
Four: Dreams And Desires

In  which  a  mysterious  newcomer  sets  pulses  racing  as  spring  finally  

arrives, boys dream of inaccessible things and the search begins for a  

lost heir who can bring shady affairs into the light.

‘Oy, Davey.’ The shout comes from behind them and Davey and Nathan 

turn to see Salad Bolitho striding up the hill behind them. ‘Where you 

going?’

‘Prison.’

‘What you done?’

‘Robbed a bank.’

‘Ha, ha.’

The two friends stand and wait. Salad isn’t a close friend but he’s 

okay. He’s in the same year at school as Nathan and not too bright. He’s 

a good laugh though. Plus his dad runs one of the island’s two butchers 

shops and, even more importantly,  his mum makes the best pasties in 

King’s Port, which on its own would make him a person worth knowing.

A couple of minutes later and Salad draws closer. He grins and the 

other two smile back. Everyone seems in a good mood. It’s Sunday and 

the sun’s shining for the first time in weeks. It’s been the longest, most 

miserable, boring winter the boys can remember. It seems to have rained 

every day from October until now and last week it even snowed. 

Today,  though,  the sky’s  completely  clear  and the thermometer’s 

rising. It may be almost April but it’s taken until now for spring to have 

finally decided to put in an appearance. And, after the winter they’ve had, 

the opportunity to shed a few layers of clothing and go outside without 

risking hypothermia or drowning has put a bounce into most  people’s 

step.

Salad’s  face glows red and sweat’s  breaking out on his  forehead 

after the climb. ‘Seriously. What you up to?’

‘Defenestration,’ says Nathan.

‘You what?’

Davey pulls a catapult out of his pocket. ‘Otherwise known as the 

ancient art of unglazing windows.’



‘Oh right.’ Salad nods. ‘I didn’t know there were any left.’

Davey grins. ‘No, we’ve got most of them.’

‘There are a few, though,’  says Nathan. ‘But they’re high up. No 

one’s been able to throw that far so we thought we’d try a new approach.’

‘Cool.’

The three teenagers fall  into step and follow the last  part of  the 

track leading up to the old prison gates. Just before the entrance, though, 

they turn right and strike across country,  paralleling the high granite 

walls. 

From this point on, progress gets tricky. Instead of a steady slope 

they’re now making their way sideways along a steep bank. To their left 

loom the sheer walls of the prison while to their right the ground tumbles 

into a rough ravine full of scrubby hawthorn and outcrops of broken rock. 

King’s Port lies on the other side of the ravine but below the ridge and 

out of sight.

Slipping and sliding on the still-sodden grass, they pick their way 

along. Although the sun continues to beat down, their feet are soon wet 

through. But none of the boys would think of mentioning the discomfort 

in front of the others.

After  a  few hundred  yards,  though,  the  three  teenagers  reach  a 

small spur of rock. The handy platform of bare stone gives them space to 

stand and is in just  the right  spot  as lies directly underneath a large 

window set into the wall of the prison. All of the bottom panes of glass 

are already broken but many of the ones higher up remain intact.

‘Here we are,’ says Davey. He takes the catapult out again and a 

handful of pebbles brought for the purpose.

‘Okay,’ says Nathan. ‘Youngest first?’

‘You’ve got to be kidding.’

Davey selects a stone, looks up and takes aim. The missile flies true 

but goes a little wide and strikes the frame just next to the glass. ‘Damn! 

Nearly got one first try.’

Nathan shakes his head. ‘Here, let me show you how it’s done.’

Davey holds out the catapult.

‘Give us a stone.’

‘No way.  I’ve only got  a few. You should have brought your own 

ammo.’



‘Aww. Come on.’

‘Find your own.’

‘All right, all right.’

Nathan turns away and starts searching around for a handy stone. 

While he’s doing so, Davey has a quick second shot. This one is too low 

and whistles through one of the panes already broken.

‘Hey! It’s my turn.’

‘Chill. There are plenty of targets left.’

Davey  hands  the  catapult  to  Nathan.  He  pulls  the  elastic  back, 

closes  one eye and squints  at  the towering granite  wall.  He imagines 

himself  an  ancient  warrior  standing  below  the  ramparts  of  Troy.  Or 

maybe he’s a mediaeval archer about to fire the first arrow and launch a 

battle. Or an elven fighter…

‘Come on! Get on with it.’

‘Okay. I’m a marksman. Don’t distract me.’

Nathan finally lets fly and the stone he found soars high, missing the 

window by yards. It  bounces off the wall and nearly hits Salad on the 

head as it falls back to the ground.

‘Yeah. Some marksman.’

‘You put me off.’

‘Rubbish. Crap excuse and a crap shot.’

‘Can I have a go?’ Salad has picked up Nathan’s stone and looks 

eager.

‘Sure.’ Davey takes the catapult off Nathan and hands it over.

Salad nods once, pulls back the elastic and shoots without hardly 

appearing to even look at the target.  There’s a distant sound of glass 

shattering  as  the  stone flies  smack  through the  middle  of  one  of  the 

panes of glass.

‘Wow!’ Davey is impressed. ‘Where did…’

‘Yaaaaargh!’

The bloodcurdling scream that comes from above makes the boys 

freeze.  Nathan’s  face  goes  white  and  Davey’s  mouth  opens.  Salad  is 

slower to react and he’s still standing with a grin on his face when the 

stone is  thrown back down out  of  the window,  missing his  head by a 

whisker.

Without needing to discuss the matter, the three boys turn and run.



* * *

Arthur’s sat behind the counter at the café watching the world when the 

door  opens  and  two  women  come  in.  He  recognises  one  of  them, 

Cassandra Little was in George’s year at school and lives up on Town 

Steps.  She’s  a  friendly  girl  and  quite  good-looking.  She  works  at  the 

school but doing what Arthur has no idea. The other one, though, is a 

newcomer. She’s tall and willowy with an impressive if chaotic head of 

streaky blonde hair. Her clothes are a riot of colour and material: more 

wacky than stylish. He can’t see her face but she looks quite young 

Arthur restrains himself from rushing over to ask what they want; 

he’s already scared off a few customers by being too eager. Instead, he 

watches  as  they  pick  the  table  in  the  window and  settle  themselves, 

carefully draping bags, scarves and jackets over the chairs in the way 

that women do.  He tries not to stare;  managing what he thinks is  an 

unobtrusive surveillance out of the corner of his eye.

Finally the two of them are sorted out. Unfortunately the newcomer 

has sat with her back to Arthur and he still can’t see her face. Cassandra 

catches his eye though and gives a hesitant wave.

Arthur nods and picks up his order pad. He gets off his stool and is 

about  to  make  his  way  over  when  the  door  swings  open  again.  It’s 

Howard McAllister: he’s some relative or other of the Black Family and 

lives up at the big place, Tower House, with his prim and proper mother, 

Margaret.

Howard glances at Arthur and nods in his direction. Then he sees 

the women and pauses. He gives them a sideways look before smiling and 

turning smoothly towards them. ‘Oh hi there, Cassie. Nice to see you. 

How are you doing?’

Arthur hesitates as Howard approaches the two women. He bends 

over  and kisses  Cassandra on the cheek.  She looks surprised but  not 

displeased by the warmth of the greeting. Arthur can’t hear the rest of 

the conversation but it looks as if Howard is now being introduced to the 

friend. 

Resigned, Arthur puts his order pad down again and sits back on the 

stool. Howard McAllister is only in his early twenties but one of those 

extremely annoying people who think everybody loves them. Because of 

this he isn’t in the slightest bit shy. Which means he’s also very good at 



chatting to women and inviting himself to sit at their table without any 

shame or hesitation.

Arthur  pushes  the  order  pad  away  and  picks  up  the  novel  he’s 

reading. It’s a new one by Ian Rankin and he’s managed to get through 

quite a few pages already this morning. Now, though, the words are no 

longer going in. Instead he finds himself staring over the top of the book 

as Howard talks volubly and easily, hands casually resting on the arms of 

both of the women as he laughs at something one of the three has said. 

Probably himself, Arthur thinks.

After a couple of minutes or so, Howard gets to his feet, gives the 

women a little bow and comes over to the counter. He glances at the 

book in Arthur’s hand. ‘Hmm. Set In Darkness: sounds grim. Any good?’

‘If you like that kind of thing.’

‘Alcoholic Scottish detectives?’

‘There’s a bit more to it than that.’

Howard shakes his head. ‘I’m more of a film man myself. Something 

stylish like The Matrix.’

‘Right.’

‘So. We’d like some coffee.’

‘We?’

‘Me and the girls. Cassie and… Lola.’ Howard gives a lazy grin and 

flicks his fringe out of his face. ‘Cassie was debating having something to 

eat but I told her that her figure’s too good to spoil. Those cakes of yours 

can be a bit heavy.’

‘Kind of you to look after my customers.’

‘Oh. No offence to your baking skills, man. I like a solid bit of food 

myself but Cassie’s starting to get just a little bit… rounded.’ He winks. 

‘So we’ll have a cappuccino for Cassie, a pot of tea for me and a… what 

was it? Oh yeah, Lola wants a skinny mochaccino with… soya milk, is it? 

Does that sound right?’

Arthur  nods.  He’s  learnt  her  name  anyway.  And  at  least  she’s 

ordered something that none of his other customers have so far. Maybe 

her tastes are a bit more adventurous than those of your average Black 

Islander. 

‘Okay.’  He  wouldn’t  normally  wait  on  someone  like  Howard  but 

waves a hand, dismissing him. ‘Go and sit down. I’ll bring it over.’



* * *

The  three  boys  are  laughing  by  the  time  they  get  to  The  Ramparts. 

They’ve just run full pelt down into the ravine below the prison, fought 

their way through some thorn bushes, scrambled up the other side and 

sprinted across a patch of open ground. Now, with King’s Port back in 

sight,  they feel safe to stop and catch their breath. No one is chasing 

them and, with some distance behind them, they can relax. 

‘What was that?’ Davey is wide-eyed with amazement.

‘A ghost,’ says Nathan. ‘Must have been.’

Salad shakes his head. ‘But it’s daytime. Ghosts don’t come out in 

the day.’ 

‘Maybe a banshee then?’

‘A what?’

‘A banshee.’ Nathan nods. ‘They’re these strange faerie women who 

scream and wail when someone is about to die.’

Davey gives a snort of laughter. ‘Yeah, yeah. I dunno about dying 

but you looked as if you were about to crap your pants.’

‘I wasn’t!’

‘It looked like it.’

‘Well you didn’t hang around to see what was going to happen. You 

were first to run.’

Davey shrugs. ‘Good survival instincts, me.’

Salad frowns. ‘So these banshees, do they come out in the daytime?’

‘Yes.’ Nathan nods.

‘He’s talking bollocks. There’s no such thing as banshees.’

‘Well what was it then?’

Davey pulls a face. ‘Not sure. Sounded like one of Salad’s dad’s pigs 

being slaughtered.’

‘Yeah,’ says Salad. ‘But they don’t throw stones back at you.’

‘It must have been someone up there. Just sounded like a nutter.’

‘Or a banshee.’

The  boys  are  still  arguing  about  it  as  they  wander  along  The 

Ramparts. The road is the highest point in King’s Port. It climbs past the 

Hotel Augustus and emerges on the southern edge of town. The three 

teenagers have joined the road on one of the hairpin bends that zigzag up 

the last section.



The  surface  here  is  potholed  and  more  grass  than  tarmac. 

Continuing to climb, they soon reach a crude wooden barrier. It’s a flimsy 

obstacle, designed mainly to alert wandering visitors that proceeding is 

something they do at their own risk. Although the chances of anyone not 

seeing the danger are slim. Fifteen feet on, the road ends. A couple of 

broken stones jut into space but that’s the only thing left of the viaduct 

that once linked The Ramparts with the Bishop’s Fort.

Davey reaches the edge,  flops to the ground and swings his legs 

around so that they’re hanging over the edge. There’s a drop of around 

fifty feet below him. At the bottom lies a jumble of broken stone. 

Salad and Nathan join him on the edge. Davey stares left and out to 

sea, looking at the swells and wondering if he can persuade his Uncle 

Arthur to take him surfing again. Salad looks to the other side, down at 

the town, glad it’s Sunday and he hasn’t got to help his dad in the shop 

today.

Nathan, however, gazes straight ahead: up at the Bishop’s Fort. It’s 

like  a  distant  dream  to  him.  A  huge  plug  of  granite,  known  as  The 

Bulwark, divides the harbour from the open Atlantic. The great mass of 

rock protects King’s Port from the worst of the storms the Atlantic can, 

and frequently does, throw at it. The Bulwark is vast: a slab-sided rock 

that sticks out of the water like a broken giant’s tooth. And capping it 

stands the fort. 

Ever since he was little, Nathan has wanted to get into the Bishop’s 

Fort. For some people the place is just part of the wallpaper: a dramatic 

backdrop  but  of  no  interest  because  it’s  so  inaccessible.  For  Nathan, 

though, that’s the point.  The fort is his Everest;  he wants to climb its 

walls  simply because they’re there.  He looks up at The Bulwark most 

days and knows no one has set foot inside the fort for almost a century. 

What’s in there doesn’t really matter: he just wants to be the one who’s 

up on top looking out.

Unfortunately,  Nathan still  hasn’t worked out how that’s going to 

happen. 

‘I wish I could fly,’ he says dreamily.

‘Have a go then,’ suggests Davey.

‘What?’



‘Jump off here. If you can flap your arms fast enough you won’t hit 

the rocks too hard.’

‘Ha bloody ha.’

‘Just trying to help.’

‘We could make a catapult,’ offers Salad.

‘A catapult?’

‘Yeah.  Like  Davey’s  one  we were  firing at  the  windows.  Me and 

Davey’ll pull it back and put you inside.’

‘Now you’re talking,’ says Davey.

‘That’s not flying.’

‘What is it then?’

Nathan  shrugs.  ‘Dunno.  Being  projected…  or  fired.  Not  exactly 

flying anyway.’

Salad frowns. ‘What you want to fly for anyway?’

Nathan points at the fort. ‘I want to get up there. Get inside. In fact, 

I want to live up there. Have it as my castle. Then I can be Governor of 

Black Island.’

‘You? Governor!’ Davey sniggers.

‘Why not?’

‘A hundred reasons.’

‘Like what?’

‘How much time you got.’

‘I’d fly over Town Steps,’ says Salad.

Davey’s attention is drawn from his usual bickering with Nathan. 

‘Why Town Steps?’

‘My cousin  Cassie’s  got  this  friend  staying  with  her.  She’s  a  bit 

weird but she’s really fit. I’d fly up outside her window when she’s going 

to bed and peep in through the curtains.’

Davey bursts into laughter and slaps Salad hard on the back. The 

impact  makes  him  rock  forward  and  for  an  alarming  moment  the 

butcher’s  son  feels  his  balance  tip  over  the  edge,  the  rocks  below 

swimming in and out of focus. 

‘Excellent idea,’ says Davey. ‘Much more practical reason for flying. 

Sorry, Nathan, I’m with Salad on this one.’

‘Suit  yourselves.’  Nathan shrugs.  ‘When I’m Governor  I’ll  have  a 

harem of women up in my fort with me.’



He  sinks  back  into  silence,  contemplating  what  seems  like  the 

impossible.  These  days,  the  ridge  followed  by  The  Ramparts  ends 

abruptly at the precipice where the boys sit. Now, the spot is about as 

close as anyone can get to the interior of the Bishop’s Fort. 

Once upon a time, the ridge had continued, curving north, gradually 

narrowing into a thin spine of rocks until it reached a spot barely fifty 

feet short of The Bulwark’s summit.

But,  back  in  1819,  the  island’s  third  governor,  Bishop  Fenwick 

Black, hadn’t been sleeping well. He was worried about Napoleon. Even 

though the man known as the Nightmare of Europe had been roundly 

beaten at Waterloo four years earlier, the bishop didn’t trust Napoleon 

not to make a second comeback. After his first defeat the Little Corporal 

had still managed to return from exile on Elba and put 200,000 men into 

the field to take on the combined armies of  four of Europe’s  greatest 

empires, Britain, Prussia, Austria and Russia. 

One of the British officers at Waterloo had been the bishop’s father, 

cathedral-builder  Colonel  Huntley  Black.  Just  hours  into  the  battle  a 

cannonball  took  Colonel  Huntley’s  head  off  his  shoulders.  Four  years 

later, even though Napoleon was incarcerated on St Helena, the bishop 

still couldn’t relax. He worried Boney would make another comeback and 

might even try to add Black Island - which had once briefly been French 

territory - to his list of conquests.

Taking advantage of one of his other jobs as prison governor, Bishop 

Fenwick had a team of  prisoners taken from the quarries where they 

normally  laboured.  To  gain  access  to  The  Bulwark’s  summit,  the 

quarrymen were ordered to drive a tunnel up through the solid rock.

Wanting to make his new defences as secure as possible, the bishop 

decided  to  restrict  access  to  the  fort  to  the  absolute  minimum.  More 

prisoners were brought in and,  over the space of  several  months,  the 

spine  of  rock  leading  up  to  the  tunnel  was  cut  away  until  all  that 

remained  was  a  narrow  causeway.  Arches  were  then  cut  to  create  a 

viaduct and a massive portcullis erected over the entrance to the tunnel.

Napoleon died on Elba before the fort was even complete and it’s 

doubtful he even knew of the existence of Black Island: a remote Atlantic 

island of no particular strategic value. However, with his fort completed 

the bishop was able to sleep at night again and he could certainly argue 



his  creation  did  its  job  as  the  French  certainly  never  attempted  to 

conquer Black Island.

In the long run, though, it was the bishop’s desire to make his fort 

impregnable that was also its undoing.  Other than climbing the sheer 

sides of The Bulwark, the only way in was by crossing the viaduct and 

going through the tunnel cut by prison labour. For around ninety years a 

small British Army detachment garrisoned the fort. The unit acted under 

the orders of whichever member of the Black Family was governor and 

was consequently never popular with the islanders. 

Then in 1914, as conflict with Germany turned into the First World 

War,  the authorities  back on the mainland decided there was a  more 

pressing need for the troops on the Western Front. The garrison lowered 

the fort’s portcullis for the last time in October 1914 and the people of 

Black Island united in their delight at seeing them go. Unfortunately, the 

celebrations  got  a  little  out  of  control.  A  group  of  quarrymen  - 

descendants of the prisoners who built the fort - decided to augment the 

party  with  an  early  firework  display.  Using  flares  pinched  from local 

fishing  boats  and  some  of  their  own  blasting  powder,  the  would-be 

pyrotechnicians stationed themselves on the viaduct leading to the fort 

and set about lighting up the night sky in unforgettable fashion.

They succeeded admirably.

The first salvo of maroons attracted the attention of everyone below. 

The  next  explosion  came  when  a  drunken  quarryman  fired  a  stolen 

distress flare at a stone plaque praising the creation of the fort as Bishop 

Fenwick’s  ‘noble  gift’  to  the  island.  The  burning  projectile  hit  the 

offending piece of carved propaganda but ricocheted down - straight into 

an open case of dynamite.

The following explosion was huge. One of the quarrymen flew three 

hundred yards over the roofs of King’s Port. He was still smoking when 

he hit the quayside below. Of his companions, no trace was found. The 

viaduct connecting the Bishop’s Fort with the Ramparts was reduced to 

little more than rubble - some of which rained down on the town while its 

inhabitants ran for their  lives.  The roof of  the tunnel leading into the 

Bulwark also collapsed, sealing the entrance to the fort and taking both 

the portcullis and the offending plaque with it. 



No  one  has  been  into  the  Bishop’s  Fort  since  but  Nathan  is 

determined that one day he’s going to change that. ‘When I get up there 

I’m going to raise my own flag and you’ll all have to do as I say.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Salad yawns. ‘Until then.’ And sticks two fingers up at 

Nathan.

‘Fine,’ says Davey. ‘But until then I still say you’re just a weaselly 

little scrote.’

* * *

Margaret McAllister pulls the box towards her and sneezes as a cloud of 

dust  engulfs her head. She’s never been down here before but Tower 

House is quiet; the sunshine seems to have drawn everyone else out. With 

no one else to ask questions, it’s an opportunity for Margaret to do some 

digging.

She’s been thinking about this for several years now. Ever since she 

started  paying  more  attention  at  the  company  meetings  and  reading 

between the lines of Clarence Wherry’s so-called reports. She’s sure he’s 

up  to  something  but  what  she’s  not  sure.  Maybe  he’s  just  skimming 

money out of the accounts; she certainly wouldn’t put that past him. But 

she’s worried it might be something more.

The trouble is, Margaret doesn’t know enough about accounting and 

how to run a company in order to work it out for herself. And as long as 

Clarence continues  as the  company’s  general  manager  then she’s  not 

going  to  find  out.  She’s  tried  plenty  of  times  to  ask  questions  but 

Clarence  never  gives  straight  answers  and  none  of  the  other  board 

members seem interested in pressing him when he’s so clearly avoiding 

Margaret’s legitimate concerns. As long as Graham and Cynthia Drake 

get paid a dividend on their shares they’re not bothered what goes on and 

Keziah  just  sniggers  and  says  something  completely  inappropriate  if 

Margaret tries to start a discussion. The only other board member who 

attends  regularly  is  the  Bishop’s  Secretary  but  the  Reverend  Presley 

wouldn’t say boo to a goose.

So, if Clarence won’t come clean and the rest of the board won’t live 

up to their responsibilities then Margaret’s going to have to take on the 

challenge - and she’s decided to try a different tack.



Which is why she’s down here, deep in the cellars of Tower House, 

on  a  fine  sunny  day  when  she’d  really  rather  be  out  there  having  a 

pleasant stroll  along the quayside or even visiting the interesting new 

café that’s opened down in the old fishermen’s bakehouse. But she’s a 

woman on a mission and Margaret must admit it does feel good - even if 

she can’t help feeling slightly guilty about what she’s up to.

Margaret has never had much self-confidence or belief in her own 

abilities. She was brought up to be a respectable woman and, as far as 

she’s aware, has always done her duty and set a good example to those 

around her. The sad thing, though, is that being respectable never seems 

to have earned her much respect. 

Which is why, what she’s doing now goes against the grain; it seems 

a little underhand and not quite above board.  On the other hand, she 

firmly believes that someone’s got to sort out what’s going on and make 

sure not only that the future of the Black Company is secure but also that 

it’s done in a responsible and reputable way.

Margaret blinks at the dust swirling around and tries not to sneeze. 

She  lowers  the  box  down onto  an  old  cabin  trunk  that  stands  in  the 

middle of the floor. 

The room she’s in is off a passage near the main wine cellar. It’s 

lined with wooden shelves and filled with all manner of family detritus. 

There’s  everything  from  cracked  old  chamber  pots  to  collections  of 

stuffed animals shot by her ancestors. Boxes overflow with old clothes, 

pictures, books, toys and souvenirs of travels in various far-flung parts of 

the British Empire. In one corner, a sola topi from General Jeremiah’s 

visit to Calcutta sits atop the head of a moose shot by Colonel Huntley in 

1778 while he was supposed to be fighting renegade colonist during the 

American Revolutionary War. Next to that is a black marble mantel clock 

borrowed from the Bentley Hotel in 1882 when Bishop Fenwick made his 

last visit to London. Measuring about eight feet by twenty, the room is a 

veritable graveyard for family acquisitions and cast-offs. 

Margaret knows that finding what she wants in here is going to take 

a lot of work. But she’s determined. And somewhere amongst all this junk 

should be a book written by her grandmother, Victoria. It’s a history of 

the Black Family  and although Margaret hasn’t  seen it  since she was 

about eight years old she’s sure that it contains a detailed family tree.



If she can find the family tree then there’s just a chance it might 

provide a way of removing Clarence Wherry’s grip on power. The Wherry 

family have managed the Black Family’s affairs since 1944 but that’s only 

because no heir to the family fortunes has been discovered since Joseph 

Black died in the war. Any heir would have to be descended in a direct, 

male line from Augustus Black, the island’s first governor. Lord Augustus 

died in 1789 and Margaret knows about most  of his descendants.  But 

she’s also aware that there were a few other offspring that fell out with 

the rest of the clan and either returned to the mainland or disappeared 

off to even more remote parts. If any of them were male and produced a 

line that’s still thriving then Margaret might just be able to find a rightful 

heir who can take charge and make sure things are being done properly.

The  fact  that  doing  so  would  also  pull  the  rug  out  from  under 

Clarence Wherry’s feet and put him back in his rightful place isn’t the 

main reason for her actions but it would be extremely satisfying.

* * *

Arthur steps outside and pulls the door shut. It’s still sunny outside and 

the fresh air lifts his spirits a little. The morning had stayed quiet. Cassie 

and her friend left after about half an hour, Howard McAllister with his 

arms around both of them. Arthur only caught a glimpse of her face, half-

hidden behind that curtain of tumbling locks.

He can still picture her now though. She was definitely something 

special. Lola: he rolls the name around on his tongue then shrugs. Shame 

he never got to see her properly let alone speak to her.

Only two other people came in to the Bakehouse Café after that. One 

was a lone tourist  who’d come over on the  Fair Maiden and was still 

looking a little green around the gills after the long ferry ride. The other 

customer was one of the women who work on the tills in the town’s mini-

market. Arthur never has been able to remember her name: Brenda or 

Barbara or something. All  in all: not a morning to fill  the coffers.  The 

weather’s the problem. Its feels like the first time the sun’s been out for 

months  so  no  wonder  that  few people  felt  like  being  indoors.  Arthur 

scratches his head and wonders if he should get a couple of tables and 

chairs to go outside on the quay. He smiles at the idea. That would almost 

be continental: perhaps a bit too radical a concept for Black Island.



He  wonders  if  Cassie’s  friend  is  staying  for  long.  Lola.  Strange 

name. She seemed to take a liking to Howard, so probably a bit shallow 

then. Arthur grins for a moment. There are times when shallow is good. 

Makes life less complicated when you don’t have to worry about saying 

goodbye.

Ah, he sighs. Lola. Funny how you can walk past some pretty girls 

without a second glance but others make your head turn instantly. He 

wonders  what  she’s  doing  now.  Whether  she’s  gone  off  with  Howard 

McAllister. Whether she’ll come into his café again. She’d better do. He 

made a real effort to get her skinny mochaccino right, opening a carton of 

light soya milk just  for her: which isn’t something anyone else on the 

island is ever likely to order. 

Arthur realises he’s been staring at the café door for the last minute 

and shakes his head. He’s acting like he’s sixteen not thirty six. He laughs 

at himself; it’s been a while since any girl has got him in quite such a 

fluster. And he doesn’t even really know what she looks like; let alone 

what type of person she is. 

Locking the door to the café he turns away and sets off along the 

quay. In one hand he’s got a sack containing some of the unsold cakes 

and pastries: payment for child-minding services.

It only takes him a few minutes to get to the house in Goat Street 

and he’s whistling by the time he gets there.  The sun feels good.  He 

passed Clarence Wherry in the street and even that arrogant old bugger 

had a smile on his face. Probably nothing to do with the weather, though, 

more likely scheming something to make someone’s life a misery, thinks 

Arthur.

He gives a quick rat-a-tat-tat knock on the door and goes in.

‘Da-da!’ Gracie gives a bellow and runs across the front room. She 

wraps herself around his leg and gives it a fierce hug.

Arthur feels his heart melt. As it does every time his daughter comes 

running with such undiluted adoration in her eyes. She’s almost three 

now and he can’t believe how fast she’s growing. Or how he could have 

missed out on the first eighteen months of her life not even knowing she 

existed. 

Bending down, he pulls her off his leg and sweeps her up into his 

arms. ‘Hello, beautiful.’



Gracie grins back and jams one finger into his nose. ‘Da-da!’

‘Have you had a good morning?’

Gracie nods. ‘Yes. We had dinner.’

‘What did you have?’

‘Roast! Po-ta-toes an’ beef an’ Yorkies an’ gravy.’

‘Vegetables?’

Gracie pulls a face and looks away.

‘Did you have pudding?’

‘No. No pudding.’

‘Do you want some pudding now?’

Gracie’s eyes are big as she nods vehemently. ‘Pudding, Da-da.’

‘What would you like?’

‘More roast!’

Arthur laughs and shifts his arms to hold her a bit more securely. 

For  an almost  three-year-old she’s  a very solid  little  girl.  Her cousins 

christened her ‘Little Elephant’ a year ago because of her chubby legs 

and habit of stampeding over anything in her path. At the time, Arthur 

wasn’t sure that he liked the name but he has to admit now that it’s also 

quite appropriate. She’s also got an elephant-size appetite, particularly 

for anything stodgy or sweet or generally unhealthy.

Sally watches from the door into the hall.

‘She been okay?’ asks Arthur.

Sally nods. ‘She’s been Gracie.’

Arthur frowns. ‘Any problem?’

‘No.’ Sally laughs. ‘She eats as much as my two girls put together 

and you can’t turn your back for long but, no, she’s gorgeous.’

‘Hear that?’  Arthur  turns back to Gracie.  ‘Auntie  Sal  says  you’re 

gorgeous.’

Gracie  chortles  and  flops  back  in  Arthur’s  arm,  reaching  out  a 

languid hand towards Sally.  Her aunt comes and takes the hand. She 

gives Gracie a quick peck on the cheek and pokes her in the ribs. ‘Go on, 

take her out of here then I can put my feet up.’

‘On your own?’

‘Yes, thankfully. The girls are out playing somewhere. Davey’s off 

with  Nathan getting up to  stuff  that  I  don’t  want  to  know about  and 



George is down the pub. I think I’m going to take my chair out into the 

yard, open my book and fall asleep.’

‘Sounds good.’ Arthur holds up the bag of cakes. ‘You want these for 

later?’

‘Sure, thanks Arthur.’

‘No,  thank you,’  he replies.  ‘I’m just  glad you can look after her 

while I’m in the café. Not that it probably would have been a problem this 

morning.’

‘Quiet was it?’

‘Five customers. Not my best day yet but not the worst.’ He shifts 

Gracie  to  the  other  hip  and  turns  towards  the  door.  ‘Anyway,  thanks 

again. I’ll take madam off your hands and you can enjoy the sun.’

* * *

Margaret dabs at her brow with a handkerchief. Her face glows. It’s been 

surprisingly hard work and she’s worked up a considerable amount of 

genteel perspiration. But she’s now worked her way along most of the 

shelves, examining dozens of boxes, bags and old trunks.

Along the way she’s discovered all kinds of lost treasures. There’s an 

old doll of her mother’s that Margaret always coveted when little but was 

forbidden to touch. She’s also found the beautiful lace cloche hat that her 

great aunt Adelaide wore when she married General Sir Jeremiah Black 

in  1922.  In  another  box  she  unearthed  a  pile  of  old  photo  albums 

including  one  belonging  to  her  grandparents  from  when  they  visited 

South Africa in 1910.

There have also been some more curious discoveries: from letters 

detailing Colonel Huntley’s expulsion from Eton when a young boy to an 

old  cigar  box  of  Thurston  Black’s  that  was  full  of  some  very  saucy 

Victorian photographs of young ladies in varying states of undress.

But more importantly she’s finally found what she was looking for. 

In  a  dusty  corner  of  the  room,  holding  up a  glass  case  full  of  South 

American butterflies, was an old leather-bound crate. After she excavated 

the box and finally prised off its lid, Margaret found a pile of discarded 

Christmas decorations. It was a motley collection and she nearly didn’t 

bother looking any further. 



But now she’s glad she persevered. The bottom of the crate is lined 

with a variety of old books, including her grandmother’s history of the 

Black Family. She can see her grandmother Victoria’s name embossed in 

the leather binding.  Reaching in, Margaret carefully lifts out the thick 

tome and opens the book carefully. And there, just inside, is what she’s 

been looking for: a folded sheet of thick parchment paper.

Biting her lower lip nervously, Margaret unfolds the paper and holds 

it open. There at the top is Lord Augustus, founder of the dynasty that’s 

ruled Black Island since 1731.

Margaret’s poises her finger, ready to trace down the lines of the 

family  tree.  Then  a  noise  makes  her  freeze.  The  thumping  of  heavy 

footsteps echoes down the passage outside.

‘Hello, my baby! Where have you got to? I know you’re down here 

somewhere.’

The  words  come  in  a  warbling  singsong  and  Margaret’s  mouth 

opens wide with astonishment.

‘Come on my lovely. Come to daddy. You know I need you!’

Margaret blinks and recoils in horror. As far as she knew, all the 

other residents of Tower House are out. Bemused and confused, she looks 

for somewhere to hide. The voice sounds oddly distorted and Margaret 

can’t think, not only who could be looking for her, but also who could be 

calling out in such a suggestive manner.

Then comes a loud thud.

‘Oh bugger!’

The curse comes in a normal tone of voice and suddenly Margaret 

realises.  It’s  Graham  Drake!  It  sounds  as  if  he’s  walked  into  the 

doorframe just outside. But how does he know she’s here and what on 

earth has possessed him to approach her in such a fashion.

‘Tha’ hurt.’

She hears his feet shuffling outside the storeroom and then, with 

relief, the sound of Graham stumbling in the opposite direction.

‘Ah! There you are, my darling. Jus’ what I was looking for.’

Margaret tiptoes to the door, which is almost but not quite shut. She 

peeks  around  it  and  then  lets  out  a  huge  sigh  of  relief.  Graham  is 

standing  about  twenty  feet  away,  swaying  gently.  He’s  wearing  his 

Sunday  suit  but  the  tie  is  halfway  down  his  chest  and  he  looks 



exceedingly rumpled. He’s just pulled a bottle from the wine racks and is 

stroking it lovingly.

As Margaret watches, Graham lurches backwards. His shoulder hit 

the wall behind him, his knees fold and he slides gently down the wall. A 

moment later, he’s sitting on the cellar floor, still clutching the bottle and 

his head starts to loll forwards. A minute later and loud snores start to 

reverberate down the passageway.

Margaret feels her knees go weak as she breathes a sigh of relief. 

Returning to her grandmother’s book, she folds up the family tree and 

puts it back inside. Tucking the volume under one arm, she also gathers 

up the photo album, wedding hat and doll. Then, turning off the light, she 

heads back upstairs with only a quick glance at Graham. She feels she’s 

just had a lucky escape and wants to get her treasure trove up to her own 

rooms.  Then she can examine the book and the family  tree in  peace, 

privacy and a clean set of clothes.

* * *

Gracie splashes through the puddles that lie across the sand. Her face is 

glowing with pleasure and her brown curls tumble in the breeze.

‘Da-da!’ Her voice is a cross between a whisper and a shout. She 

looks absolutely thrilled with something. ‘Come see.’

‘What is it?’

‘Mermaid.’

‘What?’ Arthur looks at her and laughs. ‘Where?’

Gracie  points  back  the  way  she’s  come,  still  talking  in  a  loud 

whisper. ‘Over there. She’s sleeping on the sand.’

‘Really.’ Arthur grins and takes her hand. They should be heading 

back for afternoon tea. Normally Gracie needs no reminding about meal 

times but she’s been having so much fun that Arthur’s loath to drag her 

away. Plus he’s enjoying himself too: playing on the beach, free to act like 

a kid because he’s with one.

They creep up towards the outcrop of rocks that hide whatever’s 

around the corner on the next little bit of beach. They look at each other 

conspiratorially;  Arthur  happy  to  play  along  with  whatever’s  going 

through his daughter’s head.



The tide’s on its way in now and the first waves are reaching the 

edge  of  the  rocks;  soon  the  sand  around  the  corner  will  be  cut  off. 

Gracie’s  splashing along barefoot  despite  the water temperature.  He’s 

wearing wellington boots and figures he can always pick her up and carry 

her if the water comes in much further before they come back.

Gracie bends over and hunches her shoulders, stepping on tiptoe as 

she approaches the corner.

‘Look, Da-da! Mermaid.’

She points but it’s not necessary; Arthur has already seen the long, 

semi-naked body stretched out on the sand. He gives a sharp intake of 

breath. It  looks like her. Lola. She’s facedown on a dry patch of sand 

right at the top of the beach. Her legs are hidden inside a bright blue 

towel  that’s  been  wrapped  around  them.  Arthur  can  see  why  Gracie 

thinks she’s found a mermaid, even though the towel’s presumably there 

for  warmth  as,  even  with  the  bright  sunshine,  it’s  still  not  exactly 

Mediterranean. 

Arthur follows the legs upwards. The mass of tumbling blonde hair 

partially obscures her back, which is otherwise completely bare. It strikes 

her that she’s extremely skinny: he can see every rib clearly defined. He 

also notices a large tattoo curling up from underneath the towel, climbing 

across her back and vanishing under the hair. 

He pulls  a face.  It  looks like a Chinese dragon:  not his  favourite 

image.

‘Da-da?’

‘What?’  Arthur crouches down at Gracie’s side as he whispers in 

reply.

‘Should we put her back in the sea?’

Arthur can’t help laughing and the sound wakes Lola. She sits up 

with a jerk and Arthur sees a brief glimpse of more bare flesh then she’s 

clutching her multi-coloured top to her chest and the hair tumbles around 

her shoulders.

‘Sorry,’ says Arthur. ‘We didn’t mean to disturb you.’

Lola looks uncertain for a moment and Arthur takes the opportunity 

to look her straight in the face. She looks beautiful but sad. He guesses 

she’s in her mid-twenties with big eyes and a wary look. At that moment 

Arthur decides that he’s in love.



‘That’s okay,’ she says. ‘I was just enjoying the sun.’

She looks at Gracie who’s staring in amazement. Finding a real live 

mermaid is one thing but now she’s talking too.

‘Is that your little girl?’

Arthur blinks. For a moment he’d completely forgotten about Gracie. 

Then he gives a momentary silent curse: now she knows he’s not only 

much older but that he’s also already got children. He’s also suddenly 

conscious of his red face, the fact that his hair is sticking up all over the 

place and the shapeless old shirt and trousers that he’s wearing. No way 

is she going to be interested in him now: a scruffy old bloke with a kid.

But  an  instant  later  he  hates  himself  and  reaches  down  to  pick 

Gracie up. He hugs her.

‘Yes. This is Gracie. She’s my, er, daughter. We were playing on the 

beach and she… found you. She thinks you’re a mermaid.’ Arthur feels 

like  he’s  blathering  nervously.  He  gives  an  awkward  smile.  ‘She 

suggested that we should put you back in the sea.’

‘Oh.’  Lola  frowns  then  shakes  her  head.  ‘I’m  sorry,  Gracie.  The 

water’s too cold for me at the moment.’

She  moves  as  she  talks  and  the  towel  shifts,  revealing  the  legs 

beneath. Gracie looks disgusted. She turns away and buries her face in 

Arthur’s shoulder. ‘Home, Da-da. Cake time.’

Arthur sighs. ‘Er. Okay. Looks like I’ve got to go.’

Lola  nods back  politely  but  she’s  no longer  meeting  his  eye  and 

Arthur realises he’s staring. She’s also still sitting with her top held in 

front  of  her.  Probably  thinks he’s  just  an  old  perv,  thinks  Arthur.  He 

turns,  an  immense  sense  of  disappointment  passing  through  him and 

feels his hopes melt away, flowing down out of his body and into the wet 

sand. He looks blankly at the incoming tide and starts to stride back the 

way he’d just come. There was so much he’d have liked to say to her but 

now he knows he’s completely blown any slim chance that he might have 

had.

He’s about to walk off as fast as he can but pauses on the corner. 

‘You should move,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘Tide’s coming in.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ He hears her reply.

Arthur nods. ‘Stay there and you will be swimming.’


	Four: Dreams And Desires

