bell was always peeping slily down at Scrooge out of a gothic window in the wall, became invisible, and struck the hours and quarters in the clouds, with tremulous vibrations afterwards, as if its teeth were chattering in its frozen head up there. 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, round which a party of ragged men and boys were gathered: warming their hands and winking their eyes before the blaze in rapture. The water-plug being left in solitude, its overflowings sullenly congealed, and turned to misanthropic ice. The brightness of the shops where holly sprigs and berries crackled in the lamp-heat of the windows, made pale faces ruddy as they passed. Poulterers' and grocers' trades became a splendid joke: a glorious pageant, with which it was next to impossible to believe that such dull principles as bargain and sale had anything to do. The Lord Mayor, in the stronghold of the mighty Mansion House, gave orders to his fifty cooks and butlers to keep Christmas as a Lord Mayor's household should; and even the little tailor, whom he had fined five shillings on the previous Monday for being drunk and blood-thirsty in the streets, stirred up to-morrow's pudding in his garret, while his lean wife and the baby sallied out to buy the beef.


  Foggier yet, and colder! Piercing, searching, biting cold. If the good Saint Dunstan had but nipped the Evil Spirit's nose with a touch of such weather as that, instead of using his familiar weapons, then indeed he would have roared to lusty purpose. The owner of one scant young nose, gnawed and mumbled by the hungry cold as bones are gnawed by dogs, stooped down at Scrooge's keyhole to regale him with a Christmas carol: but at the first sound of


  ˝God bless you merry gentleman!


  May nothing you dismay!˝


  Scrooge seized the ruler with such energy of action, that the singer fled in terror, leaving the keyhole to the fog and even more congenial frost.


  At length the hour of shutting up the counting-house arrived. With an ill-will Scrooge dismounted from his stool, and tacitly admitted the fact to the expectant clerk in the Tank, who instantly snuffed his candle out, and put on his hat.


  ˝You'll want all day to-morrow, I suppose?' said Scrooge.


  ˝If quite convenient, Sir.˝


  ˝It's not convenient,˝ said Scrooge, ˝and it's not fair. If I was to stop half-a-crown for it, you'd think yourself ill used, I'll be bound?˝


  The clerk smiled faintly.


  ˝And yet,˝ said Scrooge, ˝you don't think me ill-used, when I pay a day's wages for no work.˝


  The clerk observed that it was only once a year.


  ˝A poor excuse for picking a man's pocket every twenty-fifth of December!˝ said Scrooge, buttoning his great-coat to the chin. ˝But I suppose you must have the whole day. Be here all the earlier next morning!˝


  The clerk promised that he would; and Scrooge walked out with a growl. The office was closed in a twinkling, and the clerk, with the long ends of his white comforter dangling below his waist (for he boasted no great-coat), went down a slide on Cornhill, at the end of a lane of boys, twenty times, in honour of its being Christmas-eve, and then ran home to Camden Town as hard as he could pelt, to play at blindman's-buff.


  Scrooge took his melancholy dinner in his usual melancholy tavern; and having read all the newspapers, and beguiled the rest of the evening with his banker's-book, went home to bed. He lived in chambers which had once belonged to his deceased partner. They were a gloomy suite of rooms, in a lowering pile of building up a yard, where it had so little business to be, that one could scarcely help fancying it must have run there when it was a young house, playing at hide-and-seek with other houses, and have forgotten the way out again. It was old enough now, and dreary enough, for nobody lived in it but Scrooge, the other rooms being all let out as offices. 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 sat in mournful meditation on the threshold.


  Now, it is a fact, that there was nothing at all particular about the knocker on the door, except that it was very large. It is also a fact, that Scrooge had seen it night and morning during his whole residence in that place; also that Scrooge had as little of what is called fancy about him as any man in the City of London, even including–which is a bold word–the corporation, aldermen, and livery. Let it also be borne in mind that Scrooge had not bestowed one thought on Marley, since his last mention of his seven-years' dead partner that afternoon. And then let any man explain to me, if he can, how it happened that Scrooge, having his key in the lock of the door, saw in the knocker, without its undergoing any intermediate process of change: not a knocker, but Marley's face.


  Marley's face. It was not in impenetrable shadow as the other objects in the yard were, but had a dismal light about it, like a bad lobster in a dark cellar. It was not angry or ferocious, but looked at Scrooge as Marley used to look: with ghostly spectacles turned up upon its ghostly forehead. The hair was curiously stirred, as if by breath or hot-air; and though the eyes were wide open, they were perfectly motionless. That, and its livid colour, made it horrible; but its horror seemed to be, in spite of the face and beyond its control, rather than a part of its own expression.


  As Scrooge looked fixedly at this phenomenon, it was a knocker again.


  To say that he was not startled, or that his blood was not conscious of a terrible sensation to which it had been a stranger from infancy, would be untrue. But he put his hand upon the key he had relinquished, turned it sturdily, walked in, and lighted his candle.


  He did pause, with a moment's irresolution, before he shut the door; and he did look cautiously behind it first, as if he half-expected to be terrified with the sight of Marley's pigtail sticking out into the hall. But there was nothing on the back of the door, except the screws and nuts that held the knocker on; so he said ˝Pooh, pooh!˝ and closed it with a bang.


  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. Scrooge was not a man to be frightened by echoes. He fastened the door, and walked across the hall, and up the stairs: slowly too: trimming his candle as he went.


  You may talk vaguely about driving a coach-and-six up a good old flight of stairs, or through a bad young Act of Parliament; but I mean to say you might have got a hearse up that staircase, and taken it broadwise, with the splinter-bar towards the wall, and the door towards the balustrades: and done it easy. There was plenty of width for that, and room to spare; which is perhaps the reason why Scrooge thought he saw a locomotive hearse going on before him in the gloom. 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 dip.


  Up Scrooge went, not caring a button for that: darkness is cheap, and Scrooge liked it. But before he shut his heavy door, he walked through his rooms to see that all was right. He had just enough recollection of the face to desire to do that. Sitting room, bed-room, lumber-room. All as they should be. Nobody under the table, nobody under the sofa; a small fire in the grate; spoon and basin ready; and the little saucepan of gruel (Scrooge had a cold in his head) upon the hob. Nobody under the bed; nobody in the closet; nobody in his dressing-gown, which was hanging up in a suspicious attitude against the wall. Lumber-room as usual. Old fire-guard, old shoes, two fish-baskets, washing-stand on three legs, and a poker.


  Quite satisfied, he closed his door, and locked himself in; double-locked himself in, which was not his custom. Thus secured against surprise, he took off his cravat; put on his dressing-gown and slippers, and his night-cap; and sat down before the fire to take his gruel.


  It was a very low fire indeed; nothing on such a bitter night. He was obliged to sit close to it, and brood over it, before he could extract the least sensation of warmth from such a handful of fuel. The fire-place was an old one, built by some Dutch merchant long ago, and paved all round with quaint Dutch tiles, designed to illustrate the Scriptures. There were Cains and Abels; Pharaoh's daughters, Queens of Sheba, Angelic messengers descending through the air on clouds like feather-beds, Abrahams, Belshazzars, Apostles putting off to sea in butter-boats, hundreds of figures, to attract his thoughts; and yet that face of Marley, seven years dead, came like the ancient Prophet's rod, and swallowed up the whole. If each smooth tile had been a blank at first, with power to shape some picture on its surface from the disjointed fragments of his thoughts, there would have been a copy of old Marley's head on every one.


  ˝Humbug!˝ said Scrooge; and walked across the room.


  After several turns, he sat down again. As he threw his head back in the chair, his glance happened to rest upon a bell, a disused bell, that hung in the room, and communicated for some purpose now forgotten with a chamber in the highest story of the building. It was with great astonishment, and with a strange, inexplicable dread, that as he looked, he saw this bell begin to swing. It swung so softly in the outset that it scarcely made a sound; but soon it rang out loudly, and so did every bell in the house.


  This might have lasted half a minute, or a minute, but it seemed an hour. The bells ceased as they had begun, together. They were succeeded by a clanking noise, deep down below; as if some person were dragging a heavy chain over the casks in the wine-merchant's cellar. Scrooge then remembered to have heard that ghosts in haunted houses were described as dragging chains.


  The cellar-door flew open with a booming sound, and then he heard the noise much louder, on the floors below; then coming up the stairs; then coming straight towards his door.


  ˝It's humbug still!˝ said Scrooge. ˝I won't believe it.˝


  His colour changed though, when, without a pause, it came on through the heavy door, and passed into the room before his eyes. Upon its coming in, the dying flame leaped up, as though it cried ˝I know him! Marley's Ghost!˝ and fell again.


  The same face: the very same. Marley in his pig-tail, usual waistcoat, tights, and boots; the tassels on the latter bristling, like his pigtail, and his coat-skirts, and the hair upon his head. The chain he drew was clasped about his middle. It was long, and wound about him like a tail; and it was made (for Scrooge observed it closely) of cash-boxes, keys, padlocks, ledgers, deeds, and heavy purses wrought in steel. His body was transparent: so that Scrooge, observing him, and looking through his waistcoat, could see the two buttons on his coat behind.


  Scrooge had often heard it said that Marley had no bowels, but he had never believed it until now.


  No, nor did he believe it even now. Though he looked the phantom through and through, and saw it standing before him; though he felt the chilling influence of its death-cold eyes; and marked the very texture of the folded kerchief bound about its head and chin, which wrapper he had not observed before: he was still incredulous, and fought against his senses.


  ˝How now!˝ said Scrooge, caustic and cold as ever. ˝What do you want with me?˝


  ˝Much!˝–Marley's voice, no doubt about it.


  ˝Who are you?˝


  ˝Ask me who I was.˝


  ˝Who were you then?˝ said Scrooge, raising his voice. ˝You're particular–for a shade.˝ He was going to say ˝to a shade,˝ but substituted this, as more appropriate.


  ˝In life I was your partner, Jacob Marley.˝


  ˝Can you–can you sit down?˝ asked Scrooge, looking doubtfully at him.


  ˝I can.˝


  ˝Do it then.˝


  Scrooge asked the question, because he didn't know whether a ghost so transparent might find himself in a condition to take a chair; and felt that in the event of its being impossible, it might involve the necessity of an embarrassing explanation. But the ghost sat down on the opposite side of the fire-place, as if he were quite used to it.


  ˝You don't believe in me,˝ observed the Ghost.


  ˝I don't,˝ said Scrooge.


  ˝What evidence would you have of my reality, beyond that of your senses?˝


  ˝I don't know,˝ said Scrooge.


  ˝Why do you doubt your senses?˝


  ˝Because,˝ said Scrooge, ˝a little thing affects them. A slight disorder of the stomach makes them cheats. You may be an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato. There's more of gravy than of grave about you, whatever you are!˝


  Scrooge was not much in the habit of cracking jokes, nor did he feel, in his heart, by any means waggish then. The truth is, that he tried to be smart, as a means of distracting his own attention, and keeping down his terror; for the spectre's voice disturbed the very marrow in his bones. To sit, staring at those fixed, glazed eyes, in silence for a moment, would play, Scrooge felt, the very deuce with him. There was something very awful, too, in the spectre's being provided with an infernal atmosphere of its own. Scrooge could not feel it himself, but this was clearly the case; for though the Ghost sat perfectly motionless, its hair, and skirts, and tassels, were still agitated as by the hot vapour from an oven.


  ˝You see this toothpick?˝ said Scrooge, returning quickly to the charge, for the reason just assigned; and wishing, though it were only for a second, to divert the vision's stony gaze from himself.


  ˝I do,˝ replied the Ghost.


  ˝You are not looking at it,˝ said Scrooge.


  ˝But I see it,˝ said the Ghost, ˝notwithstanding.˝


  ˝Well!˝ returned Scrooge. ˝I have but to swallow this, and be for the rest of my days persecuted by a legion of goblins, all of my own creation. Humbug, I tell you–humbug!˝


  At this, the spirit raised a frightful cry, and shook its chain with such a dismal and appalling noise, that Scrooge held on tight to his chair, to save himself from falling in a swoon. But how much greater was his horror, when the phantom taking off the bandage round its head, as if it were too warm to wear in-doors, its lower jaw dropped down upon its breast!


  Scrooge fell upon his knees, and clasped his hands before his face.


  ˝Mercy!˝ he said. ˝Dreadful apparition, why do you trouble me?˝


  ˝Man of the worldly mind!˝ replied the Ghost, ˝do you believe in me or not?˝


  ˝I do,˝ said Scrooge. ˝I must. But why do spirits walk the earth, and why do they come to me?˝


  ˝It is required of every man,˝ the Ghost returned, ˝that the spirit within him should walk abroad among his fellow-men, and travel far and wide; and if that spirit goes not forth in life, it is condemned to do so after death. It is doomed to wander through the world–oh, woe is me!–and witness what it cannot share, but might have shared on earth, and turned to happiness!˝


  Again the spectre raised a cry, and shook its chain, and wrung its shadowy hands.


  ˝You are fettered,˝ said Scrooge, trembling. ˝Tell me why?˝


  ˝I wear the chain I forged in life,˝ replied the Ghost. ˝I made it link by link, and yard by yard; I girded it on of my own free will, and of my own free will I wore it. Is its pattern strange to you?˝


  Scrooge trembled more and more.


  ˝Or would you know,˝ pursued the Ghost, ˝the weight and length of the strong coil you bear yourself? It was full as heavy and as long as this, seven Christmas Eves ago. You have laboured on it, since. It is a ponderous chain!˝


  Scrooge glanced about him on the floor, in the expectation of finding himself surrounded by some fifty or sixty fathoms of iron cable: but he could see nothing.


  ˝Jacob,˝ he said, imploringly. ˝Old Jacob Marley, tell me more. Speak comfort to me, Jacob.˝


  ˝I have none to give,˝ the Ghost replied. ˝It comes from other regions, Ebenezer Scrooge, and is conveyed by other ministers, to other kinds of men. Nor can I tell you what I would. A very little more, is all permitted to me. I cannot rest, I cannot stay, I cannot linger anywhere. My spirit never walked beyond our counting-house–mark me!–in life my spirit never roved beyond the narrow limits of our money-changing hole; and weary journeys lie before me!˝


  It was a habit with Scrooge, whenever he became thoughtful, to put his hands in his breeches pockets. Pondering on what the Ghost had said, he did so now, but without lifting up his eyes, or getting off his knees.


  ˝You must have been very slow about it, Jacob,˝ Scrooge observed, in a business-like manner, though with humility and deference.


  ˝Slow!˝ the Ghost repeated.


  ˝Seven years dead,˝ mused Scrooge. ˝And travelling all the time?˝


  ˝The whole time,˝ said the Ghost. ˝No rest, no peace. Incessant torture of remorse.˝


  ˝You travel fast?˝ said Scrooge.


  ˝On the wings of the wind,˝ replied the Ghost.


  ˝You might have got over a great quantity of ground in seven years,˝ said Scrooge.


  The Ghost, on hearing this, set up another cry, and clanked its chain so hideously in the dead silence of the night, that the Ward would have been justified in indicting it for a nuisance.


  ˝Oh! captive, bound, and double-ironed,˝ cried the phantom, ˝not to know, that ages of incessant labour by immortal creatures, for this earth must pass into eternity before the good of which it is susceptible is all developed. Not to know that any Christian spirit working kindly in its little sphere, whatever it may be, will find its mortal life too short for its vast means of usefulness. Not to know that no space of regret can make amends for one life's opportunities misused! Yet such was I! Oh! such was I!˝


  ˝But you were always a good man of business, Jacob,˝ faultered Scrooge, who now began to apply this to himself.


  ˝Business!˝ cried the Ghost, wringing its hands again. ˝Mankind was my business. The common welfare was my business; charity, mercy, forbearance, and benevolence, were, all, my business. The dealings of my trade were but a drop of water in the comprehensive ocean of my business!˝


  It held up its chain at arm's length, as if that were the cause of all its unavailing grief, and flung it heavily upon the ground again.


  ˝At this time of the rolling year,˝ the spectre said, ˝I suffer most. Why did I walk through crowds of fellow-beings with my eyes turned down, and never raise them to that blessed Star which led the Wise Men to a poor abode? Were there no poor homes to which its light would have conducted me!˝


  Scrooge was very much dismayed to hear the spectre going on at this rate, and began to quake exceedingly.


  ˝Hear me!˝ cried the Ghost. ˝My time is nearly gone.˝


  ˝I will,˝ said Scrooge. ˝But don't be hard upon me! Don't be flowery, Jacob! Pray!˝


  ˝How it is that I appear before you in a shape that you can see, I may not tell. I have sat invisible beside you many and many a day.˝


  It was not an agreeable idea. Scrooge shivered, and wiped the perspiration from his brow.


  ˝That is no light part of my penance,˝ pursued the Ghost. ˝I am here to-night to warn you, that you have yet a chance and hope of escaping my fate. A chance and hope of my procuring, Ebenezer.˝


  ˝You were always a good friend to me,˝ said Scrooge. ˝Thank'ee!˝


  ˝You will be haunted,˝ resumed the Ghost, ˝by Three Spirits.˝


  Scrooge's countenance fell almost as low as the Ghost's had done.


  ˝Is that the chance and hope you mentioned, Jacob?˝ he demanded, in a faultering voice.


  ˝It is.˝


  ˝I–I think I'd rather not,˝ said Scrooge.


  ˝Without their visits,˝ said the Ghost, ˝you cannot hope to shun the path I tread. Expect the first to-morrow, when the bell tolls one.˝


  ˝Couldn't I take 'em all at once, and have it over, Jacob?˝ hinted Scrooge.


  ˝Expect the second on the next night at the same hour. The third upon the next night when the last stroke of twelve has ceased to vibrate. Look to see me no more; and look that, for your own sake, you remember what has passed between us!˝


  When it had said these words, the spectre took its wrapper from the table, and bound it round its head, as before. Scrooge knew this, by the smart sound its teeth made, when the jaws were brought together by the bandage. He ventured to raise his eyes again, and found his supernatural visitor confronting him in an erect attitude, with its chain wound over and about its arm.


  The apparition walked backward from him; and at every step it took, the window raised itself a little, so that when the spectre reached it, it was wide open. It beckoned Scrooge to approach, which he did.


  When they were within two paces of each other, Marley's Ghost held up its hand, warning him to come no nearer. Scrooge stopped.


  Not so much in obedience, as in surprise and fear: for on the raising of the hand, he became sensible of confused noises in the air; incoherent sounds of lamentation and regret; wailings inexpressibly sorrowful and self-accusatory. The spectre, after listening for a moment, joined in the mournful dirge; and floated out upon the bleak, dark night.


  Scrooge followed to the window: desperate in his curiosity. He looked out.


  The air was filled with phantoms, wandering hither and thither in restless haste, and moaning as they went. Every one of them wore chains like Marley's Ghost; some few (they might be guilty governments) were linked together; none were free. Many had been personally known to Scrooge in their lives. He had been quite familiar with one old ghost, in a white waistcoat, with a monstrous iron safe attached to its ancle, who cried piteously at being unable to assist a wretched woman with an infant, whom it saw below, upon a door-step. The misery with them all was, clearly, that they sought to interfere, for good, in human matters, and had lost the power for ever.


  Whether these creatures faded into mist, or mist enshrouded them, he could not tell. But they and their spirit voices faded together; and the light became as it had been when he walked home.


  Scrooge closed the window, and examined the door by which the Ghost had entered. It was double-locked, as he had locked it with his own hands, and the bolts were undisturbed. He tried to say ˝Humbug!˝ but stopped at the first syllable. And being, from the emotion he had undergone, or the fatigues of the day, or his glimpse of the Invisible World, or the dull conversation of the Ghost, or the lateness of the hour, much in need of repose; went straight to bed, without undressing, and fell asleep upon the instant.
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