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A Tricky Situation

By Ellie Thomas


Chapter 1

Bristol, 1785

Kit ran for his life. He cursed how his
smart, buckled shoes clattered noisily over the slimy cobbles of
Back Street, close to the harbour. In his frantic escape from a
hellish fate, even the sound of his laboured breath and the
pounding of his heart might be heard by his pursuers.

Having evaded their evil grasp and raced
away, he could not keep up his headlong pace and fearfully looked
around for a hiding place. He spied a dark alleyway, almost too
narrow for two men to walk abreast, and squeezed his way into it,
waiting for the approach of his tormentors. As he caught his
breath, his sweat-soaked shirt clinging to him, he berated his
stupidity. On this dark October night, he had been tricked as
easily as a child. He risked forfeiting his life for a moment of
unwariness.

He was on full alert for the clumsy steps of
those who chased him. In his imagination, they transformed from
humans to distorted gargoyles that adorned the ancient churches
surrounding the port. Kit wretchedly thought how his life had
degenerated from virtue to vice in these autumn months.

That spring, he’d graduated from Oxford
University. His widowed father was immensely proud since Kit was
the first of the family to achieve such an honour. Kit’s older
brother was in waiting to take over the reins of the family
business, and as the younger son, Kit seemed to embody all his
father’s ambitions for him to be a gentleman, at least until he had
gainful employment.

The summer had passed in harmless daylight
pursuits with his family and a few childhood companions. But once
that season was over, Kit kicked his heels until the start of the
new year when his indenture with a local solicitor began.

Now, as he waited in the godforsaken
darkness, listening to the drunken shouts of sailors and the
cackles of dockside whores, he traced his rapid decline into
ungodly pursuits. Bored and at a loose end, he had been taken up by
a group of rackety young men about town. Although his family
background was in trade, as a Varsity man, he gained their
acceptance. Despite their reputation and expensive ways, this
acquaintance had been encouraged by his wealthy merchant father, as
they were sons of the landed gentry and provided valuable social
connections.

Unlike Kit, rather than enjoying a brief
spell of respite between studying and a profession, these gallants
were training for an indulgent life of costly leisure and pleasure.
Kit had soon realised they were a fast set, with deeper pockets and
wilder tastes than his, which he had to admit was part of the
attraction.

Accordingly, as the days shortened with the
change of the seasons, his nights grew longer, frittered away by
mindless pursuits until the early hours. When they required Kit’s
presence, he received an imperious note to join the young bloods in
the city. Then, after some rowdy entertainment such as attending
the Theatre Royal in King Street, they inevitably drifted to one of
the low taverns near the docks. Here they enjoyed dubious pleasures
not to be mentioned in front of Kit’s sisters in his family’s
splendid new drawing-room. The gaggle of gentlemen stood out due to
their careless arrogance and their fashionable clothes. They were
tourists to establishments frequented by the dregs of port
existence, including sailors, dockers, whores, and robbers.

Kit was enough of his father’s son to remain
an onlooker to the more debauched, outrageous, and ruinous
pastimes. As a respectably brought up young man, until tonight, Kit
was rather thrilled by these the excursions to the seamier side of
the harbour.

At first, the men who had come to sit at
their table in the crumbling tavern of The Llandoger Trow, although
rough types, seemed amiable enough, insisting on buying drinks all
round and telling tall stories. It seemed a harmless enough way to
spend an hour on a chilly autumn night.

Now, with his head pounding and nausea
rising, it felt like a descent into purgatory. Kit perceived how
skillfully they had marked him out and separated him from the
high-living dandies as the youngest, most innocent, and vulnerable
of the group. He consumed more glasses of strong ale than usual but
had an iota of good sense remaining. Thank heavens I didn’t
accept the brandy punch, he thought. God only knows what it
contained to subdue me.

When at last he glanced around and realised
his companions had drifted away, he felt the first stirrings of
disquiet. He politely took his leave, planning on catching up with
them promptly. However, two of his new acquaintances, full of
bonhomie, insisted on escorting him to the door. When they were
outside, everything changed in an instant.

“Grab him,” one commanded gruffly, his
expression brutal as he fished in his pocket for a weapon. The
other obeyed, roughly pinioning Kit’s hands behind his back. In
that moment, Kit was tricked and trapped. Once the other men joined
them, all would be lost. He would be overpowered and dragged into a
nearby recess to be stripped of anything worth stealing, or worse.
Even in his fuzzily drunken state, he had a narrow chance for
escape.

He kicked out at the man in front of him who
was standing unwarily close, the aim finding lucky contact with a
kneecap that sent his attacker sprawling. This resulted in the
bully behind him loosening his grip. Kit wrenched his hands away,
lashed out again for good measure, and sped off as fast as his
expensively-shod feet could carry him.

It was not a second too soon. As he ran, he
could hear the voices of the other men joining their fallen
colleagues, thick with brutish rage that such easy pickings slipped
from their grasp. Then the chase began in earnest.

Kit held his breath as he heard them
approach, willing them to continue past the narrow entrance. As
they grew nearer, shouting angrily to each other, he tensed.
Knowing he was unworthy, he prayed to a half-forgotten God to
protect him from harm.

While engrossed in his earnest prayer to
repent from a life heading to debauchery, the shock of a hand
closing on his wrist nearly made him cry out. Its partner was
placed firmly across his mouth. Is this another trick? In
his terrified state of mind, he convinced himself the unseen figure
lurking in the shadows of the lane was a demon ready to drag him
down to the depths.

Instead of the prick of a pitchfork, he heard
a whisper.

“Don’t make a sound.”

Kit obeyed out of terror. He stood
stock-still as the rowdy robbers, like harbingers of death and
destruction, came level to the alley entrance and carried on
walking. The seconds dragged like hours.

Gradually, their voices faded into the
distance. Then, the hand left his mouth while the other remained to
hold his wrist. “This way, before they come back,” the voice
muttered and Kit was led deeper into the alley.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Is this a ghost or an evil spirit? Kit
thought, bewildered and confused as the unseen wraith guided him
through a maze of linked alleyways. As they turned yet another
corner, he expected to find the fiery gates of hell, opened by the
Devil himself.

The strange, eerie, night-time ramble came to
a halt. Abruptly, they emerged onto the elegant thoroughfare of
Corn Street, still busy at that late hour. At first, this seemed
another kind of hell to Kit’s confused mind, the beating heart of
the commercial city given over to less-weighty commerce after dark.
The tower of All Saints Church loomed nearby, another reminder of
his superstitious peril.

As his eyes adjusted to the light from the
crowded inns, his fevered imagination slowly eased. Instead of imps
of Satan cackling, the noise assaulting his ears was the ruckus of
people enjoying themselves.

His mind cleared, and Kit looked at his
rescuer for the first time. Rather than the threatening, ghostly
figure of his inner vision, he was, as Kit saw with relief, an
ordinary man.

He was about Kit’s age, perhaps a little
taller and with a strongly built frame. Kit realised why he’d
seemed so mysterious and unreal in the dim alleyways. He wore the
dull clothes of a respectable working man, almost invisible in dim
light. Also, the colour of his skin was revealed as a rich
brown.

Any residual sense of dread dissolved as the
young man turned to Kit with a wide grin, showing white, even
teeth.

“Now we’re out of the shadows,” he said, in a
warm timbre softened by a local accent, “where can I take you?”

“I think I’d better go home,” Kit replied
weakly, trying to keep his voice from trembling as the shock of his
experience hit home.

“Where’s that?” the man asked, his head
cocked, awaiting directions.

“Kingsdown,” Kit replied. “On the new
Parade.”

“There’s fancy,” the stranger said with a
smile. “I’ll walk with you.”

Kit noted their contrasting appearance in the
reflected lamps of The Bush Tavern. Compared to his saviour, he was
dressed for a night of high living in his peacock-blue velvet coat
with lace ruffles at the sleeves, his family’s wealth emphasised by
a prestigious address in the new hillside suburb.

All at once, he felt absurd and the easiest
of marks. He was intensely grateful for his Good’s Samaritan’s
intervention. After his fright, the streets of Bristol seemed to be
full of unearthly dangers, with every footpad or opportunist thief
a hell-sent demon.

Leaving populated Corn Street, they
progressed across the Draw Bridge to the wide expanse of the
ship-lined St. Augustine’s Back, quiet at this late hour. As he
felt calmer, Kit paused, realising he had forgotten social niceties
in his hectic flight.

He cleared his throat. “I’m Christopher
Holloway,” he introduced himself, feeling this was not quite the
time or place to give his bow.

His companion glanced at him astutely. “As in
Holloway’s Brewery?” he asked.

Kit nodded, “Yes, that’s my father’s. Started
by my grandfather and now run by my papa and my older brother,” he
said.

The young man responded in kind. “I’m Edmund
Lowe, of Lowe’s Blacksmith. That’s my father,” he said with
a grin.

As they climbed the steep flight of Christmas
Steps lined with ancient, cramped houses where thieves haunted the
hidden recesses, Kit asked politely, “I hope I’m not taking you too
far out of your way?”

Again he received a flashing grin. “Not far
at all. We live beside the blacksmith’s yard on Wine Street,
between the chandler’s and the dry salter’s,” Edmund answered.
Everyone in Bristol knew Wine Street, which began at the top of
Corn Street. These two roads helped to make up the famous trading
crossroads from which Bristol had grown.

The two young men reached the bottom of St.
Michael’s Hill with its more spacious houses, then took the sharp
turn and started up the steep, semi-rural incline of Horfield Road.
Kit let out a sigh of relief. In leaving the city, it was as if
they had emerged from the pit of doom. The threats, crowds, and
smoky lights were now behind them. In ascending to the genteel,
moonlit fields of Kingsdown, Kit almost felt he was like alighting
to paradise.

“Thank you for walking with me,” he said with
genuine gratitude.

“You must be shaken up after that ambush. Any
man would be,” Edmund said stoutly, unaware of Kit’s imaginative
flights of fancy. “And having led you away from danger, it would be
foolish to let you go home alone to be set on by another pack of
villains.” He paused. “I have to say, I don’t think much of your
friends for leaving you with those ruffians.”

“I wouldn’t count them as friends,” Kit
admitted. “I haven’t known them for long.”

“Still,” Edmund said, “it’s not good practice
to leave a fellow on his own in such rough company.”

It occurred to Kit that Edmund must have
observed the incident from the beginning. “Were you in the tavern
all the time?”

“Indeed I was,” Edmund replied. “One of my
mates is sweet on the landlord’s daughter, so we’re often there. I
saw you come in with your not-quite-friends,” he grinned again,
“and noticed that crew singling you out and thought there would be
trouble. They have a nasty reputation. You did well to get away
from them.”

“I wouldn’t have broken free for long without
your help,” Kit said, remembering the terror he had felt during the
nightmarish journey through the twisting lanes. With a sense of
comfort, he recalled the firm grasp of Edmund’s hand clutching his
bare wrist like a steadying anchor.

Edmund dismissed that with a shrug. “I know
those alleys like the back of my hand. Once you
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