
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marley was alive, to begin with … 

 
 

  



 
 
 
 

Chapter 1 

The ripples you create return to you in waves. That’s what Father used to say, at least, Robert 

Cratchit thought, wondering deep in his heart what it would take for him to right the wrong he’d 

done to Mr. Ebenezer Scrooge. 

 

Early in the 1800’s, the coal mining town of Bristol, England offered a variety of challenges 

and adventures for a bright twelve year old lad by the name of Robert Cratchit. This was his 

home, the place of his birth and youth, and he genuinely loved every aspect of this active, 

budding city. 

To the west were the busy ports, running off the river Avon, where he and his friends could 

watch as a variety of ships would carefully maneuver the cluttered harbor before safely docking. 

Robert’s mother, Rebecca, (or Becky, as she liked to be called) firmly forbade her young son 

from being anywhere near the vicinity of the docks, fearing perilous consequences for him if he 

fell victim to the bad element that lurked there. Nevertheless, the boys continued to scamper 

down to the wharf, particularly near the warehouses where the ships were being built.  Here, they 

would watch in awe as the recently constructed crafts were released into the murky waters of the 

“Floating Harbor” to embark upon their maiden voyages. 

On such a day, Robert and two of his friends revisited their favorite spot on the boardwalk; a 

weathered, descending walkway near the pier where the young lads had a clear view of the ships 

and waterfront below. The typically vacated pier was crowded with people waiting for the 

exciting ceremony involved with a ship launching. 

Next to the boys, a young woman was looking toward the deep channel as a Schooner sailed 

slowly past, headed for open waters. Near the bow, a tall slender man waved and, with a girlish 

giggle, the woman waved eagerly in return. “Do you know him?” Robert asked drumming up 

polite conversation. 

“Aye, that’s my husband. He’s first mate to Captain York. They’re sailing the Constantine to 

the colonies in America,” the woman responded. 

Looking closer, Robert saw a smaller boy standing next to the first mate on the ship. 

Instinctively, he waved to the young boy who began waving in return. “Is that your son next to 

him?” 



“Ney lad, that’s just a cabin boy. I pray they fair well on this voyage. My husband was shaken 

by this passage. He rarely attempts a crossing in the heat of summer. Bad storms abound when 

the sun is at its peak.” 

“Good day to you, young sir,” the woman nodded courteously to Robert and hurried down the 

boardwalk to keep pace with the Constantine. Robert returned his attention to that of the crowd 

as the newly built ship was preparing to touch water. 

“Did you see that boy on the Constantine?” Robert asked his friends. “He’s no older than us, 

and now he’s off on a great adventure at sea while we’re stuck here on land! Someday I’m going 

to sail away just like him, and have my own adventures to tell.” 

“We should all go together,” Randall added. “That way, if we run into pirates, we could fight 

as a team.” 

“Hey, I think they’re getting ready to launch her,” mumbled Robert, squinting as he shifted 

slightly to the left, hoping it would give him a better view from his perch, “Look, Wayne. What’s 

the name on her?” 

“Don’t know,” whispered Wayne, leaning slightly forward and straining to see around the 

large man standing in front of him. “What d’ya think, Randall?”  

Sharply, Wayne poked his friend with his elbow and pointed toward a large ship that was 

surrounded on each side by a troop of sweat soaked, brawny men who were tightly gripping 

bulky ropes that were woven through a series of pulleys attached to the deck of the massive 

vessel. With great care, the men strained and wrestled with the awkward tethers as they 

controlled the ships sluggish decent toward its watery destination. 

“Stop it,” Randall growled, “I see it. But I can’t make out the name either.” 

For a brief moment, the three young boys stared silently at the great ship, each one caught up 

in their own idea of what they would have christened the vessel. 

The Penny, that’s what I’d call her, Wayne imagined, nodding slightly. If the name’s good 

enough for my little dog, it is good enough for a ship. 

I’d name it after my mum’s favorite flower, reflected Randall in his silence. The Rose. Yes, the 

Rose. That’s what she’d be called. 

The Polly, that’s what I would have named her, thought Robert. It’s a pretty name for such a 

good looking vessel. 

“That ship be the Clara, lads.”  

 Unexpectedly stirred from their daydreaming, the boys flinched when they heard the low, 

raspy voice speak from behind them. With guarded care, they spun around and saw a scruffy old 

seaman staring down at them. The deep creases on his bristly weather-beaten face were partially 

concealed under his grubby captain’s hat, and his tattered old coat reeked of rotten fish and 

musty pipe smoke. 



“Aye, she’s a fully rigged ship, that one” he croaked out, shifting slightly on his feet and 

flashing them a toothless grin, “She be mak’in her maiden voyage to the West Indies or such, 

less’n she meets with a big storm along the way an’ she be smashed to wee bits on the rocks.”  

The old seaman let out an unsettling low, throaty cackle and shuffled toward the boys. 

All at once, the three young lads gasped and, after almost falling over each other, stumbled 

clumsily to their feet and ran like scared rabbits toward their homes. Slightly winded as he 

dashed through the city streets, Robert thought about the crazy old seafarer and the warnings 

from his mother about the dangers at the harbor. 

That was close. Mother was right. There are some peculiar individuals at the docks. It looks 

like we’re going to have to find us a new favorite spot for watching ships. 

 To the north of the city were the local coalmines. More notably, the Kingswood pits where 

Robert’s father, Peter, labored as a collier in the bowels of the earth, missing any chance to see 

daylight six of the seven days of the week. In the mines, where he worked alongside men and 

boys, there were treacherous and unsanitary conditions, which were evident by the unbearable, 

stifling heat, stagnant air, pools of filthy water and the genuine threat of flash floods and cave-

ins.       

Robert eagerly looked forward to the days when he, his older sister Elizabeth (who preferred 

Lizzy) and his mother would surprise his father by meeting him at day’s end, near the entrance of 

the mines and escort him home.  

After a grueling day in the mine, the sight of his family waiting patiently by the foreman’s 

building and their eager conversation about the events of the day eased the weariness Peter felt in 

his tired, aching body.  

“Here you go my boy.” Peter plopped his dusty black cap on top of Roberts head and watched 

as the oversized rim slid down over the boys face, covering his eyes. The miner grinned at this 

amusing sight and his teeth seemed to glow a bright white in contrast to his sooty, blackened 

face. 

With a sheepish grin, Robert readjusted the hat above his brow, “See Father, it almost fits. 

Soon I’ll be a miner, too!” 

“We’ll see about that, lad,” Peter replied as he rested his strong, calloused hand on his son’s 

small shoulder, “We’ll see”.  

Peter was a third generation coal miner. Admiring his father as he did, Robert fully expected 

to be the fourth; that is, unless his mother and father had their way. Both parents were well aware 

of the perils of the mines and the dead-end, lifelong commitment of this profession and they 

desired a better future for their son.  

Becky intended to leverage her education to broaden the opportunities for both her children. 

She was raised and educated in a relatively well-to-do London home. At the exclusive girl’s 

school she attended, the young socialite was every bit the envy of her classmates. Her father, a 

coal distributor, had little time for his children and her mother utilized most of her time in social 



circles; so much of Becky’s childhood was structured by her nannies.  

Thus, it was only natural that Becky passed her learned skills to her children at home, 

working with each of them on their studies after they returned from school. Peter was pleased, 

knowing his wife was preparing their children for a better life than that of a miner’s family. 

During most days, after chores were finished, math problems were practiced on slate with chalk. 

When available, they’d use blood stained butcher paper for practicing their penmanship, often 

until the quill no longer held ink. In the evening, Robert and Lizzy read aloud from the family 

bible to their parents by candle light. 

But Robert’s days were not entirely consumed by school work and chores. The scrappy young 

lad often played hard with the other boys in the village. Although somewhat perilous, the streets 

of Bristol served well as a playground for the youth of the city. The curls in the young Cratchit’s 

longish, sandy colored hair often hid his brown eyes during a fast-paced game of stickball or tag. 

Occasionally, he even tied his hair back into a pony tail, which was his mother’s cue to cut his 

locks. And cutting young Robert’s cherished mane was never an easy task. 

“Stop fidgeting, Robert,” growled Becky, as she attempted to snip a lock of hair with her 

kitchen shears, “I’d rather cut the hair and not the boy, if you please.” 

“Why must I always get my hair trimmed? It was just starting to grow out,” protested the 

young Cratchit as he shifted again on the chair. 

Robert winced as his mother clipped another cluster of hair, “My dear son,” Becky responded, 

letting the small clump drift to the floor,” Yesterday your ponytail came undone while you were 

playing games with your friends, obscuring your view, whereby you tripped over Wayne’s dog, 

Penny.” 

“I didn’t hurt her,” retorted Robert in his defense. 

Becky moved to the back of his head and lifted up another bunch of hair. “True, Penny was 

not harmed, but you fell into old Miss Adorel’s flower cart, knocking it over.” This time Robert 

groaned and rolled his eyes when he heard the scissors clip the remainder of his ponytail.  

 “And then you tumbled into the gutter, skinning your arm and leg quite severely,” she 

continued as she dropped the bundle of hair to the floor, “and that is why you need your hair 

trimmed, my dear boy. Besides, I believe you look better with it shorter.” 

“Well, Wayne and Randall say I look more mature with my hair longer,” he responded with a 

slight smirk, “and Randall’s older sister, Polly, says it makes me look handsome.” 

Robert’s eyes widened when he realized what he had just said.  

“Ah, so little Polly says it makes you look handsome,” Becky snickered as she cut another 

thick clump of hair from his head and let it fall to the floor. 

With an unpleasant expression on his face, Robert blew out a low “Hmpft” and slumped 

lower in the chair with his arms folded across his chest. By no surprise to Becky, there was not 

another word spoken during the remainder of the haircutting session.   



Aside from Robert’s occasional cockiness, surfacing from a lack of experience and maturity, 

the most striking features of the young Cratchit were his thirst for knowledge—a keen listener 

when adults were speaking, he would also regularly ask thoughtful questions—and his obvious 

compassion for friends, family and creatures alike.  

 

Sunday was the Cratchit’s family day, and the one day of the week when they could all be 

together, far away from the pressures of work and city life. On one of these typical Sunday 

afternoons, as Robert and his family followed the familiar pathway to their favorite spot, he 

noticed how the brisk autumn air carried the woodsy scent of the changing season through the 

forest. All around him the towering trees were beginning to bear fall colors, with their leaves 

displaying brilliant shades of browns, reds and rich yellows. 

“We’re here!” sang out Lizzy as she took Becky’s hand and led her to a shady location under 

an old, twisted oak tree. 

Becky gently pushed back the curly brown locks from her daughter’s forehead and smiled, 

“You never forget, do you?” 

Giggling, Lizzy took the knitting basket from her mother, “How could I forget, it’s so 

beautiful and peaceful here.” 

“Give me a hand, Robert, my boy,” called Peter as he carried a large quilt over to the old oak 

and started to unfold it, “then we’ll be off.”   

After Robert and his father spread the quilt, Lizzy snuck up behind Robert and tapped him on 

the shoulder with a quick “You’re it!” before running for the other side of the tree as her brother 

chased close behind. 

Peter and Becky watched their children play in the meadow as Becky let out a sigh, “I hope 

that girl does not tear her dress. She’s still wearing her church dress and decides to play tag. I 

suppose I should find my blue thread and plan to be up late mending tonight.” 

Peter laughed at his wife’s frustration as he watched his children play. Every day Lizzy 

looked more and more like her mother with her long dark hair, wearing her favorite blue dress 

that seemed to fit most occasions. 

After the children tired of running, Becky and Lizzy settled beneath the aged tree with their 

knitting while father and son gathered their cane poles, fishing pail, and bait before cutting 

across an overgrown meadow, toward the pond. 

 Robert loved to go fishing at the local pond with his father. He especially looked forward to 

when their lines were in the water, a few quiet minutes had passed between them, and their time 

of talking together would begin.  

“Watch the ripples in the water, as I throw this stone,” Peter instructed Robert. “Do you see 

how the ripples run along the top of the water in every direction?” 

“Yes, Father,” Robert replied, as he watched the small waves. 



“You are the stone,” Peter continued. “The water is mankind, and the ripples are your deeds. 

The stone landing in the water is you among your fellow man. Everything you do and say, 

whether good or bad, ripples across mankind in all directions. This is why your deeds must be 

good, so your ripples are good as well. On the contrary, the ripples of a bad act will hurt people. 

Do you understand what I’m telling you, Robert?” 

“Yes Father, I think I do. If I lie, cheat, or steal, I hurt more than just the person who I’ve 

wronged. The world is a lesser place because of the lying, cheating or stealing. But if I help 

someone in need, I help more than just that one person. My good deed makes the world a better 

place for all.”  

Peter looked away from Robert, and began staring at the water, nodding his head. “Humph, 

good lad,” he said, holding back his pride in his young son’s comprehension.  

After awhile, Peter told Robert to fetch water in the empty fishing pail that rested behind 

them. Robert did as his father asked and set it, mostly full, between them. 

“Now, pick up a small pebble, drop it in the middle of the pail and tell me what you see in the 

ripples.” 

Robert continued with his life lesson, by dropping a small stone into the bucket, curious as to 

what his father wanted him to learn. “Father!” Robert exclaimed in fascination. “The ripples 

went out from the stone and then bounced off the sides of the pail and returned to the middle, 

where I first dropped the stone.” 

“You tell me what you see. Now, tell me what it means.” 

Robert thought for only a moment before explaining in an excited voice, “The ripples from 

me, both good and bad, indeed spread out—but eventually my deeds come back on me. If I do 

good things, then good things will come back to me—but if I do bad, then bad things will happen 

to me, as well!” 

Peter put his arm around his son’s shoulders and smiled. “That’s right, my boy. You know, 

you seem to understand more about life than most men I know. And, Robert, this is why we’re 

here beside this pond, discussing such things. I believe it’s our purpose in life to spread good 

ripples among those around us wherever we go.” Picking up a pebble himself and throwing it out 

into the pond, he said, “At the end of a man’s life, he will be judged, not by his wealth or social 

standing, but by the ripples he leaves behind.” 

 


