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A Trick of the Light

By Ellie Thomas


Chapter 1

Kingsdown,
Bristol, 1957

“It’s two pounds a week,
take it or leave it. I’ve got plenty of other folk waiting in line
who’d be glad to snap up this place,” said the middle-aged man,
hitching up his belt over his substantial belly.

Kenneth doubted the
statement held any truth, but he was running out of options. After
chasing after lodgings in more desirable areas, already rented by
the time he knocked at the door, in his increasing desperation,
this rundown, bomb-damaged central suburb of the city seemed a good
bet to find somewhere to live in a hurry.

Ignoring the landlord
standing in the doorway, impatiently drumming his nicotine-stained
fingernails against the door frame, Kenneth took his time to look
around the second-floor room, chilly even on an August day. It was
bound to be an ice box in winter. Despite
the draught coming through the narrow rectangular panes of both
windows, the paint in their frames badly flaked, and the damp stain
in the top far corner, starting to creep ominously over the
ceiling, it was a square, spacious expanse, probably a luxurious
bedroom when the house was newly built.

Mind you, that
was nearly two hundred years
ago, Kenneth thought. Oh well, beggars can’t be choosers.

“I’ll take it,” he said.
“Can I move in straight away?”

* * * *

Judith insisted on getting
the bus with Kenneth when, after handing over the required rent, he
had returned to her family home in Eastville to collect his few
bags. He could have easily carried his essential belongings without
any assistance, but he was grateful for her company.

Staying at Judith’s, even
for a couple of nights, had been awkward, despite her parents’
acceptance. After all, their only daughter and Kenneth had been
best friends since they were toddlers, and Mr. and Mrs. Price were
used to treating him almost as one of their own.

But as the Prices lived
only a street away from his parental
home, Kenneth wanted to move on quickly before his dad found out he
was staying there. Kenneth dreaded the idea of his dad marching
around the block to shout at him on the doorstep, publicly
embroiling Judith and her parents in their falling out.

At least that
embarrassment had been avoided. But all the same, his relief was
tinged with near despair at the mess he had made of his relatively
short life. Getting thrown out on his ear by his dad, although an
inevitable outcome of their deepening clashes, was no laughing
matter.

Always able to read his
moods, Judith nudged him, holding a bulging bag tightly on her lap
as the bus jolted its way down Stapleton Road to the city. “Tell you what, Kenneth Taylor, it’ll be fun
living on your own,” she said. “You can get up to all sorts of
mischief.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively to make him
laugh.

Judith remained
encouragingly upbeat, chattering to him as they climbed Nine Tree
Hill, before pausing for breath when they reached the summit and
turned down Kingsdown Parade. Kenneth eased his rucksack from his
shoulders, shifting his bags into one hand to fish the
latchkey from his pocket as they
approached the far end of the road and his new digs, the once
gracious house now divided into two halves. The young pair was
instinctively silent as they entered the hall since Kenneth’s new
landlord had the ground floor flat. Neither of them wanted to draw
attention to the fact that Kenneth was bringing a girl to his room
on his first night at the premises. As they climbed the stairs,
Kenneth grinned at the irony. Any girl, let alone Judith, who he
regarded as a twin sister, was safe enough with him.

When they reached his
room, he let Judith in first, shutting the door behind them, oddly
eager to know what his oldest friend made of his temporary
lodgings. Judith walked to the centre of the room, put down her
bag, and looked around curiously. Kenneth was consoled to see no
distaste in her expression.

“Hmm,” she said, “I see
possibilities already. At least it’s nice and roomy. All it needs
is a good clean.” She bent to scrabble in a string bag for the
household supplies her mother had thoughtfully provided.

“Since when did you do any
cleaning?” Kenneth asked and laughed as a duster went flying
towards his face in response.

But Judith’s solid good
sense and their practical teamwork lifted Kenneth’s spirits.
Getting into the swing of their activity, he wiped down the food
cupboard in the makeshift kitchen and then brushed the entire floor
while he was at it. Once the horsehair mattress that had seen
better days was covered with fresh bed sheets and his eiderdown
from home, the room looked less dreary.

Carefully raising the
worn-out window frames, he shook out the rugs and laid them on the
floor as Judith finished scrubbing the kitchen sink and
the hotplate. She was red-cheeked with
exertion in the growing dusk.

They both winced as Kenneth
switched on the overhead light, giving a depressing overview,
somehow both harsh and dim.

“I’m sure Mum has a spare
lampshade in the attic we can lend you,” Judith commented. “And you
could do with a table lamp,” she added, looking around with
satisfaction at their joint efforts. “That will make the place more
cheerful in the evenings.”

As always, Judith’s
endless positivity brushed off onto Kenneth, and once he returned
from walking her down the hill to the bus stop, he felt less
miserable about his situation. He even felt sufficiently at ease to
fill the borrowed kettle and put it on the hot plate to boil for a
cup of tea.

Judith was right, he
judged, a lamp or two and a shade to
cover the bare light bulb would brighten up the place, especially
when the nights drew in, and shouldn’t be too heavy an expense on
the electric meter. He looked critically at the simple furniture
that came with the room. There was a narrow bed with a battered
chest of drawers beside it, a rickety desk and chair by a window,
and a couple of well-worn armchairs that were conversationally
placed in the centrally to designate a living space.
This room has definitely seen better
days.

The only item that seemed
to hark back to any former glories was a rather elegant full-length
cheval mirror in dark wood, set at a fetching angle on its
stand, placed beyond the bed and chest of
drawers. Kenneth approached, armed with a duster for a better look.
The mirror might be spotted with age, but it was still a classy
piece, Kenneth thought as he gazed at his own relatively tidy and
very ordinary reflection. He self-consciously flattened his short,
medium-brown hair with his hand, noted there were no dirty smudges
on his fair complexion and that even in an unfamiliar place, his
grey eyes, slightly bony features, and slim, gangly shape were
comfortingly unchanged.

Then for a moment, he
perceived another figure reflected in the mirror’s depths. Startled, he whirled around to find nothing but
empty space behind him, and at that moment, the kettle started to
whistle, frightening him out of his wits.

He took the kettle off the
heat and found the paper screw of tea Mrs. Price had provided,
measuring out a bare teaspoonful for the cleaned-out teapot. These
mundane actions heartened him. I’m not used to being here. It must be a trick of the
light, he told himself
reassuringly. After the couple
of days I’ve had, no wonder I’m seeing things.

But the stubborn, wayward,
illogical part of his mind was convinced that he had
perceived the blurred figure of a young man in
the mirror, smiling serenely at Kenneth as if in
greeting.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Kenneth had
noticed De Luca’s café on Gloucester Road since
it was on his route to the technical college. On the first Thursday
in September, tired and hungry after his day shift, unwilling to
wait at the bus stop in the pouring rain, he decided to treat
himself so he could keep dry until his bus was due.

These places were
springing up in the main shopping streets that ringed the city
centre since rationing had stopped, he thought. Small Italian cafes
to rival big chains like the Kardomah in Union Street, where his
mum took him and his little sister on special occasions. He smiled
at that memory as he opened the café door to the enticing aroma of
steamed milk and roasted coffee beans.

Sitting at one of the
Formica-topped tables, Kenneth glanced at
the menu, deciding what he could pay for, and then waited to be
served, content to sit in the warm café. He looked around the
brightly lit, immaculately clean space. An older man stood behind
the counter in charge of the milk steamer, regularly making trips
through the door behind to what must be the kitchen, from which a
female voice issued orders. Then the proprietor placed plates of
hot food or cakes with drinks on the counter, ready for the waiter
to distribute.

Being a small place,
probably family-owned, there was only one server, who was in
profile to Kenneth as he bantered and laughed with two middle-aged
women as he served their pot of tea and plates of
profiteroles.

The sight made Kenneth perk up after a long and weary day on
his feet in the warehouse. He’s dishy, he thought, trying
not to stare. The waiter was about the same age as Kenneth and of a
similar height. But he had long abandoned his National Service
short back and sides haircut. Kenneth admired the lustrous waves,
as dark as the coffee he served, held back from his face with
enough Brylcreem to emulate a James Dean-style quiff.

Kenneth noted the broad
shoulders under the casual knit shirt, the white apron he wore tied
around a slim waist emphasising a rounded, pert bottom above long
legs in those almost drainpipe trousers. Pretending to survey the
menu, Kenneth willed him to turn around
to find out if his face was enticing as the rest of him. When the
waiter finally noticed his new customer and came towards him,
Kenneth was almost caught gaping.

That wide smile, coupled
with his naturally tanned skin and lustrous dark eyes framed by
ridiculously long eyelashes, gave him a look of a young Mario
Lanza, the singer Kenneth’s mum was crazy
about. But when the waiter opened his mouth, he spoke in broad
Bristol. The initial romantic illusion shattered, but oddly, his
local accent made him more real and approachable, flustering
Kenneth as the waiter asked, “What can I get you?”

Kenneth ordered poached eggs on
toast, and rather than asking for a glass of water, he was unable
to resist the expense of a cup of coffee to go with his snack,
convincing himself that it would keep him awake for his evening of
studies. The steaming food and drink arrived promptly, accompanied
by another dazzling smile, and Kenneth tucked in hungrily. He
cleared his plate in short order and slowly sipped his coffee,
trying to make it last until the rain outside subsided to
drizzle.

Looking through the
misted-up window, with a few minutes to himself, his thoughts
inevitably turned to his predicament. A few months back, his
immediate future had seemed so straightforward, but now his plans
were increasingly precarious. After leaving school, once he’d
reached the required age of eighteen, he’d entered the army for his
obligatory tenure and been lucky enough to be drafted into the
Royal Signals. There, his aptitude for book learning was considered
an advantage, and his sergeant had taken him under his wing, giving
him some sound direction for life after National
Service.

He’d encouraged Kenneth to consider further education,
starting with his higher certificate, even if that meant getting a
day job and studying at night. Then, he could apply for an Advanced
Apprenticeship at British Aerospace in Filton on the outskirts of
Bristol. At last, all Kenneth had ever hoped for seemed within
reach.

Getting a job brandishing
a clipboard and marking off inventories at one of the bonded
warehouses in Bristol Docks was easy enough, familiar from the year
or













cover.jpg
A Trick
of the Light

Ellie Thomas






tmp_0043082-71d7e57b-a821-4d0b-85ea-62e64067a472_Qr548L_html_m6654a327.jpg
A Trick
of the Light

Ellie Thomas






