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          BY EDITH LAYTON

        

      

    

    
      Enoch Scruggs was an excellent businessman. He was frugal, clever, and clear-sighted. The only flaw in his makeup, and it was one that he deeply regretted, was that he was deeply superstitious. Thus, on the day when his elder partner died, leaving him full share of their successful brokerage business, he could not help but feel a little thrill of terror accompanying his glee. Because his partner’s name was Mr. Morley. And his best clerk’s name was Pratchit. It was coincidence, and amusing, and had Mr. Scruggs not been an avid reader in his youth, and a confirmed old bachelor now, it might have been more so. As it was, Christmas was to perturb Mr. Scruggs from that day forth.
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      Miss Kate Thacker strode to work. That was one of the wonders of the age, she thought as she did. Because she was in the city of London, and she was a female, only just twenty years of age, and yet, here she was, walking along with crowds of men, on her way to a paying position in an office. It was true, she admitted, that she couldn’t quite stride; not only would that be unladylike, but impossible, because of the narrow skirt of her walking dress. And she wasn’t earning half so much as most of the men. But she was working, and earning enough to meet her needs, if not her dreams. It might have been her daydreaming that made her walk right into the gentleman in front of her.

      “I’m terribly sorry,” she gasped, as his hands came out to steady her, and then drew back as she quickly drew herself up.

      “My fault, entirely,” he said, smiling, sweeping off his high top hat.

      She smiled in return. She’d seen him before, on this very street—a fine, very tall, well-set-up young gentleman, with bright hazel eyes that had always noticed her, at least since she’d first noted him, a few weeks before. She thought he must work nearby to her own office because she so frequently saw him here at this hour. She recollected herself as his smile grew broader. And so her own smile disappeared almost as suddenly as it had appeared. Because she knew all too well that a young woman who worked was not wise to smile at strange men in the street, however fine they appeared to be. Not if she didn’t wish to appear free. Free, and independent, were two entirely different things. She nodded, letting her hat’s brim shadow her eyes, and went on, leaving him frowning in her wake. Or so, at least, she hoped he would be, because, of course, she couldn’t look back to see.

      It wasn’t long until she started dreaming again, because her dream was too wonderful to abandon. In fact, she reached the office, said good morning to her fellow workers, sat at her desk, and was still at it, when her dream looked like it was finally about to become a reality.

      “Miss Thacker? Mr. Scruggs wants to see you,” Tim, the office boy, said and gave her a ferocious wink.

      She tried to smile back, but was too nervous. She rose from her desk, smoothed down her skirt, licked her dry lips, and prepared to face her employer. She’d been waiting for this day for the full thirty-one preceding it. Because that was when she’d heard that she might receive a Christmas bonus. It was Tim’s casual comment one cold November morning that had first alerted her to it.

      “Christmas be coming, Miss Thacker,” he said, rubbing his chapped hands together, and glancing to the fireplace where the coal was making its usual ineffectual contribution to the comfort of the season. “Time for celebrations, eh? ’Specially when we get our Christmas bonus from Old Scruggs, eh?”

      “Christmas bonus? Oh!” Kate had exclaimed with sudden hope before her shoulders slumped, and she said with a forced smile, “How very nice for you, Tim. But not for me, I’m sure. I’ve only been with the firm for three months, after all.”

      “Makes no never mind,” Tim said, “Old Scruggs, ’e puts great store in Christmas, or so ’e says each year when ’e gives our bonus. ‘Can’t have you all thinking I’m a Scrooge,’ ’e says, and cackles something awful when ’e does too. You’ll see, not likely ’e’ll leave you out of the fun,” he added on a wink as he left her desk to deliver papers to another.

      It had sent her spirits soaring. She could certainly use the extra now. She yearned to ask Mr. James, Mr. Hardcastle, or Mr. Pratchit more about it, but hesitated to be so familiar. The men were pleasant enough to her, but none of them had ever offered her more than correct greetings each morning and a proper good evening each night when she left the office, with perhaps a comment on the weather now and again to liven things up a bit. But it wasn’t a lively office, nor was it meant to be. Mr. Scruggs wanted work, not socializing, done in it. As was his right. The scratch of pens across ledger paper, Tim’s low, tuneless humming as he went about his work, and the clicking of her typewriter were the loudest things to be heard all day, unless Mr. Scruggs had something to say. It was only a small office, after all, and all the men in it were respectable married ones, and she was, as none of them ever forgot, the first, and only female to work there in all the long history of the firm.

      But a Christmas bonus! she thought now, as she and Randolph had for the past weeks, planning the things they’d do with it. She hadn’t gotten it yet, but it had already enlivened their lives. They’d discussed it almost every night.

      “I think,” she’d said just last night, “that first, we’ll buy the present for Aunt Fenton, a house gift, something to show her how well we’re doing for ourselves, when we come to visit her. Something nice, not a white mouse or a sticking plaster, you wicked thing,” she added, slanting a glance to Randolph, remembering his past nonsensical suggestions. “Something suitable, but…sensibly priced. So that then we can get something wonderful for ourselves too!”

      “Ho ho!” he crowed from where he was lying on the floor, reading his schoolbooks in front of the hearth.

      He rolled from his elbows and stomach to his side and propped his head up in one hand as he looked at her, “Dear, sensible Katie. At last, you see the light,” he said on a grin. “So! A handsome tea cozy for dear Auntie, and then a new sled for me, and that wonderful velvet hat you’ve been mooning over in the window of the shop in Piccadilly. No, no,” he said, magnanimous as a banker after a turkey dinner, as she tried to speak, “don’t say a word—you deserve it.”

      “Dear Randolph,” she said in the spirit of things, “how kind, too kind, my dear, I’m sure. But that hat was sold yesterday. And I think we need a new coat and nightshirt for you, and new gloves for myself far more.”

      His grin slid into sadness. “I wanted you to have that hat, Kate,” he said with oddly grown-up sorrow in his voice, before he added, with a mulish look she knew too well, “and bother the clothes. What can you be thinking of? A nightshirt, no less!”

      “I am thinking of the fact that Aunt’s maid will report to her on the state of our wardrobes, and that will speak louder than any of our words on the subject of our wellbeing. So if you want to stay with me, and not her, I suggest you think of nightshirts, not sleighs…. I’m sorry, my dear,” she said with simple truth, as she saw the sudden fear he tried to conceal, “I’m doing all I can to see that never comes about. This bonus will be a godsend, but only if we use it right.”

      “I know,” he said abruptly, and turned his face to the firelight.

      She looked at the back of his head, seeing the gold hair, so like their father’s, curling over his collar, and realized he’d need a haircut—not one of hers, done by the window in the morning light, with a dressmaker’s scissors and a prayer on her lips. But one done by a barber this time, despite the cost of it. She saw his thin shoulders, already beginning to widen to the demands of his sudden rapid growth, and thought of the new shirts he’d soon need too. And then, gazing at his profile, she saw one tear coursing down it, before he lowered his head. She longed to go over and rock him as she’d done when he’d been the baby her mama had put in her arms to wonder at. Or to put her arms around him and hold him close, as she’d done when he was a toddler, and they’d watched their mama laid to her eternal rest. Or just to hug him, as she’d done when he’d been a boy, just the other day.

      But he was all of twelve now, and she wouldn’t want to jeopardize his tenuous new dignity. And she wouldn’t lose him to Aunt Fenton. She’d take any loss if it would be to his benefit, but she knew her aunt. And so knew the two holy tracts she lived by: her bank account and book of etiquette. She’d offered Kate and Randolph a roof over their heads when their father died the year before. But not a thing more.

      Etiquette and Finance had obviously waged war in Aunt’s mind when Kate refused her offer. Because Aunt hesitated. She could have claimed the legal right to take them in whatever their wishes, since Kate was only twenty. But she hesitated. It gave Kate a moment to wonder why. It couldn’t be due to Etiquette, so it had to be the money. Of course. It would be expensive. Two mouths to feed, after all. Because even if Randolph brought in a wage, as Kate then quickly pointed out, it was a fact that a boy always ate more than he could earn. And as Aunt pondered that, Kate mentioned that if they were free, they’d live in the heart of London, quietly, so no one in Enfield had to know, did they? So Propriety, being an expedient sort of god, bowed to Finance, who was an implacable deity, and Aunt let Kate go to London, and to work.

      Kate was determined that her brother have what her Aunt would never give him—the education he deserved. She couldn’t do it just yet. The fee to his boarding school was impossible to manage when father’s estate turned out to be less than they needed, or Father had thought, scholars being wise but not necessarily clever. But at least she kept him going to school. Their house had been in a nice part of town, but it brought a nicer price. Their new rented flat was fine for their purposes, and their purpose, as Kate reminded Randolph whenever he urged her to some new extravagance, was to become solvent.

      For now, he went to the local school, and the only reason he didn’t quit and take the job he kept threatening to seek was because of the hysterics she countered by threatening whenever he broached the subject. He grumbled, but accepted it, thinking himself at least useful for keeping her company. He was. But only until she could afford for him not to be. Because she was resolved that he go to the proper school. She was wise enough to know that in the world they lived in only the proper school would get him the proper profession. And so she determined that a lack in his early years not ensure a lack all his life long.

      She’d spent a little of the little money they had, and had gone to Miss Akin’s Academy for Young Women, desirous of learning secretarial services, and graduated with excellence: a fully accredited practitioner of the new typewriting machine. It had gotten her a position with Morley and Scruggs and allowed her to earn enough to keep Randolph and herself. For so long as she did, or at least so long as Aunt thought so, they were safe. Because although Aunt worshiped Finance and Etiquette, she did so at a private altar. Her public religion was Custom. If Kate and Randolph looked as though they were needy, she would insist on taking them in.

      And now they were going to Aunt Fenton’s for Christmas dinner, as was proper. But so were some of Aunt’s friends and neighbors. What those worthies would see and gossip about might decide Kate and Randolph’s fate.

      “So, new gloves and a coat and a nightshirt—and if there’s a bit left over—a sled,” Kate said brightly.

      “And a velvet hat,” he said gruffly, not looking up from the fire, “because I don’t think it will snow.”
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      But it did; a glance out the window showed Kate that the hard white sky she’d walked beneath this morning had begun to shred down over London in fat white pieces. And so as she rose to answer Mr. Scruggs’s summons, she was finally truly glad of the thought of new, warm gloves, and for more than Aunt’s good opinion.
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