
One: White Rabbits And A Haunted Postbox

In which an unfortunate retainer’s brush with death leads to an unlikely  

revelation  and  a  routine  business  meeting  reveals  various  shady  

shenanigans.  We  also  meet  many  of  the  characters  who  will  have  a  

bearing on our story and get an insight into some of their conflicts and  

aspirations.

It’s summer: 1998. White wings soar as a seabird climbs into a blue sky. 

Sunlight glints off rooftops still wet from the most recent shower. Down 

in the harbour a loose sail flaps and cracks in the wind.

The gull turns, a jarring territorial shriek coming from its beak. It 

drops towards the houses, swooping low. Then up again, heading for a 

perch on the crenellated façade of the big house that looms over King’s 

Port.

Splat! A beige explosion obliterates a large portion of the view from 

the first floor of Tower House.

‘Hawkins. Clean that window.’

‘Right away, sir.’ Scurrying towards the window, Ned Hawkins pulls 

a cloth from his pocket and starts wiping at the glass.

‘Not this side, you fool. Clean the outside.’

‘But…’

‘Just wipe that muck off.’

‘But…’

‘Just do it, man.’

‘Right you are, sir.’ Fumbling awkwardly, Ned opens the low door 

that’s set into the wall next to the window. He looks timidly through. The 

narrow balcony is barely two foot wide:  the waist-high railings almost 

eaten away by decades of rust.

‘Sir?’

‘Close the door after you, Hawkins. You’re letting in a cold breeze.’

‘Right, sir. Yes, sir.’

As Ned reluctantly exits, Clarence Wherry turns away. He dismisses 

his unfortunate assistant from his mind. Instead he directs his attention 

to the matter at hand. His agitation shows in a small tic in the corner of 



his left eye. The problem is what’s in the accounts. Although the details 

are as muddled and unhelpful as he can make them he can’t fake them 

completely. Certain information still  has to be there. Including a profit 

and loss summary for the whole company. 

Clarence  knows  the  accounts  are  accurate;  he  prepared  them. 

Which is why he’s worried. It’s not the future of the company that really 

concerns him. More disturbing is the fact his own position could be in 

jeopardy. Unless help arrives, it’s getting hard to see how he can prevent 

the whole house of cards from tumbling around his ears.

Arranging his papers carefully, Clarence sits down. His joint roles as 

company general manager and family steward mean there’s no one else 

to challenge him for the seat at the head of the table. It’s a large table 

too.  A  solid  chunk  of  age-blackened  oak  that  could  comfortably  seat 

twenty people:  even though it’s  rare to  see more than seven or eight 

around it these days.

The table is the largest piece of furniture but it’s the portraits that 

dominate the boardroom. Six generations of the Black Family stare down 

their oil-painted noses at anyone with the temerity to come before their 

gaze.

In pride of place, behind the head of the table, hangs Lord Augustus 

Black: slaver, part-time pirate, prison governor and founder of the family 

dynasty. To either side, various descendants represent the generations 

that followed. 

Against  the  left-hand  wall  is  the  imposing  figure  of  General  Sir 

Jeremiah Black. He’s painted standing, in full military regalia. By the age 

of twenty-eight, Sir Jeremiah was already a full colonel, having survived 

the Boer and First  World Wars.  He returned to action for the Second 

World  War  but  died  rather  ingloriously  in  1942.  Recalled  to  London 

following the British retreat from Burma, the general was enjoying a spot 

of  leave when he crashed his  staff  car.  Gossip  said he’d been driving 

himself to a striptease show at the Windmill Theatre when he died. The 

official report also failed to mention the empty bottle of brandy found 

between his legs.

The painting beside that of the general shows his son: the last of the 

Blacks.  Joseph’s  portrait  looks semi-opaque.  It’s  appropriate really;  he 



was killed barely two years after inheriting the Black family fortunes and 

the painting never finished.

There have been other Blacks. The family has controlled the island 

for almost three centuries. However, only those in direct line of descent 

from  Lord  Augustus  have  ever  had  their  portraits  in  the  family 

boardroom.

Clarence pays no attention to the pictures. They’ve been there all his 

life and the Black Family no longer intimidate him. He likes them in their 

place: as paintings on the wall and names on ledgers and letterheads. The 

annual rigmarole of the company meeting still irks him. It’s bad enough 

having to present the members with his report; having to inform them of 

his actions and seek approval seems most demeaning.

* * *

Ned Hawkins shuffles a step to his left, getting another couple of inches 

closer to the window. His face is pressed against the granite wall and his 

breathing comes in fast, jagged bursts. He closes his eyes, focussing on 

just how much he hates Clarence Wherry.

Ned has worked for the Wherrys all his life. First father, now son: 

both as bad as each other: arrogant, pompous and downright unpleasant 

to all those they think beneath them. Which is basically anyone except the 

Wherrys and the Black Family.

Another herring gull screeches overhead and Ned curses. Why he 

has to wipe the window he does not understand.  This is Black Island. 

Essentially it’s a big rock stuck way out in the Atlantic Ocean. There are 

seabirds everywhere and they shit on everything. To Ned’s mind there’s 

about as much point to cleaning windows as polishing coal. 

A damp spot hits Ned on the back of the neck and for a moment he 

thinks it’s the gull back to add to his torment. Then another wet spot falls 

on his ear and another on his left hand. Soon a regular pitter-patter is 

smacking on Ned’s head and shoulders.

That’s another thing about living on a rock in the Atlantic. It rains a 

lot. Most days it rains at least two or three times. And that’s the summer. 

Winter can be different: sometimes it rains continuously for months. This 

is the fourth or fifth shower of the day and it’s a heavy one. Which is 

another reason Ned doesn’t see the point in wiping bird shit off windows.



For five minutes, Ned stands there, pressed to the wall with water 

pouring down on him. At first it’s just cold drops stinging where they hit 

bare skin. But the rain rapidly soaks through the back of his jacket and 

trousers. As it gets heavier, he also becomes aware that water is running 

down the wall  and over his hands,  which are still  pressed against the 

granite. Moments later it’s flowing along his fingers and on down into his 

sleeves. Soon, Ned’s clothes are saturated, clinging to his bony limbs in a 

clammy embrace that just makes him feel even more depressed with life 

and his thankless existence. 

* * *

It’s  still  a  little  before  midday  when  the  first  board  member  arrives: 

Margaret McAllister, granddaughter of one of Jeremiah’s sisters and the 

biggest thorn in Clarence’s side. He’s never liked Margaret and over the 

years has come to loathe her. Partly for her sanctimonious manner. More 

particularly, though, for the impertinent way she tries to grill him about 

his plans for the company: as if she knew something about how to run a 

business.

Margaret is the same age as Clarence, both of them born in 1951. 

But her starchy manner and frilly, old lady collars make her seem at least 

ten years his senior.

She  looks  in  Clarence’s  direction  and  greets  him politely  but  he 

turns  away  before  meeting  her  eye.  Shuffling  his  papers  around,  he 

makes them rustle and pretends not to hear. Margaret gives a little sniff 

but nothing more. Clarence smiles to himself and looks forward to when 

the meeting is over and the surviving members of the Black Family out of 

his hair for another three months.

A few minutes later and it’s the old lady’s turn to make her entrance. 

Keziah is Joseph’s younger sister.  Now almost seventy, she still  seems 

spry but Clarence has always harboured doubts about her sanity. As a 

young woman, she was practically incarcerated in the Black Family home 

for nearly twenty years. That must have had some effect on her mental 

state, although judging by the scandal that led to her being locked up 

Clarence thinks she can’t have been the most intelligent of women in the 

first place.



He smiles to himself as he looks at her now. It’s hard to imagine that 

the wrinkly creature with the staring eyes and the mass of white hair 

piled on top of her head ever inspired men to acts of devotion.

Unfortunately, he does not mask his thoughts quickly enough and 

Keziah spots his expression.

‘Pah! What’s happened to you, Clarence Wherry? Not often anything 

makes you smile.’

‘Just pleased to see you, Miss Black.’

‘I doubt that.’

But she says no more and Clarence is only too happy not to continue 

the conversation. He is waiting: praying his reprieve will come. He knows 

today’s boat has arrived; any post will be ashore. What he doesn’t know is 

whether  the  letter  has  come.  Or  if  it  will  give  him  the  reply  he  so 

desperately needs. Or whether it will get to Tower House before he has to 

decide which set of accounts to show to the board.

* * *

Arthur Judd ducks his head as he enters the little terraced house. The old 

family home stands in a line of hunched little cottages in the lower part of 

King’s Port. Until now, Arthur’s not been back to Black Island since he 

ran away fifteen years earlier. Entering the house in Goat Street it’s even 

smaller than he remembers. Depressing-looking too.

He smiles at his younger brother. ‘Nice to see you taking care of the 

old place.’

‘Really?’

‘Course.’

‘Remember you were keen enough to leave.’

‘Hmm. True.’

Arthur  grins.  He  had  stuck  it  out  on  Black  Island  until  he  was 

nineteen. The night he left, Arthur threw their father in the harbour. The 

water was out at the time. A bucket of fish guts followed. Before storming 

away,  Arthur  swore  he’d  sooner  swim  to  Australia  than  be  forced  to 

spend another hour working in the same boat or living in the same house 

as his old man.

Arthur never made it as far as Australia but he did get to Canada. 

He also stayed true to his word. He never laid eyes on his father again. It 



isn’t choice that brings him back to Black Island now: more a matter of 

need.

‘Anyway…’ 

Arthur  straightens up and looks around.  He has grown tall  for  a 

Black Islander: almost six foot. Which leaves the top of his head pressing 

uncomfortably against the ceiling of the house he never really expected 

to see again.

‘So where’s… the wife?’

‘Out back probably.’

‘Oh yeah. Keep Sally in the yard do you?’

George shrugs. He still isn’t quite sure what to make of his brother. 

Arthur had arrived on the boat barely half an hour ago. They recognised 

each other straight away but, greetings over, neither is quite sure how to 

deal with the other. There is a lot of history here: too much to gloss over 

in a few polite exchanges.

George turns away. He opens the parlour door and leads the way 

through into the narrow hall that connects with the kitchen and the back 

yard.

‘She’s probably with the lads. They’ve got some rabbits out back. 

Mad about them they are.’

‘Oh yeah. How many you got.’

‘About a dozen.’

‘What!’

‘Give or take.’

Arthur is confused. He gives his brother a strange look. ‘How long 

you been married?’

‘Oh… fourteen years.’

‘And you’ve got a dozen kids?’

‘What? No. I got three. Told you before.’

‘You just said you had a dozen.’

George  shakes  his  head.  ‘That’s  the  rabbits,  Arthur.  That’s  the 

rabbits.’

He’s still chuckling as the back door bursts open and five children 

burst through, followed by Sally Judd. She gives a start as she sees the 

two men and then her eyes widen as she sees Arthur Judd.  The sight 

startles her memory and a brief flush colours her cheeks.



Arthur spots it and turns smoothly to look at the children who are 

shaking the rain off like excited pups and haven’t taken any notice of the 

two men.

‘Hold on. Thought you said you had three young ‘uns.’

‘I can count.’

Arthur makes a show of counting. ‘One, two, three, four…’

‘Not all mine, Arthur. Not all mine.’

George  grabs  a  curly  headed  eleven-year-old  who’s  tussling  with 

another, slightly smaller lad.

The boy  wriggles  and looks  up.  ‘Hey,  dad.  Me and Nathan been 

cleaning out the rabbits. The girls just been sitting there cuddling them. 

And we fixed the fence. Three of them had got out. They were eating your 

plants. The special ones.’

‘Were they?’

‘Yeah. Think they liked them though. They were all happy… like you 

get.’

George shrugs. He wraps his fingers around the stocky lad’s shirt 

collar. Without any obvious effort, he lifts the boy up with one arm and 

turns him towards Arthur.

‘This is my eldest. Davey. Meet your Uncle Arthur.’

* * *

Margaret looks at the water coursing down the window. The unpleasant 

brown  stain  has  disappeared.  She  can  also  see  the  first  glimmer  of 

brightness breaking through the clouds. 

‘Look, Keziah. I do believe it’s going to clear again.’

‘Humph.’

‘Yes, I have a feeling the sun will be back with us soon.’

‘Wonderful.’

‘I think a walk by the fort might be called for later. One does so 

enjoy the invigoration of the fresh air after the rain has passed. I always 

find it very bracing, a tonic for the lungs and the soul.’

‘Hmm.’

Margaret  looks  around.  She  always  finds  it  very  hard  making 

conversation with her second cousin. Keziah is never exactly rude but her 

responses are invariably abrupt.



She smiles  vaguely  at  the others gathered around the table.  The 

three other members of the board have now arrived: the Drake cousins 

and the fat Bishop’s Secretary. The cousins are arguing yet again over 

some old disagreement. The overweight churchman is staring silently into 

space, probably dreaming of pies.

Margaret looks at her watch. It’s now almost ten past twelve. She 

glances sideways. ‘Do you think we should start? Howard is on his way 

but he won’t mind if we start without him.’

Keziah  looks  blank  for  a  moment.  Then  Margaret  sees  the  old 

spinster’s  eyes twitch towards Clarence Wherry. At the far end of the 

table,  the  family  steward  lifts  a  pile  of  papers.  He  appears  more 

distracted than usual. He was so involved with his work earlier that he 

didn’t even notice when Margaret came into the room.

‘Oh…’ says Keziah. ‘There’s no rush.’

‘It’s alright. Howard won’t mind. I can speak for my son as well as 

myself if there are any decisions to make.’

At the other end of the table, Clarence laughs. ‘That’s not exactly a 

problem, Mrs McAllister. The boy doesn’t have any shares. Which means 

he doesn’t have a vote.’

‘Well… no.  But  he’s  part  of  the family,  isn’t  he.  Everyone in  the 

Black Family is entitled to speak.’

‘I thought he was a McAllister.’

‘Well, yes. But… his grandmother was a Black.’

‘His great-grandmother.’

‘Well, if you must quibble.’

Clarence gives one of his humourless smiles. ‘It’s part of my job, Mrs 

McAllister. I have to question everything. On behalf of the company, you 

understand… And, since you’re not allowed to sell  your own shares,  I 

presume your son still doesn’t have any.’

Margaret feels herself going red. She is feeling flustered and hates 

herself for it. She knows she isn’t stupid but she does get in awkward 

tangles  while  trying  to  express  herself.  And  Clarence  Wherry  always 

seems to make it worst. She could almost imagine he does it on purpose.

‘No.  No,  he doesn’t,’  she says,  trying her best to sound decisive. 

‘Either way, we don’t need to wait for Howard do we? So we can get on 

with the meeting.’



Clarence  opens  his  mouth  to  say  something  but  to  Margaret’s 

surprise Keziah gets there first.

‘Are you going for your walk before or after lunch?’

‘Oh… I don’t know.’ Margaret wasn’t even sure if she was going for 

a walk. She’d only said it as a way of trying to find something to say to 

Keziah. ‘I… er… I haven’t quite decided.’

‘You  should  eat  before  going.  Otherwise  you  might  get  hungry. 

Then… you might have to come back before you were ready. Or get faint 

and fall over.’

‘Well… yes, I suppose so.’

‘You could take some food with you. Get the cook to make you a 

sandwich. Or take a pie. Pies are good. I like mutton ones. With lots of 

mustard. Although they do make me fart.’

‘Oh!’ Margaret gives a little gasp. A horrible snorting laugh comes 

from the other side of the table but she ignores it. 

‘Maybe a sandwich is better. Not so messy to eat.’

‘No… I suppose not.

‘But what if it rains again? You could come to my room instead. Play 

cards or… have tea.’

‘Really?’  Margaret  is  astonished.  She’s  only  seen  the  inside  of 

Keziah’s rooms once before. That was years ago when her cousin had 

caught  some really  nasty  virus  and was bed-bound and delirious  with 

fever for a week. Invitations from Keziah herself are unheard of.

She’s about to reply when Clarence’s nephew Douglas enters the 

room. He glides in his usual boneless walk to his uncle’s end of the table. 

There’s a letter in the boy’s pale hand and he passes it over.

Clarence almost snatches the envelope. Then looks around when he 

realises he’s being watched. He bares his teeth in what’s meant to be a 

smile. 

* * *

Ned Hawkins slowly lowers his hands and takes a deep breath. His eyes 

have  been  closed  since  seconds  after  the  downpour  started.  Like  a 

crucified rag and bone man, he’s spent the last five minutes stock still on 

the balcony. Face pressed against the solid reassurance of the granite 

wall as torrents of rainwater bucketed down.



Now, his clothes are clinging to him and he can feel water slopping 

around inside his boots. But there’s a faint bit of heat on the back of his 

neck. Warily, he opens his eyes a fraction.

The drenching is finally over. The rain has stopped and the glass to 

his side glistens wetly as sunshine lances through a break in the clouds. 

The window is only a couple of feet away. It looks like the seagull splatter 

has washed away. Taking a deep breath, Ned tilts his head back. He can 

see most of the glass but the pane is nearly eight feet across and the 

angle isn’t enough to be certain. 

Biting his lip, he shuffles his feet an inch from the wall and leans 

away from the granite, just a little bit.

It’s only a small movement but enough to trigger Ned’s vertigo. His 

head  swims  and  his  vision  blurs.  He  gasps  and  his  arms  flail  for 

something  to  hold.  One  hand  connects  with  the  railing  behind  him. 

Instinctively, he grabs it, seizes the rusted metal as his knees go limp.

Ned sags and his weight, though not great, comes down on the old 

wrought iron: metal that’s been eroded by years of exposure to salt water 

and Atlantic gales. It resists for only a moment. Then snaps.

Gravity takes hold.

Ned continues to clutch the railing but it’s no longer attached to the 

building. Together, man and metal topple, spinning as they plummet into 

thin air.

* * *

Clarence  smiles  and  relaxes.  Mad  Keziah  suddenly  announced  a  few 

minutes ago that she needed to go and pee. The fuss the old lady made as 

she  rushed  for  the  door  gave  him the  perfect  opportunity  to  open  a 

couple of  ledgers and use them as cover while  he hastily  opened the 

letter.

Now he is  happy.  He’s  got  the  answer  he  wanted.  His  plan  has 

worked. He has cash to work with and no one any the wiser.

Slipping one set of accounts back into his bag, he starts to pass the 

alternative version down the table. ‘Here we are, ladies and gentleman. 

My report to the board.’

He  glances  around  the  room.  The  implied  insult  has  no  impact. 

Graham Drake assumes he’s the gentleman referred to and the Bishop’s 



Secretary looks as if he’s asleep. Howard McAllister still hasn’t appeared 

but that’s no loss to anyone except his mother.

Clarence sits  back, fingers steepled in front of him. He smiles.  ‘I 

would, of course, be delighted to answer any questions. Alternatively, if 

anyone wants to propose a motion to accept the report then you can get 

on and sign it. After which, you’ll have performed your duties and can all 

resume whatever other, more important business you have to attend to.’

* * *

The snapping sounds and almighty crash that come from the back yard 

instantly silences the gathering of Judds. 

Arthur  jerks  around  in  astonishment.  Sally  and  one  of  the  girls 

shriek, while Davey and his young friend Nathan both do impressions of 

drowning goldfish as their mouths open and shut in silent expressions of 

wonder.

‘What on earth?’ George is the first to move. He turns to the kitchen 

door and throws it open. Bursting through, he makes it several feet into 

the yard and then stops, confused. While he tries to make sense of what 

he’s seeing, other members of the Judd family pile up against him from 

behind.

‘Dad! What is it?’

George frowns. The back of the yard is where the rabbit pens should 

be. There’s no sign of them though. In their place all he can see is a pile 

of broken branches. Sticking out of the top of the mess is what looks like 

a pair of human legs in ragged trousers.

A loud groan comes from the mound of foliage. There’s a twanging 

sound and the legs slide out of sight.

‘Dad!’

‘Hold on, Davey.’

‘Dad!’

‘What?’

‘Where the bleeding hell are my rabbits?’

George and Arthur pull some of the branches out of the way. Beneath 

them, they find Ned Hawkins lying prostrate.

‘Is he dead?’ Davey jumps around behind them, his friend Nathan 

peering over more warily.



‘Dunno.’  Arthur  looks  up.  Above  them,  a  hole  torn  through  the 

overhanging tree shows the origin of the broken branches. What looks 

like  a  section  of  iron  railings  is  hanging  from one of  the  snapped-off 

limbs. 

It’s hard to believe where Ned Hawkins came from. The backyards 

of Goat Street are dug into the side of a steep hill. The only thing directly 

above them is the rambling mansion the Black Family calls home. Tower 

House stands on a spur of higher ground and looms over the huddled 

terraces where common folk live. There are no ground floor windows or 

doors on this side of the building. So, unless Ned jumped from the roof 

itself, the narrow balcony on the first floor is the only other option that 

Arthur can see.

Squinting,  he tries to  calculate the height.  The old  ash tree that 

leans above the rabbit  pens is  probably  twenty feet tall.  The distance 

between the top of the tree and the balcony is at least that far and half 

again. A total of fifty feet.

‘Jesus!’

Arthur breathes the word out with soft reverence. However it was 

that Ned came to fall, it’s a long way down.

Ned’s eyes open slowly. He hurts in all sorts of places but his head’s in 

such  a  whirl  that  the  pain  hasn’t  really  filtered  through  yet.  He’s 

completely disorientated. All he’s really aware of is the little, fur-covered 

face beneath him. The one that’s staring up at him with wonder and what 

looks like love.

‘Jesus.’

The word is soft. Ned isn’t sure where it comes from. The only thing 

he can see is the little white rabbit.

‘He came from the sky.’

‘How?’

‘Did he fly?’

‘Look up there.’

‘Holy f…’

Smack!

‘Ow!’

‘Is he alive?’

‘Has he come from heaven?’



‘Maybe he’s an angel.’

‘Has he come to save us?’

Ned is only vaguely aware of the conversation that’s going on above 

him between the younger Judds and their friends. Some of the children’s 

words seep in though and rattle around the inside of  his bruised and 

befuddled brain. 

His mind is still trying to make sense of the different messages it’s 

receiving when the young rabbit beneath him wrinkles its nose. 

As if in response to the signal, three other white rabbits appear in 

his vision. They hop forward from wherever they’ve been hiding. Now, all 

four are looking up at him and Ned realises who it is that’s talking about 

him.  It’s  the  rabbits.  They’re  saying  he’s  their  angel.  He  can’t  quite 

remember how it happened but he must have been sent from heaven to 

save the white rabbits.

* * *

Margaret’s hand lifts slowly and Keziah resists the temptation to slap it 

down again. She doesn’t want interruptions or questions, just to get the 

papers signed and the meeting over. 

Clarence Wherry tries to pretend the raised hand isn’t there but, 

much as he’d like to, he can’t really ignore it. He slowly turns his head.

‘You have a question, Mrs McAllister, or one of your observations?’

‘Well… I thought… that is…’

Cynthia Drake sniffs loudly from the opposite side of the table, while 

her cousin Graham makes little attempt to cover a yawn. Margaret grinds 

to a halt for a moment then gathers herself.

‘I thought we should, you know, discuss the state of the company. I 

mean; there doesn’t seem to be much profit shown.’

‘But there is profit and that’s what matters.’ 

‘Yes… but our dividend, well, it’s tiny.’

Clarence shakes his head. ‘Oh, Mrs McAllister. You know if there 

was money to be thrown around I’d be delighted to drown you in it. But, 

we have to be realistic. We’ve had some ups and downs in the past year. 

Black Island is a wonderful place but sadly our prosperity does depend on 

the outside world.  I  try my best  to keep the company in as healthy a 

financial state as possible but even I can’t do anything about financial 

crises happening in places like Japan and Russia.’



‘No, but…’

‘We are all affected, Mrs McAllister. Like it or not, the Black Island 

Company does get a bit of a buffeting from these economic storms. The 

state  of  world  markets  does  affect  prices  and  that  means  our  profits 

aren’t always quite as high as I’d like them to be. But, as I say, we are in 

profit. Not by a huge amount but we are in profit.’

‘Yes, but I don’t understand how.’

‘I’m sure you don’t, Mrs McAllister.’

Graham  laughs  openly  and  Margaret  blushes  a  deep  red.  For  a 

moment, Keziah thinks Clarence has succeeded in shutting her up and 

the old lady bites her lip as she silently prepares for the vote.

‘No! I don’t.’

They all look at Margaret in surprise. For once she sounds almost 

forceful and Keziah realises her cousin’s daughter is determined to have 

her say.

‘I don’t understand how we’re in profit because most of the figures 

for the company look quite bad.’

‘Well, they’re obviously not all bad.’

‘No. But they nearly all are. I mean: I know I’m not an accountant 

and I do have trouble following your report, Mr Wherry.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. Now, obviously I don’t mean that as a personal criticism of you 

or your handling of the company.’

‘Heaven forbid, Mrs McAllister.’

‘But the thing is, from the bits that I can understand it appears to 

me  that  the  company  should  be  making  a  loss.  If  you  look  at  them 

carefully, nearly all the sections of reports show that things really aren’t 

going very well.  We seem to have spent money on things that haven’t 

returned a profit. The costs seem very high.’

‘Investments.’

‘In fact, if it wasn’t for this one payment that’s shown at the bottom 

of page twelve, I don’t think we’d be in profit at all.’ 

Margaret  sits  back  in  her  chair:  apparently  exhausted  and 

overwhelmed at the effort it has taken to get her point out. 

‘And what I just don’t understand is where that money has come 

from.’



Clarence’s  smile  seems  very  thin  at  this  point  but  Keziah  is 

impressed to see that it never actually falters.

‘The payment shown there is from… an investment, Mrs McAllister. 

We make many over the years and sometimes it looks like we’re pouring 

good money after bad but then, you see, that’s what makes a prudent 

manager. Knowing when to invest and when to stop. I know the accounts 

can seem a little baffling to one who’s not familiar with all the nitty-gritty 

of the company’s business but let me assure you that the fundamentals 

are all there. And, the important thing is that the Black Company is… in 

the black.’

Graham Drake smacks his fist on the table. ‘Well that’s good enough 

for me. I can’t see any point in prolonging things further. Basic thing is, 

we’re in profit. There’s a bit of a dividend coming our way and I trust Mr 

Wherry to look after our interests.’

‘You would.’ Cynthia raises an eyebrow. ‘Saves you getting off your 

backside and having to do anything to help run the company.’

‘That’s rich! You’ve never worked a day in your life.’

‘I work hard every day, Graham. You wouldn’t understand the hours 

that go into running all the organisations in which I’m involved.’

‘What? Oh, which one of your many important social commitments 

do  you mean:  the Ladies  Cake Eating Committee?  Or are you talking 

about your Flower Arrangers Who Do Lunch Club?’

‘Please!’ Clarence puts on his slimiest peacemaker’s smile and holds 

up both hands before the two cousins descend further into their usual 

state of acrimony. ‘Perhaps we could just deal with the report.’

‘Oh, god.’ Cynthia lifts a single finger in a world-weary fashion. ‘I 

move we accept the damn report, sign the thing and get out of here.’

‘Seconded.’ Keziah gets in there before Margaret can speak.

‘Thank you, ladies.’ Clarence starts to look more relaxed. ‘Now… all 

those in favour?’

* * *

George Judd hesitates. They’ve just left his back yard. His older brother is 

with him, in a hurry to get to the pub. They should have been there an 

hour ago but got delayed trying to deal with Ned Hawkins.



The Wherrys' clerk is still in the Judds’ yard, lying in the ruins of the 

hutch. He doesn’t seem injured but refuses to be moved. Instead he keeps 

babbling about angels and white rabbits talking to him. 

George  and  Arthur  had  wanted  to  carry  Ned  home  but  the 

suggestion sent him into floods of tears. In the end, Sally Judd told them 

to leave him where he was. She’d thrown a couple of blankets over Ned 

and promised to keep an eye on him.

Now,  George  glances  at  his  impatient-looking  brother.  ‘Let’s  go 

round the harbour way.’

‘You daft? That’s miles further.’

‘Well… we’re already late. Bit more won’t matter. I fancy a bit of a 

stroll. Get the smell of rabbits out my nose.’

‘Beer works for me.’

‘It’s a nice evening though.’

‘It’s raining!’

‘Only a bit. You gone soft or something.’

‘No! I want a beer. Come on!’

George shuffles from side to side. ‘It’s just… I don’t go Ash Hill way 

anymore.’

Arthur’s eyes narrow. He senses there’s more to this than just his 

brother being awkward. ‘Why not?’

‘Got my reasons.’

‘Like what? Come on: you can tell me.’

‘Well… promise not to laugh?’

‘Get on. Out with it.’

‘There’s a ghost.’

‘What! Where?’

‘Up on the corner. You remember where the lane goes past the post 

box? Just below Tower House?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s where I saw it. The ghost.’

Arthur tips his head to one side. His brother has never been one for 

stories. He’s a solid man, same as all the Judds. Built like an island fishing 

boat:  stumpy  and  broad  of  beam,  made  for  weathering  anything  the 

Atlantic  throws at them. George is  no nonsense and practical:  steady. 

Talk of ghosts doesn’t fit. 



‘So. What did you see?’

Arthur starts walking. George is glad he’s admitted his fear. That’s 

the  hardest  part.  He  hurries  to  fall  into  step  with  his  older  brother, 

relieved Arthur is taking him seriously. ‘A woman. A white woman.’

A woman in white?’

‘No. A white woman. Skin that glowed.’

‘What, naked?’

‘Not a stitch.’

‘Pretty?’

‘Not at all.’

It’s raining more heavily now. The brothers dip their heads into their 

collars, heads tilted forward. They walk briskly up the dark street, water 

running down the cobbles beneath them.

‘So. Tell the story.’

‘It was a couple of years ago. I was on the way to the pub. It was a 

dark night. Stormy. And I was just stomping along, head down, thinking 

about nothing more than a pint.’

George takes a deep breath. ‘Then suddenly… there it was. This… 

creature standing in front of me. All shining white and naked it was. I 

stood there with my mouth open like a fish on the quay. Didn’t know what 

to do.’

He shuddered at the memory. ‘And then she screamed. Horrible it 

was. Turned my blood to ice it did.’

‘So where were you?’

‘Right next to the post box.’

‘What, this post box?’

George’s eyes pop open as he realises what Arthur has done. ‘You 

bastard!’

Without another look, George sets off at a run. Arthur laughs like a 

drain. Then looks around, realises he’s alone. He glances at the post box 

and then turns his head slowly, examining the shadows to either side.

His smile fades. ‘Hold on!’

First  in  a  gentle  jog  then a  lumbering canter,  Arthur  follows his 

brother up the hill, heading for the safety of the Marlinspike Inn. And its 

beer.

* * *



Keziah watches the rain coursing down the window. Her rooms are in the 

northern wing: a part of the house added back when James II was on the 

throne. It’s cold and draughty but she’s lived here long enough that she 

rarely notices any discomfort.  Besides,  the advantages of her isolation 

within  Tower  House  more than outweigh any inconvenience as far  as 

she’s concerned.

When first shut up in her rooms as a young woman of seventeen 

Keziah had ranted and raved, railing at the injustice. During those first 

few years she tried anything to escape her imprisonment: from throwing 

herself out of windows and climbing chimneys to attempting to suborn 

the servants with bribery, blackmail and naked threats. 

But her captors were too implacable and her guardians too resolute. 

Besides which, on those few short occasions she did escape the family 

home, she realised there was nowhere on Black Island for her to go and 

no simple way off the island. As time passed, she began to accept her 

fate. Unable to look outwards, she started to look inwards. And, after the 

first  decade,  being confined to  her  rooms came to  seem natural.  She 

realised one day that the life of an eccentric recluse agreed with her; it 

freed her from all normal convention and expectation.

In  the  fifty  years  following  that  revelation,  Keziah’s  taste  for 

isolation has grown rather than diminished. People are bearable in short 

bursts but she finds the incessant and inconsequential chatter that pours 

out of most highly irritating. Where once she plotted in order to make her 

escape, now she schemes in order to minimise her contact with the world 

outside her private quarters.

It’s  not  that  she’s  cut  off  or  disturbed.  She  knows  most  people 

regard her as a little deranged at best. More often the phrase is stark, 

staring  mad.  It’s  a  reputation  that  she  cultivates  with  aplomb.  She’s 

become expert at unnerving people.  It’s  remarkable the effect that an 

unblinking stare and graphic observations of a personal nature can have 

on someone who thinks they should come and talk to her. A little drool 

always helps with those who don’t immediately get the message.

But that’s just  because Keziah doesn’t  want to talk to anyone on 

Black Island. They were the ones who turned away, the ones who closed 

their eyes when her family locked her up.

Her family!



The thought sends a twitch of anger down the left side of Keziah’s 

face. The Black Islanders are beneath her contempt but her family are 

something else. Never mind the fact that those responsible are all dead. 

Someone has to pay and, now, her revenge is finally under way.

She smiles.  Clarence Wherry thinks  he’s  so  clever.  He plots  and 

plans  but  can’t  escape  the  underlying  fact  that  he’s  a  natural 

incompetent.  The Wherry family have never been anything but upstart 

toadies, clingers-on and parasites. Just because one of them married her 

aunt, they all thought they were gentry. Her father’s biggest mistake ever 

was leaving the family business in their care. Under the stewardship of 

Clarence and his  oily  father  before  him,  the Black Island Company is 

slowly sinking into a mire of mismanagement.

There were times at today’s board meeting when Keziah found it 

hard to resist a smirk. Not that it would have mattered. They all think 

she’s crazy anyway and none of them would have had the remotest idea 

why she was smiling.

It  had  been  highly  amusing  though.  She’d  known  Clarence  was 

desperately worried as soon as she saw him. The letter hadn’t arrived. 

As intended. 

Keziah had timed it perfectly. She’d made sure the reply from her 

broker  wouldn’t  arrive until  the  morning of  the  meeting.  It  had been 

worth it just to see the anguish on Clarence’s face, although the inane 

expression  when  his  reprieve  did  arrive  had  made  her  feel  a  little 

nauseous. 

But, thanks to the injection of extra cash confirmed in the broker’s 

letter, Clarence had been able to present a version of the accounts that 

made it look as if the company was in the black.

Looking out  into  the  night,  Keziah  smiles.  What  the  other  board 

members don’t know is that he only managed it by selling off part of the 

company.  Something he has no right to do.  The board members  each 

have a small  number of  shares but the majority,  the ones Clarence is 

responsible for, are all held in trust. They belong to the rightful heir to 

the family business. But with both her brothers dead, Joseph in the war 

and the little  one,  Luke,  in  childhood,  there is  no heir.  No male one, 

anyway. Which is how Clarence has been able to continue in his cuckoo 



role, claiming control of the company as the family steward. That still 

doesn’t allow him to sell the shares though.

Not that Keziah minds. Not in the least. It has taken some careful 

manoeuvring and delicate negotiations. But the first part of her plan has 

come to fruition. The money she’s made over the years and the various 

identities  her broker has created for her have enabled her to buy the 

shares. No one else on the island knows it but Keziah Black now owns a 

significantly larger part of the Black Island Company than she did before. 

Not majority control but a step along the way. And, while Clarence has 

got some fresh funds to play with, they won’t last. He doesn’t have the 

skill  to  manage  the  company  properly  and,  helped  by  some  judicious 

outside interference, Keziah can make sure that sooner or later he’ll need 

more outside money to balance the books.

Second time round it’ll be easier too. He’ll try and sell off another 

small  parcel  of  shares.  Discreetly.  But  Keziah  and  her  agents  will  be 

watching. Ready to pounce and ready to buy. There’s also the alternative 

option of a personal loan to Clarence. One that can be called in when the 

moment is ripe. 

A movement outside distracts her and Keziah looks down into the 

streets. Two men go by. Islanders. Fishermen by the look of them. Off to 

drink their profits away, no doubt.

She  watches  them  go  and  gives  thanks  to  this  new,  modern 

technology. She doesn’t have to risk chance meetings with their like any 

more. Things are much easier now but it’s been a long process. To begin 

with it was so much harder. She used to have to contact her agent by 

letter and that was always tricky.

Mad Keziah Black couldn’t be seen walking down to the post office 

like any normal person. Nor could she hand any mail to other members of 

the family or the servants: none of them were to be trusted. She has a 

couple of allies on the island but only a couple. For many years, getting 

letters in and out necessitated considerable subterfuge.

Seeing the two fishermen go past reminds Keziah of a night a few 

years ago. She’d suddenly needed to send a letter to her broker. There’d 

been no way of getting in touch with one of her usual agents in time. The 

only thing for it was to use the postbox in the street below. It had been 



pouring with rain and she hadn’t wanted to get her clothes wet in case 

questions were asked about her whereabouts.

So Keziah, using an old, half-forgotten side entrance, had slipped out 

into the street naked. It was a dark, wet night and she only needed to go 

about  ten  yards.  She’d  put  her  letter  safely  in  the  box  and  was  just 

dashing  back  to  safety  when  she  came  face-to-face  with  an  islander 

walking up the street. It had given her the fright of her life and she’d 

screamed in shock.

Still.  At  least  she  doesn’t  have  to  worry  about  things  like  that 

anymore. Now she’s got a brand-new Nokia 5110 phone. It arrived just a 

week ago, smuggled into the house inside several hanks of knitting wool. 

The little mobile phone is bright red and Keziah loves it. She keeps it 

hidden away inside her knickers where it’ll be safe. It’s also set on vibrate 

so no one will ever hear it ring.

Turning away from the window, Keziah makes her way over to her 

knitting  chair.  Mountains  of  brightly  coloured  wool  and  bundles  of 

knitting patterns surround the ancient armchair. The patterns on top are 

mostly  Keziah’s  own:  badly-drawn sketches  for  garments  so  ugly  and 

shapeless  that  no-one’s  ever  likely  to  be  interested  in  borrowing  the 

pattern or examining it any further. Tucked lower down are other papers: 

the ones that matter.

Now, lowering herself  into the chair,  Keziah isn’t  there to see as 

another man goes running up the street. This one would be even more 

familiar to her. It’s Clarence Wherry’s slightly odd clerk, Ned Hawkins. 

But he’s not acting his normal servile self. This Ned Hawkins has wild, 

staring eyes and he’s wrapping his arms around his coat, cradling four 

small rabbits.

They’re white rabbits and Ned Hawkins is their guardian angel. He’s 

rescued them from captivity and now he’s taking them to freedom. Up 

into the hills: that’s where they’re going. Off to a place where man and 

white rabbits can live free.
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