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Unfortunate Circumstance

 


As far as Jacob
Marley was concerned, London was a despicable place—full of
scurrying people, disease-laden rats, and dishonorable filth—and
their new home, no matter how tightly he sealed the windows, could
not shield him from the city’s vomit-inducing stench. Soot
billowing from burgeoning factories made the air black and thick to
breathe.

Jacob missed his father terribly, for until
his death, Joseph Marley had been an honorable man intent on
passing along the traditions of manhood to his only son. But Jacob
kept his loneliness to himself. His mother, Genevieve, had immersed
herself in the business of finding a new husband (and father for
Jacob), taking no notice of his isolation. She had grown accustomed
to their former grand lifestyle, and hoped to recreate it with due
haste.

Jacob already despised whoever this man
might be, because no one could replace the emptiness he felt
inside. So without a tutor and without friends, Jacob spent his
days reading and studying, treasuring what little remained of his
father’s fortune, for it was all that set him apart from the
miscreants who scavenged for food and work in the streets.

Nevertheless, Jacob was alone and hated
it.

One particularly cold Saturday, Jacob’s
mother sent her son off to buy coal for their furnace. A nasty job.
The coal dust got everywhere, no matter how careful he was, always
necessitating a bath afterwards.

He made his way through the narrow streets
until he came upon another boy his age. Jacob could tell from his
tattered clothes and sickly face that this boy was, as his father
would have said, “one in need.” He was shivering, hands tucked in
opposing sleeves, failing to keep warm.

“Boy,” Jacob Marley said. “Haven’t you a
coat?”

The boy said nothing, but glared at Jacob
all the same.

“What is your name?”

The boy barked out his name: Tuck.

“Tuck, then. I have a job for you, if you
wish. Ha’penny payment.”

Tuck quickly agreed, and Jacob managed to
buy the coal and get it home without dirtying so much as his
fingertips. To be sure, he dropped the coin into Tuck’s open palm
from above to avoid touching him.

Tuck thanked him profusely, and even bowed
out of respect. The boy turned to leave, but as he scurried away,
Jacob thought his presence comforting. For once, he had someone, if
not quite his equal, to talk to.

“Wait!” he called out.

The boy stopped.

“Can you stay? A game of chess,
perhaps?”

He shrugged. “Is that like cricket?”

Jacob laughed. Who hadn’t heard of chess?
But lingering thoughts of matches against his father sobered him.
“I will teach you.”

For several long moments, Tuck looked to the
halfpenny in his hand, then to Jacob.

“I can pay you, if you’d like,” Jacob said,
afraid Tuck might leave. Because even though Tuck stank and was the
filthiest person Jacob had ever had the displeasure of dealing
with, he enjoyed the fleeting companionship. They had nothing in
common. Nothing. But the boy was, at the very least, a person, even
if only barely so.

Tuck shoved the halfpenny into his pocket
and nodded.

 


 


Friendship

 


Over the course of
the next three years, Jacob and Tuck spent a majority of their days
together. Tuck would, from time to time, even manage to trick Jacob
into a game of cricket. And each day ended the same: Jacob placing
a farthing into Tuck’s grimy, empty hand.

Occasionally, others would come. Friends of
Tuck who were just as filthy and just as poor. They only came for
the money, but Jacob didn’t care. Their visits made him forget
about the man who had since replaced his father in his mother’s
bed. Jacob couldn’t complain, though, for this man was earnest, set
firm on the task of making his mother happy. He was also a man who
had no need for money, as wealth had been just as favorable to him
as it had to Joseph Marley.

But Walter Ravenshaw (such was his name) was
also strict, and set himself immediately to reforming Jacob. Jacob
didn’t understand this. Compared to Tuck and Tuck’s friends, Jacob
was a shining example of all that was good about London’s promising
youth. But Mr. Ravenshaw thought differently, and pointed out the
slang that had crept into Jacob’s language as evidence;
particularly his growing usage of thieves’ cant in casual
conversation.

“The boy needs to be schooled properly,”
Ravenshaw said to Jacob’s mother over dinner. “Away from these
villainous scavengers he calls friends.”

Jacob raised his gaze, locking eye-to-eye
with this man who wasn’t his father. Jacob dared not speak, dared
not argue, but his contemptuous look struck Ravenshaw with
amusement. He raised his brow.
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