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Christmas Carole:

And the secret history of Scrooge.

‘He’s a bastard, especially at Christmas.’

‘Gives nothing to nobody.’

‘Never spends any of it.’

‘That house of his is falling down.’

‘How did he ever get to be such a miserable bastard?’

‘Oh, he’s not miserable. Just sort of vacant.’

‘Like somebody has taken his soul.’

‘Wonder how that happened?’

***

Eben Webster was not the sort of man who would generally be taken much notice of, unless it were at his accounting practice, where he would be given the bare minimum of attention necessary to the purpose and no more. And this despite his ownership of the business.

He was of average height, slightly stooped, balding, with a clipped moustache that he insisted on keeping despite every opinion, including privately his own, that it was frankly an abomination. But he considered it to be his only distinguishing feature, and so held onto it tenaciously as if afraid that without it he would disappear from view altogether.

No one in the affluent neighbourhood where he resided, even noticed that he swung his sleek Jaguar F-type into his winding driveway as usual that evening. Unless, that is, the wash of headlights over the pine trees that framed the entranceway to his property illuminated them brightly enough to catch someone’s disinterested eye for a single moment. Maybe they were even mistaken momentarily for some sort of Christmas display. That would be the closest Eben got to such trivialities, as he thought them. He didn’t have any neighbours in the normal sense, the local residents went to great lengths to cut themselves off from each other, building high fences, nurturing great towering trees and investing in the latest security devices. The main benefit of wealth would seem to be the ability not to see anyone, or be seen by anyone, and Eben saw no reason to compromise this achievement by making any part of his property conspicuous at Christmas.

None of the houses in the vicinity were strictly alike, indeed they were studiously individual, but nevertheless they all fell into a sort of limbo between modern and traditional, and ended up being a travesty of both. Eben’s house was a good example. It was essentially a brick box with Elizabethan ‘wings’ and a ‘portico’ after the Roman model, and mock Tudor timbers that failed to lend any historical flavour or architectural distinction at all. It looked neither to the future nor the past. It had no sense of era, nor sense of place. Perhaps it might be said to be therefore a good match with the unremarkable Chartered Accountant, but that would be an error. There are no unremarkable people.

The man himself took a bag of groceries out of the boot of his car and walked across to his front door, ascending the regulation three steps that the grandiose portico demanded as a minimum to approach it.

He looked quite a small and unimpressive figure as he fiddled with the key and then swung back an iron banded door (which required and received no actual reinforcement from the steel overlay) and entered through an aperture that would have allowed three to comfortably walk abreast.

Once inside, he shut the ponderous door and saw that the large wire mailbox under the flap was mostly full again with festive mail. He had only emptied it that morning. He sighed, remembering how the flood of advertising material and cards from business had irked his wife. As if it hadn’t irked him as well.

His sense of smell took in the artificial flowery scent of floor polish without it actually impinging on his consciousness. Emily had liked the parquet blocks to gleam in the wide, long hallway and he still employed the same cleaner, who followed the years old instruction to the letter twice a week.

Christmas had always been a bad time for them, he reflected, taking the mail out of the wire trap. She went to her family home in the country every year for the big get together, but he persisted in the view that such familial gatherings were as inappropriate as giving to the poor and assisting at the shelters and soup kitchens. He therefore, stayed resolutely at home on the coldest outskirts of the city. Then one January she did not return, and he found that he did not miss her very much. He sighed again. That was five years ago.

Eben sorted the letters into a neat pile and laid them on a small, elegant table to one side of the door. The advertisements he quickly discarded, likewise the charity circulars, he was already doing quite enough of that in anyone’s opinion. He frowned as he came across one that had evidently been hand delivered, with his name scrawled on the envelope in poor handwriting but bearing no other mark.

Curious, he opened it without waiting to take it to his study, ripping it apart with his thumbnail rather than the letter knife he normally used.

There was a card inside. He slid it out and froze. It was a shock, and then it was as laughable as it was pathetic.

Someone calling herself ‘Christmas Carole’ was advertising for some sort of escort service, but she looked old enough to be his mother. Despite this, she was decked out in the most whorish clothing Eben had ever seen outside of a porn film.

Her ample proportions were held together by black PVC and her lined face smeared with slutty lipstick. She bent a wicked looking cane between her red-tipped fingers and the whole sagging mess was perched ridiculously on high heeled boots.

On the carded picture were the words:

Alone this Christmas? Don’t be.

There was a QR code below.

He chuckled. Then he grew silent. Who was the butt of this joke? Not he, he thought, because he was indeed going to be alone for Christmas. Not because he hadn’t had invitations galore. Not because there were a hundred and one functions and dinners that he could be appearing at, and lauded at every one as a model employer. But because on the day, the actual day, he had nowhere to go. He was an only child, and separated from his wife.

It was so ironic. He liked Christmas and was generous to all who knew him, but when the day came, he always wound up on his own.

He looked back at the advertisement. She looked straight at him, a dangerous twinkle in dark eyes. Black nailed fingers gripped the shaft of the cane tightly, slim knuckles white.

He looked around the hallway, as if he expected someone to be watching him. Then he took up his phone and let his browser open the webpage connected to the QR Code.

It went to the same photograph and just had a link for more pics, and the words:

Don’t you want a fully-filled stocking? Click here for YES.

Eben laughed at that, but it was a nervous laugh, and his heart beat heavily in his chest. This in itself was a bit of a curiosity. He rarely got excited. His body seemed to be reacting strongly to something that his mind did not register. He felt as if his insides were dissolving, becoming warm and fluid. His heart beat in slow, heavy thumps.

He watched with the strange impression that he was a spectator as his thumb clicked on ‘YES’

There was a momentary pause, then a new page loaded. It only had a single sentence on it.

Thank You, Mr Webster, from all the staff. We always suspected you were a total loser. Now we know.

A cold wave of horror washed over the back of his head and shivered down his spine. Stupefied, he read and re-read the message, thinking that eventually it would actually say something else. But the language was unambiguous, no matter how many times he looked at it.

The language was deeply disrespectful of course but more than that, he realised, it said plainly enough we hate and despise you.

It was so callous and malicious that he shuddered as if a spear of ice had suddenly impaled him.

He walked unsteadily down the hall, as pale as a condemned man, his mouth hanging slightly open and the terrible card in his hand.

He turned into the sitting room, his mind a blank, unconsciously seeking the most reassuring part of the house. This was not an easy matter as there was little about the place that was very comforting to him apart from a superficial familiarity. It was too large and Emily’s style was minimalist and austere. He had not changed the decor much over the years. It had not occurred to him to do so, just as he had not really had an opinion when they had moved into the house. She had been the one with the definite ideas, and he had just gone along with it. Even the neighbourhood had been her choice, not his. He hadn’t argued about it. It had seemed unimportant. But now that he needed something to ground him and remind him of himself, he found there was little there.

He sat down on the sofa that he usually watched TV from and tried to stop the world from spinning incomprehensibly round in his head. He was shocked at how much the spiteful trick actually hurt him.

He had heard about cyber bullying and online abuse but always assumed it was just a new fad that was fashionable to moan about. No worse than being the object of some lighthearted banter in the ‘real world’. But now he wasn’t so sure. The way it was anonymous, insidious, malevolent. The equivalent in the old days would have been a typed letter, he supposed, but even then, this seemed somehow worse. The internet was a living thing. Phones, PCs, tablets were friends, intimate friends. It was a profound sort of invasion. It was incredible how personal and essential these items had become. It wasn’t just that they were useful. It was more than that. They anticipated and assisted his life in a way that only a friend would, knowing the pattern of his days, his calendar, his preferences, his daily routine. It was as though the invasion was inside, deeper than a physical wound.

He thought about making himself a cup of tea, but discarded the idea at once with a little hiss of disgust. He got to his feet and went to the little cupboard where they had kept the drinks. There was a little image inlaid in the pull-down wooden door of a Morris dance, and he wondered if his staff were similarly cavorting in triumph, celebrating his predicament.

He poured himself a large whisky and gulped it down. The bite of the fiery liquor was pleasant, like an old friend giving him a slap to pull himself together. There was character in it, the pungent smokiness of peat and burnt wood, the taste of the earth, and honeyed notes too, like a welcome on a wild moor. Came too, the salt air and pepper of the sea.

It did not lift his mood very much, but it at least allowed his mind to start working, trying to see the implications of what had happened. Would the perpetrators make it public? Would everybody at work at least be told about it? He cringed and let out a hardly audible moan as he pictured how delighted and amused everyone would be, certainly all the junior staff. Would he be blackmailed? Ice entered his body again at that thought.

He looked at the image on the card again. She had arresting eyes and there was something still very appealing about her, but there was no doubting that she was well into her fifties, maybe late fifties, and dressed like a total whore, which made it completely ridiculous that he could ever admit to anything with regard to her. Even so, he continued looking at her for a while and was surprised to find that he was becoming aroused, and in a way that felt different from the usual sexual awakenings. Something in the dominant pose and striking eyes.

He tore his gaze away from it after a while, wondering at himself. There were far more important and distressing things to worry about, and there he was looking at this travesty of a come-on from someone old enough to be his mother.

He simply could not believe that anyone in his employ could have been so nasty to him.

There was the Christmas company party scheduled for the evening following, and one that he never failed to turn up to. However, in the circumstances it was out of the question that he would go. Any laughter he heard he’d assume would be at his expense. He had no idea how far the joke had travelled round the office. He would have to make some sort of excuse.

It seemed to him that his life had been going down hill for some time and he was plumbing new, sinister depths. If he couldn’t go to the party, then he couldn’t go to any associated event without the possibility of ridicule. It wasn’t the actual sensitivity of the fact that he had tried to connect with a ‘Christmas Grannie for Hire’, but very fact that he had been the target of so malicious and hateful a trap. After everything that he had done for them. He felt a white burning of anger suddenly at their ungratefulness.

At last, he had turned it over so many times in his mind that he felt ill and had to try and concentrate on something else.

He microwaved a ready meal that he had bought that day, but had no appetite and threw it in the bin after trying a mouthful.

In the end he went back to the whisky and kept looking at the card. It seemed that whenever he did so, her presence was so strong as to obliterate past and future, which at that point was a blessed relief. Let the past be ever so terrible, and the future immeasurably dark, but where she was, a reassuring and exciting present existed.

Drunk an hour or so later, and deathly tired, he staggered up to his bedroom, cursing the length of the stair and the walk down the landing. He put the card on his bedside table and without even bothering to undress, flung himself down and fell at once into a deep sleep.

***

He was woken by a clock striking midnight in slow, dolorous tones. This was exceedingly strange, after he had considered for a moment, as he didn’t have a striking clock. He could hear it ticking loudly however, and he found that he had got to his feet and was somehow compelled to move towards the echoing, dreadful sound.

He went down the curving stairs to the hall and saw at the end farthest from the door was an enormous long case clock with a carven gothic headpiece and side carvings made from the blackest wood. The face was as white as the moon, with a spear and a sword marking the time. Both pointed up for midnight and the pendulum swung ponderously to and fro.

He turned on an impulse and saw a golden light coming towards him, and a female figure within it that seemed somehow familiar.

As it came closer, to his amazement he saw that it was ‘Christmas Carole’ the woman on the card, and she was still wearing all her whorish lingerie under a long black cloak which hid little of her front. She was carrying a heavy, antique chain, with a hinged iron collar attached, hanging open. Strangely, this did not seem to appall him.

She came up to him and smiled. Though her face was old, the light in that expression was of the light that does not age and Eben was filled with wonderment.

She gently reached up and placed the iron collar round his neck, fastening it with a dull snick that seemed to reverberate right through the house and made him shudder. As soon as these strange vibrations had dissipated however, any misgivings or fears that Eben had seemed to entirely flee before a rush of beautiful, positive energy. He let out a long breath which seemed to continue for longer than was possible, leaving him feeling somehow lighter and less substantial. He didn’t know if his clothes disappeared with that long exhale or whether he had been naked before, but he stood before her entirely exposed, but without any self-consciousness.

It was as though the chain was a conductor of beautiful feelings, flowing from her voluptuous form through her black-nailed fingers, and on through the darkly gleaming links to his heart. The chain didn’t seem at all heavy either, despite its robust appearance. She tugged at it gently and turned away.

‘Come,’ she said. ‘Our time is short.’

Without thinking, he followed behind her as she swayed provocatively along on her high heels.

‘Carole?’ He asked, confused, but not afraid. ‘Where are we going?’

‘To the past,’ she said, and at once seemed to step into a dark void. He would have feared to follow her, but the chain gave him a sense of poise and gravity, and the warm energy reassured him.

He vaguely heard voices, scenes, passing too faintly and too fast for his mind to comprehend them, but soon they began to slow, and gradually a familiar scene resolved itself.

It was a row of houses by a railway, with a pedestrian bridge going over it, and he saw that the terrace was one of many, marching rank behind rank up to a low hill where a church steeple showed above the grim uniformity. The sky was leaden, and there was the smell of approaching rain.

‘That’s Undern Church,’ he exclaimed.

‘Yes,’ she said, gently.

‘And that’s our old house!’

There were no vehicles, nor people. An eerie quiet pervaded everything.

‘Let’s go inside,’ she said.

‘But I’m naked, and… chained!’

She laughed at that. ‘So you are, pet, but no one can see us. We are not of this time.’

Her laughter went through him in shudder of submissive pleasure that was entirely new to him. He smiled gratefully.

They did not go through the front door, rather they seemed to merge with it and Eben found himself back in his old sitting room.

‘He’s got to learn, Marjorie!’

There was his father, with his watery blue eyes and bluff, ruddy face. A short, spare man, he bounced slightly when he spoke as if to make himself a little taller. There was something in the diminutive figure in neat slacks and a knitted waistcoat that was reminiscent of a character from a children’s story that had speaking animals in it, but there was nothing cute about his language, and Eben winced, feeling a familiar dread creep over him.

‘There’ll be plenty of time for play when he’s made his mark!’

The man’s voice was husky, in a high register, as if it were not much used and was struggling to find its proper tone. There was a woman across the room, not meeting his eye, but nodding, knitting. His mother. He felt sorry for her then, seeing how submissive and inconsequential she was. His father said no more, merely perched on the chair that he had taken from the hospital when they got new furniture installed. He was always doing voluntary work there, and they hadn’t minded him taking it. He opened the paper, flicked it straight impatiently and concentrated on the print. What he read there didn’t seem to please him.

Looking around, the room was austere, with no paintings or colours to relieve it’s uniformity. When he grew up there, it just seemed normal, but now he realised bare it was.

He looked at Carole, feeling uneasy. Her luscious curves and gleaming PVC basque seemed like a wonderful antidote to that dreary austerity.

Again he was about to frame a question, but she tugged on his chain again and he found himself inside his old room, sitting at his desk with his head in his hands.

Eben’s mood seemed to merge suddenly with the former version of himself and all the warm energy from the chain was dissipated and became a yawning emptiness. He gasped. He remembered that feeling so well. There wasn’t any violence in that house, hardly any raised voices. Nothing so lively as that. Just that husky, unused voice, and the house was the same, with nothing to say, but an iron utility. It seemed to press upon him until he felt like filling the void with a scream.

‘Who is happy here?’ She asked, in a low voice.

The answer came without thinking.

‘No one.’

With that the scene changed again. This time is was a tatty hall with trestle tables supporting steaming pots of soup letting out appetising smells. A shambling line moving along it, taking slices of bread and nodding their appreciation to the volunteers spooning it out with a jolly ‘Merry Christmas’. Eben remembered these occasions and shuddered. Still the energy from the chain did not return and he felt very cold and empty.

‘Look closely,’ said Carole, suddenly, whispering in his ear. ‘Look at their faces.’

Eben did not understand. Look at who’s faces, the givers or receivers? He looked at them both, still not comprehending. He looked up at her and frowned.

‘Who is happy here?’ She asked.

He made to speak, but he had a new definition of happiness now. The chain had passed such sweetness into his soul that he had to recalibrate what the word meant.

He looked first at the line of the poor moving along by the tables. Mostly they took their food without ceremony, looking tired. Some tried a feeble joke. Some looked positively simmering with some sort of unspoken resentment. He looked at the ones serving. They smiled when they said ‘Merry Christmas’ but there was no sincerity there. No warmth. He sensed that they were looking forward to the end of their voluntary shift in order to return to their comfortable houses and well-fed families. He saw also that they looked down on the unfortunate wretches who were forced to swallow their patronising generosity as well as their soup.

‘No-one,’ he said, biting his lip.

Then she tugged a little at his chain and the old municipal hall faded away. When he felt the chain, and concentrated on it, the warmth flowed back into him and he breathed a sigh of relief, realising that it was up to him to feel the weight of it, and appreciate the connection. The flow was always there, but you had to open your heart and mind to let it fill you. He promised to himself that he would always keep a part of his attention on it in future.

‘Now we must hurry,’ said Carole.

Eben found himself in another front room, though nothing as neat, orderly or respectable as his own boyhood home. A man sat in a sagging armchair in a string vest, tipping beer down his throat as he watched some sort of seasonal game show. Eben curled his lip disdainfully as the man staggered to his feet, ungainly with the vest straining at the bulging stomach. He recognised the man suddenly as one who most of the neighbourhood looked down upon. The Tyrells, he thought, with an involuntary shudder.  The unsightly man opened the fridge laboriously and took out another can of beer. He looked across at his wife as she wiped sweat from her brow, bent over a large bird almost ready for the oven.

He hesitated and then stepped over to her, and gently encircled her with his arms.

‘Fuck em, love,’ he said, ‘they don’t deserve it. We don’t need all this palaver.’

He leant his chin on her shoulder, and she reached with one floury hand and laid it on his arm. He squeezed her affectionately and she laughed, and the sound had the sweetness and clarity of a fall of water in a brook.

‘Get away, you great clod.’

‘All right,’ he said, with a sigh, releasing her a moment later.

Then they were at a bus stop, with a group of people waiting in the cold for their ride. Their breaths made great spreading streams of white air and they stamped their feet impatiently.

An old man arrived at the stop and seemed to hesitate, looking at each person briefly in turn. Mostly the looks he got back where suspicious and unkind. One man, his face almost entirely hidden by a fur lined hood nodded to him civilly, though with somewhat of a confused air. The old man went up to him at once and started a conversation about the weather. Eben could see that the man in the hood was looking anxious plainly wondering what he had let himself in for.

The old man took out a book of photographs and began showing them with obvious pride. He was an old signalman for the local railway and they had named a locomotive after him, for forty years service. Kindly, the man took an interest, and asked him about his career and how he was doing in his retirement. The man was beaming as he related the circumstances, pointing out the high rollers who posed with him for the photographs, the locomotive in the background.

‘Do you understand?’ Asked Carole, looking at him intently. ‘I could show you many more, but we cannot tarry here.’

‘Yes, I think so,’ he said, frowning, seeing the beautiful, transient connection between the two men.

She smiled, her fingers moving the chain in her hand slightly.

‘Good, we have no more time for the past. We should get on.’

‘Where now?’ He asked, following behind her.

‘The present.’

Again, he had a strange sensation of displacement and a shadowy void yawned out to each side. There were voices, so many voices, coming faintly.

He sensed them slow again, and a situation resolved itself slowly.

There were in a public house.

‘It’s the Bell,’ he said, recognising the place.

Seated at on end were a group of people, sharing a drink and laughing.

‘That’s Ravid’s lot,’ said Webster, ‘I recognise some them.’

They were a rival accountancy firm.

‘Here’s hoping the old twat chokes on a sprout!’

Laughter followed and they all raised their glasses.

More quips at the expense of the boss rang out and more laughter and merriment followed.

Carole looked quizzically at him. Webster frowned, looking at the raucous, laughing group.

‘Ah, I see. They are glad because they are united in their dislike for the boss. Who wisely is not there?’

She shook her head.

‘Look more closely, Eben. Remember the question, who is happy here?’

He hesitated, thinking that he had answered it. But when he looked again, he perceived that none of the beautiful energy connected them. They were united, but not by happiness.

‘No one,’ he said.

‘Good,’ she said, smiling, and tugged on his chain again. A wave of pleasure wafted through him as he followed dutifully after Carole, not caring where they were going, as long as they were still connected.

This time he was in an unfamiliar house, but it didn’t take him long to work out he was in the large out of town property of his rival, Ravid Astri.

There was quite a lot of noise, with what seemed like an endless number of children and relatives bustling about and yelling over each other. The man himself sat on a cushion on the floor with his legs crossed and seemed perfectly balanced and contented there. It was a lovely room, Eben had to admit, with the subcontinental draperies and colours, red and gold being the dominant hues. All the males were on the floor. That looked really weird to him. Adults sat above as children played below as he knew it, but here the boundaries were not so defined.

The woman who he took to be the mans wife was speaking in emphatic tones with other ladies, who mostly stood or moved to keep the flow of food and drink and going. They pointed and nodded and directed while the men played with the children. He frowned. They were serving the men, but acting like Field Marshals. Which was it? Servants or Mistresses?

Eben wasn’t sure that there was much that was Christmassy about it, but he knew that a lot of Indian families made a great thing of Diwali, which had some deep parallels with the light of Christmas in a dark time and the children demanded equality with their peers as school anyway.

Eben wasn’t quite sure whether the social arrangement he was witnessing was quite right, with the gender roles so starkly contrasted. Surely everyone should be doing the same thing by the modern strict equality rules? He looked at Carole who was eyeing him with faintly quizzical smile. Then it struck him that he was asking the wrong question again. He smiled as he felt the warmth of the chain fill him once more, tingling right through his body.

He realised that jealousy had been driving his thoughts before, but with the bright energy flowing through the chain, he found that he was only glad that they were connected also to this marvellous emotional network which only increased with more links, never decreased.

Then the scene changed once again.

He was outside a cottage, with lights at the window, trees stark to each side and hill rising steeply into the pink, evening sky behind. He recognised it with a shudder as the house of his in-laws, his estranged in-laws, thank God, he thought. There was the pungent smell of wood smoke.

She tugged his chain gently again and they entered into the sitting room where a group of men and women sat around the fire talking. He recognised Samuel, Emily’s father. He was looking very distinguished with his crop of white hair and tanned face, expensive glasses and pink corduroys. He had an habitual air of faint amusement, as if the world as he saw it was entirely predicable and immature.

‘Always the essentials,’ he drawled, sipping whisky from a tumbler, and his slight smile widening briefly, ‘stick to that and you won’t go wrong.’

‘But they are so well hidden, Samuel,’ said another man in a yacht club polo shirt, slacks to short, no socks and deck shoes. His eyes glittered in a sharp face, and his teeth were white and even.

‘You have to know where to look,’ grated a deep, gravelly voice, ‘its not all on the balance sheet, Guy.’ He snorted heavily and sipped from his own crystal tumbler. ‘You young guns.’

Guy eyed him, an old gentleman in country tweed and polished brown shoes, his eyes half concealed by beetling eyebrows and explosions of hair coming from his ears.

‘Looking is entirely a new science now, Mr Old Gun,’ he replied, his smile widening every so slightly.

‘Ah, but you still need a good eye, young fellow,’ he shot back with, ‘and a steady aim.’

‘Oh, do we have to start talking about shooting little animals again? Honestly Rupert.’

This came from a young lady in leather trousers and a diaphanous white blouse, holding a thin stemmed glass in long, scarlet-tipped fingers.

There were some tittering from the other ladies, though their eyes were calculating.

‘Could talk about shooting big animals, if you like,’ he retorted, with a harrumph.

‘Or possibly saving something,’ said an older lady in expensive jewellery and  and pleasant expression, smiling round the room with their air of having grasped the essentials. ‘Apart from money, that is.’

‘Wish the goalkeeper had bloody saved that penalty yesterday,’ said a dark set man with flashing, rapier eyes, and his laugh was a peculiar, sobbing leer.

Some of the men chuckled.

‘Come, we’ve seen enough,’ said Carole, pulling gently at his chain.

They went outside, flowed down the hill to a wide fenced ring and a row of stables. In a moment they had entered one of the stalls.

Eben’s heart had begun to race the moment he had seen the stables. He knew what was coming next.

And there she was, standing in that beautiful erect posture that he knew so well, her blonde hair neatly arranged in a single plait that reached down below her shoulders. She was dressed in jeans and a fleece jacket, and wellington boots, but still she looked elegant, he thought, with a pang. A horse was nuzzling her, pushing its head into her chest and she laughed softly, stroking its neck and whispering something in its ear.

Eben was fascinated by her hand, those long fingers caressing the horse’s neck with such tenderness. She smiled and there was no sound apart from the occasional slight moving of the horse’s feet and the undertone of her gentle voice. The warm emotion that the chain afforded him grew in intensity till the tears obscured the scene and he was filled with wonderment.

Could this be the same woman who he’d had such bitter and terrible rows with, who had treated him so callously, and been so unreasonable and demanding that he had thought her completely insane?

When he wiped his eyes and was able to see again, he found that Carole had  once again led him onwards to a new destination.

He heaved a sigh at that.

‘The time is short,’ she said, divining his regret.

‘She seemed happy,’ he remarked, as they travelled once again through the terrible void.

‘Yes,’ agreed Carole.

‘Where are we going now?’

‘The future.’

‘Ah,’ said Eben, and he suddenly felt a terrible dread. Did he really want to know what lay ahead for him? It seemed likely that it would be nothing good.

But it did actually seem quite promising, as the strange mists cleared to reveal some sort of royal occasion, full of pomp and importance. He was standing in a row with other worthies in a great chamber and the monarch was giving out an award with a sort of humorous decorum, chatting for a brief time with each recipient. He felt his chest swell with the recognition that he had obviously merited and waited in excitement for his turn. He guessed that it was about twenty years hence, with him looking a little portly and jowly, but still recognisably himself.

But before the monarch got to him, the scene faded and he was facing the cameras outside, holding up the little box that held his medal. He looked to left and right at the others, and for the first time his heart was a little troubled. All the rest had simpering, finely dressed wives. He was alone. The cameras flashed and he winced at the sudden spears of light, as if he were being attacked.

He was relieved to find himself after that back at his home, and the older version of himself sighed and laid the box down on the large dining room table. It was very quiet in his house. He opened the box and took out the glittering award. OBE, he thought. It gave him a pang. He recognised it because he had fantasised about getting one. He watched himself turn it over in his fingers. It was finely wrought and beautifully presented, but he put it down after a while and with another sigh, walked unsteadily into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. It was all white and chrome, and seemed like an industrial laboratory. While he waited for the kettle to boil, he sat down again and held his head in his hands. Eben felt a terrible sense of emptiness. No tears came. He was too empty even for that.

Before he could get too immersed in that terrible sense of vacancy, Carole gently lead I’m on again and he grasped the heavy chain like a drowning man, letting the warm energy fill him again. It brought such sweet relief that he found himself weeping. I am not a weeper, he thought, but the tears came anyway.

Next he was in the back office of his business premises and there was a delivery of paper. A delivery man was chatting to two of the shop staff while they took in various boxes and packages.

‘Got his OBE today,’ said the driver, ‘saw it in the local rag.’

‘That’ll be going straight on all the paperwork,’ said a heavy set, overweight fellow called Maurice, if his memory served.

‘I thought you had to get signatures for that?’

This was from a girl, he didn’t know her name, but she sounded intelligent. Probably a student temp.

‘Nah, just get in with the right crowd, mate,’ said the driver, with a bitter shrug. ‘Ponce about for long enough.’

‘He’s certainly done plenty of that,’ agreed Maurice, and they laughed.

‘It was for charity though, wasn’t it?’ Asked the girl.

‘Yeah, same as Jimmy Saville,’ said the driver, and there was more laughter.

Eben winced at that, but before he could think on it any further Carole was leading him on again. He wondered how much worse it could get.

This time, he was in a house that he did not recognise. He went down a well-appointed hall that seemed strangely reminiscent of his own place in terms of style and turned the corner. He gasped in shock. He recognised Emily, though she looked very different. Yes, she was years older and something of it showed in her face, but it was not the ageing process that had so brought him up short.

She was still the upright, finely profiled woman he had always known but her make up had become much more severe. She sat in a tight leather basque that was outrageously sexy and her still shapely legs were enveloped in black stockings. Her long fingers ended in black nails, and they grasped…..they grasped a man’s head..a man’s head encased in a gleaming black mask. A masked head that nuzzled into her chest, while she whispered soft words of encouragement and comfort. He was naked apart from a collar from which ran a leash, and ended with a leather loop over her wrist.

Eroticism and submissive warmth washed through him. She had not obviously ended up a lonely idiot like him. And that bloody lucky fellow on his knees in front of her should have been HIM.

‘Now the night is almost done..’ said Carole.

Eben could have stared at her all day. WOW, he thought, a little giddy, but he felt himself being led away by the chain and the remarkable scene faded into the now familiar, though still unsettling void.

Soon they once again emerged into a particular time and space and he saw they were back by the clock. Remarkably its antique hands had advanced considerably, so that it was nearly seven thirty.

‘The dawn comes,’ said Carole, portentously. She turned to him and with a gesture, removed the chain and collar from his neck. All at once the warm tide of emotional energy left him. He gasped as if in pain.

‘Put it back!’ He begged.

‘No, I must be gone, Eben,’ she said softly, ‘but don’t despair. You will find another, if you look for it.’

He looked at her, tears stinging his eyes.

‘Will you come again?’

She smiled at him.

‘Do you need me to come again? Don’t you see it clearly now?"

He frowned, hesitated.

‘I think so,’

‘Remember always that there is only ever one question worth asking, and the answers are never what you think, but only what you feel.’

‘Who is happy here?’

She smiled warmly at him.

‘Yes.’

‘Yes,’ echoed Eben, nodding.

As he watched, the golden light that bathed her figure began to fade.

‘The dawn comes,’ she said. ‘Farewell, Eben.’

‘Thank You, Carole!’ He said, as she quickly became indistinct. He could swear however, that she gave him a last encouraging smile before she disappeared altogether.

* * *

The next thing he knew, he was suddenly aware of a terrible headache and his mouth felt furry and dry. He groaned and sat up holding his head in his hands. He saw that he was still fully dressed. He stank of whisky. What a strange dream, he thought, and remembering, it came back to him with startling clarity and echo of that strange, beautiful energy tingled down his spine and made him shiver slightly.

He staggered downstairs and went to the medicine cupboard in the kitchen. He took some Paracetamol and sloshed it down with a good dose of water. Then he took some orange juice back to his bed and laid himself down again.

The scenes of the strange dream played itself out in his mind without effort and once again he followed Carole though those strange episodes and encounters through time. He saw her lock the collar round his neck again and again, energy seemed to flow between them. She smiled archly and he gasped at the power and beauty of it.

He knew what he had to do. He saw that he had approached the relationship with his wife in entirely the wrong way. It was not really his fault. It had been what he had been told to expect, and told to act. He realised that she had represented to him just another acquisition. There had been no true fulfilling energy to it because there had been no real connection on any meaningful level. He had not even tried to connect, had not even realised the beautiful possibilities of doing so. That had certainly changed. He remembered the vision of his wife in the future with a devoted slave and he knew that he wanted to be that lucky sod.

His eye fell on the card that had Carole’s arresting image. He smiled warmly at her and realised that he no longer cared if people knew that he was pathetic enough to have fallen for the trap. That he was small enough to want to connect with someone that Christmas,  even an ageing, wrinkled whore. She had taught him so much.

He wondered if ‘Christmas Carole’ was actually anyone in reality. He could search for her online.

Mostly the browser thought he meant the Dickens story which he had parodied so strangely with the ghostly Carole the previous night and it was a while before he persuaded the software that he did not intend that. There were some links came up. None of them led to the Carole on the card. There was a ‘Mistress Carole’ however. He tapped on that and waited while the webpage loaded.

He was directed to a video chat site that was obviously advertising sexual services.

A window opened and he found himself staring at a beautiful young girl in a Santa hat, but everything else was black latex. She tapped at an unseen keyboard. On her lap was a collar with a chain leash. As he watched she took it up in her slim nimble fingers and played with it. Eben felt as though she had his heart in that lovely grip. A faint smile was playing about her scarlet mouth.

There was a button with ‘Free Area’ on it. Without thinking, he pressed it. A dialogue box opened where he supposed he could send her a message.

Hello he typed, rather pathetically.

He knew that she was very likely getting quite a lot of traffic, but he could have sworn that her smile grew a little wider and her eyes crinkled at the corners. She leant a little closer too, and he almost flinched back. He had the sudden unnerving impression that she was a dragon and he a tiny morsel of food that she would in the next instant consume unless he could somehow keep her amused.

Hello back. What’s your name?

Eben’s heart, already pounding, grew even more deafening in his ears.

Eben.

And what do you do?

I run an accountancy firm.

Married?

Separated.

Mmmmm….and what is your fantasy, Eben?

The answer came to him simply.

To be happy.

She laughed at that, rearing back in a light, delighted giggle.

Ohhhh, I can definitely help you with that!

She leaned in closer to the screen again.

So what makes Eben happy?

Eben swallowed, but only the truth would do.

I need to be chained.

Again she laughed and her black eyes glittered.

Well you’ve come to the right place. Now register with this site and get back to me ASAP.

He hesitated.

I’m not sure how to do that.

She made a beautiful grimace.

Pathetic slave. Have you got Teamviewer?

Yes, he replied. He used it quite a lot for work.

ID and Password. NOW.

He hesitated. Letting anyone into his computer was a massive security risk. He had to be so careful. But she had not come to him, he reasoned, but he had approached her.

She leaned forward to the camera again and her lovely eyes bore into him.

‘I said NOW!’

This startled Eben as he hadn’t realised he could hear her.

He sent the details, and a moment later, she had connected and a message appeared in the Teamviewer chatbox.

Do not touch the keyboard.

He saw that her mouth was curled into a sadistic smirk and her eyes glittered with amusement. Plainly she had done something similar to this many times as her fingers moved quickly over the keyboard. Eben found it incredibly arousing and watched helplessly as she made a ‘Mistress Carole' login for herself on his PC, took admin rights, and then reduced his login to user status, all in the space of a minute. She spent another minute ensuring that Eben could not interfere with the Teamviewer connection, protecting it with a password that he could not see.

Then she registered him with the video site. She hesitated a moment over his moniker for the service, then typed ‘Ebenezer’.

I’m not a miser, he protested, please not that, Mistress Carole?

She smiled.

Enter your credit card details, Ebenezer.

It seemed far too late for second thoughts now, so he tapped in the relevant numbers and registered his card.

Once that was done, she clicked on ‘auto pay’ and then the ‘Private Chat’ link.

All at once there was a prompt to allow access to his PC webcam. He pressed it and a small picture of him appeared on his screen along with her incredible image.

‘Ahhhh….’ She said, giggling. ‘Get your clothes off, Ebenezer.’

‘Mistress Carole, I’m really not a miser?’

She laughed at that.

‘Oh you are now, pet. A total miser, to everyone but me. Everyone is going to hate you for being a tightfisted old sod and they’re bound to call you Ebenezer Scrooge but you’re not going to care, because you’ll be pleasing me. Understand?’

‘Yes, Mistress.’

‘You’re going to be my bitch, and you’re only working for me from now on. I’m NEVER letting you go. How does that make you feel, slave?’

‘Happy, Mistress Carole’, he answered, gratefully.

The chain was back again and the tingling, beautiful energy made him feel completely contented and inspired. He didn’t care about anything else. The chain was locked about his neck, and he was owned by a beautiful woman. He hadn’t known it up till that strange dream but that was all that he had ever wanted. She gave him purpose and meaning and filled his soul with Her Divine Presence. He should have worshipped and served his wife, but it was too late for that now.

She laughed.

‘That makes two of us then.’

The End…
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