
Two: Refugees

In which a man’s past catches up with him and the last surviving member  

of the Black Family has a secret assignation with a mysterious Irishman.  

We also witness youthful debauchery, learn about the dangers of jumping  

to conclusions, hear news of the white rabbits and observe a rigged game  

of poker.

It’s October 1999 and Arthur Judd curses as the hail beats down. Thirty 

seconds ago the sky was blue. Now a solid wall of blackness towers up 

out of the west and sheets of frozen rain are whipping down off the hills. 

There’s also a vicious cold wind pushing it all along.

Arthur  glances  back.  Not  a  tree  to  be  seen.  There’s  no  sign  of 

shelter ahead either: just bleak moorland and an empty valley beneath a 

sky getting lower by the second. When the sun’s shining the interior of 

Black Island can be a beautiful place. At moments like this, though, it can 

seem a god-forsaken spot.

Pulling up his collar, he tugs it tighter around the back of his neck. 

It’s scant protection from the pellets of ice pinging off his head and he 

wishes he had a hat. The hail hurts but at least the frozen flurries that 

bounce and whip around him aren’t making him particularly wet. 

Arthur thinks briefly about going back but there’s not much point. 

He’s a good four or five miles from town. Turning round would also mean 

walking into the squall’s wintry teeth rather than away from it. Instead, 

he gives a grunt of resignation, plods on and hunches his shoulders. 

‘Bloody place!’ Pulling his collar up further, he settles into a steady 

trudge as he tries to ignore the weather.

‘Ow!’ Arthur winces as a salvo of particularly large pieces of hail 

smack into the back of his head. He glares at a granite boulder lying next 

to the track. ‘What the hell am I doing here?’

It’s been more than a year since he returned to Black Island. He had 

left in 1983, never wanting to come back. For fourteen years he’d hardly 

thought of the remote community where grew up; there were times when 

he had the odd longing and occasional pang for some of the people he’d 

left behind but that was as far as regrets went.



He’d got a job and a new life in Vancouver. He’d thought it  was 

home. But then things went crazy. What had been a simple life turned 

suddenly complicated. A chance meeting brought chaos and turmoil into 

his life in the form of Liang Shuchun. He’d thought he could cope. But 

then a single escapade resulted in everything spiralling out of control and 

Arthur being told his life was in danger. So he’d jumped ship and sailed 

off into the sunset. 

After that, he’d kept moving for nearly a year, ending up in all sorts 

of places he’d never been to before. But none of them had felt right and 

he’d just kept on travelling. 

Until last summer: when he found himself back home.

He hadn’t  originally  even thought  of  coming  to  Black  Island,  let 

alone staying. But when he got here it seemed to make sense. He knew 

he couldn’t  really run from life forever. He needed to stop and think. 

There hadn’t been anywhere else he really wanted to be and after a few 

days back on Black Island he was surprised how much the place seemed 

to make sense to his tired brain and confused emotions.

For the first few weeks he really had been happy to see the place 

again. With his father safely in the ground, it felt good to spend time with 

the  other  members  of  his  family.  There  were  some  he’d  never  met 

previously:  nephews  and  nieces  who  until  then had  been  just  names. 

There  was George too.  The pair  of  them had been close  growing  up. 

Arthur was the big brother: two years older and always leading the way, 

whether at school, getting into trouble, chasing girls or working on the 

boat with their father.

He frowns. Things are very different now. A lot of years have passed 

without any contact between them. George has grown up and no longer 

needs a big brother to set an example or help him make up his mind. 

Sally is  a complication too.  Not a real problem, not in public anyway: 

although when Arthur’s alone there are times when he still wonders why 

things turned out quite the way they have.

The other  thing he can’t  quite  get  his  head around is  the island 

itself. His father was the catalyst but the old man wasn’t the only reason 

he’d wanted to leave when he was nineteen. Black Island is a strange 

place. It’s big enough. There are miles and miles of it. But it’s small too. 

And gets under his skin in ways that are hard to explain to people like 



George who’ve never known anywhere different. Arthur loves the place 

but it also makes him twitchy.

He misses things from his old life too: a gym, cappuccinos, snow-

capped mountains  and  being  able  to  chat  up  strange  women without 

worrying about what the gossip will be.

Arthur  gives  a  deep and heartfelt  sigh.  The letter  from Shuchun 

turned up two days ago. How she’s tracked him down he doesn’t know 

but it looks like another part of his past is about to catch up with him.

Arthur’s not sure what’s in store but he can’t spend all his time in 

King’s Port waiting. He needs to get out and do something. And while the 

hills on Black Island might not be on the same scale as in Canada, at least 

he can get out and lose himself for a bit. He just wishes the weather were 

a bit more amenable.

* * *

Keziah moves slowly. Her right hip seems to be giving her more trouble 

every day. There’s a bottle of heavy-duty painkillers in her pocket but 

even they don’t seem to do more than take the edge off any more.

Leaning on her stick, she shuts the rusting steel door behind her and 

limps across the courtyard. Beyond the high railings lies the main prison 

yard. The place is abandoned now. It belongs to the Black Company but, 

apart from a brief flurry of activity during the Second World War, hasn’t 

been used for almost a century. Not for its original purpose anyway. Now 

the only inhabitants are its resident colonies of seabirds and pigeons; and 

for them the prison’s foreboding walls are protection not confinement.

Most people assume the place is sealed up. The huge entrance gates 

still stand firm: nailed shut with large notices warning all and sundry to 

keep out on pain of prosecution. But the advantage of being a Black is 

that Keziah can get access to places others can’t. For years the prison 

keys  were  in  her  father’s  rooms,  lying  untouched  at  the  bottom of  a 

cabinet. There’s probably another set in the company offices but, as far 

as she knows, Clarence Wherry has never even set foot up here. That’s 

one good thing about Clarence: he’s a creature of habit and lacks the 

imagination to go anywhere unless someone gives him a reason.

But  while  the  main  entrance remains  sealed,  there’s  a  side  door 

Keziah’s been using for several years. These days she knows the place 



almost as well as Tower House. She likes the prison. It’s a solid kind of 

place: lots of calm, empty spaces with just the birds for company. It’s a 

world that exists in isolation of whatever’s outside.

Keziah goes through another doorway and whistles tunelessly as she 

limps along an echoing corridor. For many years she felt on edge and 

uncomfortable  outside  her  rooms.  Leaving  the  house  seemed  wrong. 

She’d  been  locked  up  for  so  long  that  freedom,  when  it  came,  felt 

dangerous. Gradually though, she’s expanded her range. Now the outside 

world  doesn’t  disturb  her  so  much.  She avoids  places  with  too  many 

people;  going  down  into  the  town is  something  she  only  does  out  of 

necessity. But up here in the prison she feels secure. Probably because 

she knows this is one place where she’s in control and there’s no one 

watching. 

A pigeon flaps around overhead and a feather drifts down. Keziah 

watches as it turns lazily in the air.

As  she  stands  there,  a  shadow  moves  at  the  other  end  of  the 

corridor. Keziah gives a nod. ‘Ah. I was wondering where you’d be.’

‘At your service, of course, Miss Black. I found the key you’d left.’

The dark shape comes forward; entering the light it  becomes the 

figure of  a  slender  man dressed in drab outdoor  gear.  He smiles  and 

strides  briskly  towards  Keziah.  As  he  gets  nearer,  she  gives  him  an 

appraising glance, taking in the waxed cotton coat, muddy galoshes and 

boots,  binoculars,  deerstalker  hat  and  waterproof  pack.  ‘You  look… 

different.’

Padraic Le Picard gives a slight bow. ‘Well now, I didn’t want to be 

conspicuous. I thought a birder might be appropriate.’

‘True enough.’ Keziah nods. 

‘Besides.’ The slim little man shrugs. ‘You have a few of the more 

uncommon species of birds out here on your island. I don’t get to see 

such sights when I’m stuck in the big bad city. So, as I’m here I thought 

I’d take the opportunity to do a little birding, see if I can record a few 

ticks on my lists.’

‘So you’re one of them… bird witchers?’

‘Twitchers, they call us.’

‘Right. Got plenty of pigeons in here.’



Padraic’s face creases and his grey eyes give a lively twinkle. ‘Ah, 

pigeons we have at home. I was more interested in some of the pelagics 

you get out here.’

‘Pela… what?’

‘Pelagics: sea birds that live most of the life out at sea. Wandering 

creatures like I’d love to be.’

‘Oh. Right.’ Keziah gives a dismissive wave. ‘Well we’ve got lots of 

gulls live on our roof if that’s what you’re after.’

‘Gulls.  Hmm,  I’ve  seen  those  fellas  before.  Some shearwaters  or 

petrels is what would suit me.’

‘Hmm. Well, each to their own. I like steak and kidney, myself.’

They both fall  silent  for  a while.  It’s  gloomy where they are and 

Keziah starts walking further along the corridor. Padraic falls in behind, 

hands thrust into his pockets, strolling along jauntily as if historic prisons 

were where he conducted most of his business.

Just past where he had been waiting, the passage turns onto a wide 

landing. This part of the prison was only ever accessible to the warders 

and there’s a large window that looks out over King’s Port. Most of its 

glass remains but a few panes have been smashed: possibly blown out in 

past storms, or maybe broken by bored young islanders with a strong arm 

and a good aim.

Keziah peers out. A steady drizzle is falling but she can see King’s 

Port below. The prison is perched high on a ridge, on one side of which 

lies the town and on the other the quarries where the prisoners used to 

work. From the window, Keziah can see the roofs of King’s Port’s Higher 

Town, with Tower House off to the right. To the left, the brooding mass of 

the Old Fort is lost in the clouds, while the harbour and cathedral are just 

obscured shapes in the distance.

After a while she gives a sniff and turns to Padraic, who’s waiting 

patiently, eyes focussed on something off in the distance that only he can 

see.

‘So?’

‘So.’

‘Have you got it?’

‘Have I ever disappointed you?’

‘Not yet.’



‘And I haven’t this time either, you can be sure of that.’

Padraic reaches into an inside pocket. He pulls out a fat package 

that he hands to Keziah. ‘There you go. Everything’s in there. There’s 

pictures and other things too that should do the trick with your cousin.’ 

* * *

Arthur  knocks  cautiously.  George should  be down at  the harbour:  his 

boat’s in dock having its hull scraped. Still, Arthur feels nervous. There’s 

no reason he should be but he always feels a bit  guilty  where Sally’s 

concerned. Plus he wonders what goes through his brother’s head when 

he sees the two of them together.

There’s no answer and Arthur tries the door. It’s open but he can’t 

hear anything from inside.

He wonders for a moment about turning away but knows he’s only 

putting off the inevitable. He needs to talk to Sally. Normally he manages 

to  avoid  situations  where  the  two  of  them are  alone  together:  partly 

because of George but also because he still never worked out how things 

stand with him and Sally and he keeps thinking he should say something 

about it. Trouble is, he has no idea what to say. Today, though, things are 

different.  He desperately needs advice and there’s no one else he can 

turn to with his present situation. 

Arthur draws a deep breath and enters the house.  He closes the 

door quietly and takes a moment. When the others are around there’s no 

chance to stop and take it in. He might have thought he was already a 

man when he left home and fled Black Island but all those years seem to 

dissolve  when  he’s  in  the  old  family  home  on  Goat  Street.  There’s 

something about the place that makes him feel like he’s still a little boy. 

He smiles to himself. Maybe it’s the ghost of the old man: waiting 

behind the door to belt him one for not doing his homework, his chores or 

some job on the boat. Or it could be the cooking smells that remind him 

of his mum: the security of her big warm embrace, burying his face in her 

apron when he’s in trouble again.

Arthur pauses. He sniffs.

Hmm. There’s definitely a smell in the air but it’s certainly not his 

mother’s cooking. He doubts it’s anything that Sally’s baked either.



Moving quietly he steps around the old sofa in the front room and 

approaches the door into the hall. The smell is definitely stronger and he 

lets his nose lead him through the house.

As he gets closer to the back door he hears giggles. It sounds like 

two boys: almost hysterical with laughter.

Arthur slowly pushes the door until he can see out. The back yard 

isn’t big but for a moment he doesn’t see the boys. Then he blinks. Young 

Nathan from down the road is on his hands and knees in the rabbit pen 

with his head under a pile of hay and several carrots sticking out of his 

mouth.  Davey is sprawled in the wheelbarrow with a flowerpot on his 

head. In his hand is the fattest joint Arthur’s seen in a long time.

Arthur  watches  for  a  moment,  grinning.  He thinks  about  leaving 

them to it. Then he shakes his head. The boys are only twelve. 

He opens the door and gives a stage cough.

Davey’s  eyes  slowly  widen.  He stares  in  blank amazement  at  his 

uncle. After some delay the message finally reaches his brain and he tries 

to stand up, hide the joint and take the flowerpot off his head: all at the 

same time. He doesn’t do well at any of the tasks. Instead, as his legs and 

arms flail impotently, the wheelbarrow topples over and Arthur’s nephew 

falls in an ungainly heap, the terracotta pot landing next to him with a 

loud crack and splitting in two.

His friend Nathan makes a strange noise that sounds more guinea 

pig  than  human.  Crawling  forwards,  he  sticks  his  head  in  the  rabbit 

hutch. Arthur watches in bemusement. He’s not sure if Nathan’s trying to 

hide but the boy’s head is the only part of him that fits inside the hutch.

Shaking his head,  Arthur strides  over.  He plucks the joint out  of 

Davey’s  trembling fingers.  He gives  it  a  quick glance:  it’s  impressive, 

built with at least half a dozen cigarette papers and as fat as a big cigar. 

Judging by the glaze on Davey’s eyes, he guesses it’s not the first one the 

boys have smoked either.

Davey’s still having trouble co-ordinating his limbs and Arthur bends 

over and picks the boy up by his collar. ‘Well then Davey. What’s this 

then?’

Davey looks up with wide, bloodshot eyes. His bottom lip trembles 

and then he sniggers. ‘’s a Cabelwell carrot, Uncle Arfur.’

‘A what?’



Davey pulls  himself  upright.  He looks  proudly  at  the  joint  in  his 

uncle’s  hand.  ‘It  is  a  Cabelwell  carrot.’  The boy  sways.  ‘My very first 

Cabelwell  carrot.  Bloody  good  ‘un  too.  Used  twelve  skins  like  you’re 

s’posed to.’

‘What… why…’ Arthur  shakes his  head.  ‘Okay,  carrot:  I  get  that. 

What the hell is it a ‘Cabelwell’ carrot?’

‘Whufn’ll.’ The strange squeak of response comes from the direction 

of the rabbit hutch.

‘Yay,’ said Davey. ‘Tha’s righ’. Amazin’ fillum.’

‘What are you two talking about?’

Davey takes a deep breath. Steadies himself. Looks his uncle in the 

eye. Giggles and then reaches out for Arthur’s arm. ‘You know! Withnail 

And I. That film where they… smoke a Cabelwell carrot.’

Arthur gave a short laugh. ‘A ‘Camberwell’ carrot.’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘You made it with twelve papers?’

‘Had to. Not a Cabelwell carrot if you don’t use twelve skins.’

Arthur blinks and looks at what’s in his hand. If Davey has used a 

dozen  cigarette  papers  to  make the  joint  then it’s  little  surprise  how 

stoned the two boys are. Particularly not considering what his brother’s 

home-grown is like. ‘And you’ve watched Withnail And I have you?’

‘Yay-up.’ Davey nods enthusiastically. ‘Dad’s got it on thingy.’

‘Does he know you’ve watched it?’

Davey  exhales  noisily  and  looks  sideways.  Hesitates  a  moment. 

‘Never said we couldn’t.’

Arthur rolls his eyes. ‘And what about this?’ He holds up the joint. 

‘Does he know you smoke this?’

Davey purses his lips and tips his head from side to side, considering 

the question. ‘Well… not egzackerly… but he’s the one what grows it!’

There’s  a  rustling  sound  from  the  hutch  and  little  Nathan  Wild 

stands up. He’s smaller than Davey and normally still looks an innocent 

little boy. Today though, with his wild eyes, a pile of hay draped across 

his head and a carrot in each hand he looks more like a deranged pixie.

Nathan gives a wide-eyed, goofy smile. ‘The rabbits like it. Doesn’t 

do them no harm.’

Arthur blinks. ‘You feed it to the rabbits.’



‘Nah.’  Davey  shakes  his  head.  ‘But  they  escapes  sometimes  and 

they’re always trying to sneak into the greenhouse and eat Dad’s weed. 

Don’t think they’ve tried smokin’ it though.’

The boys erupt into giggles and Arthur tries not to join them. ‘Yeah,’ 

he says as sternly as he can manage. ‘That’s all well and good but I don’t 

think you should be smoking your dad’s weed.’

‘Well you do.’

‘What!’ Arthur blinks. ‘When have you ever seen me smoking joints?’

‘In the summer: after that barbecue we all had. We’d gone up to bed 

and you and dad were sitting out here smoking and smoking. You was 

laughing and laughing.’

Arthur shakes his head, trying hard not to smile. ‘Oh that was just 

roll-ups. Tobacco.’

‘You liar!’

Arthur keeps shaking his head but knows he is sussed.

‘Our window was open and you was sitting right under it. All the 

smoke was coming in and you weren’t smokin’ roll ups!’

‘Yeah.  Well  maybe.  But  you’re  way  too  young  to  be  smoking 

anything.’

‘How old was you when you started then?’

‘Not that young.’

‘How old then? Eighteen? Sixteen? Younger?’

Arthur gives Davey a glare but his heart has gone out of it.  He’s 

tried  being  the  responsible  adult  but  somehow  it’s  backfiring 

spectacularly. He’s supposed to be the one doing the telling off and now 

here’s his nephew giving him the third degree. He sighs and is about to 

say something when he suddenly hears footsteps in the corridor. He turns 

in time to see his sister-in-law appear in the doorway.

‘Hello, boys. Are you cleaning out those rabbits…?’

Sally’s  voice  dies  away.  For  a  moment  Arthur  thinks  she  is  just 

surprised to see him and then he realises her eyes are focussed on his 

hand. She gives a deep sniff. Her expression turns hard and angry.

‘Oh, shit.’ Arthur closes his eyes. 

‘Arthur! Judd! You do not smoke that in front of my boys.’ 

Before he can even react, Sally strides across the yard. She snatches 

the joint, throws it to the floor and grinds it under her foot. ‘You get out 



of here right now.’ She grabs his arm and starts to tow him away. ‘I’m 

ashamed of you, Arthur! They’re still children.’

He hears a stifled  giggle  from behind him and opens his mouth, 

trying  to  think  of  something  convincing  to  say.  But  nothing  coherent 

comes out of his mouth and, taking his inability to speak as evidence of 

his guilt, Sally isn’t stopping to hear any of it. 

Before Arthur  can do much more than splutter  in  disbelief  he is 

being propelled out of the house.  ‘I’ll deal with you later,’ she says as the 

door closes in his face.

* * *

Padraic looks around as they make their way back towards the side door. 

It’s  the first  time he’s  been to the island and he’d got  a shock when 

Keziah  named  the  prison  for  their  rendezvous.  Black  Island  has  an 

ambivalent place in his family history and the prison represents a lot of 

what’s bad.

Keziah gives him a glance. ‘So. Pleased to see the family home?’

He blinks. Had she been reading his mind or are his feelings that 

obvious? There’s definitely something witchlike about the old woman but 

he’d thought that was just to do with the way she looked.

‘Home?’ he asks. ‘Do you mean the island or this little place?’

They stand and look around. The walls are massive and grim. It’s 

foreboding  enough  in  its  current  state  of  abandonment;  it’s  easy  to 

imagine  how soul-crushing  it  would  have  been  for  those  incarcerated 

here.

Keziah gives an amused snort. ‘Well. I didn’t mean the prison but I 

suppose it’s… part of it all.’

‘Yes.’ Padraic feels cold at the thought of living within these walls. 

‘A cruel-looking place is it not?’

‘Not to me.’

‘No?’

She shakes her head. ‘I’ve got the keys.’

Padraic laughs. ‘Ah well that is a big relief, Miss Black. A very big 

relief indeed.’

He chuckles again but his humour is only fleeting. The prison isn’t 

something his family talked about. Back home in Ireland, he’d grown up 

on stories of Black Island. Sitting around the fire of an evening, the old 



ones: grandparents, uncles and aunts: would tell stories about life on the 

island; they talked about the quarries, the town, fights with the fishermen 

and about the Blacks. But not about the prison. Being a convict wasn’t 

really something civilised people liked to boast about. 

The truth is, though, this place plays a major role in the story of the 

Le Picard family. And now here he is: crossing the courtyard next to the 

main prison yard. 

Padraic stops. It occurs to him that he’s on the wrong side. Once, his 

family would have been the ones on the other side of the railings. The 

guards would have been this side: men with sticks and clubs who would 

beat anyone who stepped out of line. His ancestors were the prisoners, 

the ones who worked the quarries and lived a dozen to a cell. He shivers 

again. ‘Would you mind terribly if  I  was the first  of us to leave,  Miss 

Black?’

Keziah  watches  him  leave.  She’s  not  met  Padraic  in  person  before, 

although they’ve communicated by letter for a few years now. His family 

may be exiles but they still maintain a link with the island and Padraic Le 

Picard makes an ideal agent for certain of her mainland dealings.

Once  his  slim  figure  had  disappeared  down  the  track  towards 

Quarry Town, she pulls the door closed again. She could sense Padraic’s 

unease as they crossed the yard. Letting him make his escape first suits 

her; now she gets to enjoy the comfort of its big walls and empty spaces 

for a bit longer.

Keziah finds a kind of poetic irony in the fact her family spent more 

than two centuries imprisoning people in this building but now she uses it 

as  a place to escape from people.  She’s  read about  the prison in the 

family archives. Prisoners were sent to Black Island as early as the 1500s. 

Various  monarchs  found it  a  conveniently  remote  place  to  dispose  of 

various embarrassments: the kind of troublemakers they couldn’t execute 

outright but wanted removed from circulation. 

The first convicts sent here lived a miserable and generally fairly 

short existence, housed in crude huts and caves in the surrounding hills. 

It was the island’s first official governor, Lord Augustus Black, who put 

them to work building a proper prison. Not out of consideration for their 

well-being but because prisoners who were worked until they dropped 



were less likely to have the time and energy on developing inconvenient 

escape schemes.

Most of those sent to Black Island weren’t really expected to return 

and with  no  shortage of  labour  or  raw materials,  Augustus  Black  set 

about making sure his prison was both strong and secure.  The prison 

walls are ten-foot thick, which is probably why it’s stayed so dry in here. 

Even  after  decades  of  being  abandoned,  the  prison  remains  weather-

tight: ideal for roosting pigeons and reclusive spinsters who need a place 

for secret assignations.

* * *

Arthur walks slowly  up the road.  Four  days have gone by since Sally 

caught him with the joint in his hand and he still hasn’t managed to speak 

to  her.  His  sister-in-law  isn’t  having  anything  to  do  with  him  at  the 

moment. It would be funny under normal circumstances. But he’d really 

wanted  to  get  her  advice  before  this  moment:  or  at  the  least  have 

someone to confide in.

It’s too late now though. He’s made the trip over to the mainland as 

ordered. It’s the first time he’s left Black Island since coming home and 

he’s surprised just how busy and hectic the streets around him seem. The 

place is a village in relation with Vancouver but compared to King’s Port 

it’s a hectic metropolis.

Ignoring the shoppers around him, Arthur continues resolutely on. 

Just ahead of him he can see the Royal Hotel. Inside, Shuchun is waiting. 

It’s the day of reckoning.

As  he  enters  the  lobby,  an  overweight  woman  in  an  over-tight 

uniform is trying to rearrange a vase of dried flowers so it covers up a 

stain on a tablecloth. Arthur nods curtly in her direction but doesn’t say 

anything  and  marches  through  briskly.  He’s  a  man on  a  mission  and 

needs to keep focussed and alert if he’s to survive whatever’s coming.

The lounge stretches along the front of the hotel. A gloomy bar runs 

along the left-hand side of the room and heavy drapes hang either side of 

the  windows  on  the  right.  Two  electric  chandeliers  dangle  from  the 

ceiling, both unlit.

He  sees  Shuchun  straight  away.  She’s  sitting  in  a  bay  window, 

facing away from him, apparently gazing out at the view. Arthur knows 



she probably saw him coming up the street but she’s not giving anything 

away.  And  although  he’s  also  aware  it’s  all  a  pose  the  scene  works 

nonetheless. She looks elegant and serene: sitting straight-backed and 

motionless, bathed in the soft morning light that’s coming through the 

net curtains behind her. She’s wearing white and the sunshine glints on 

her immaculate head of glossy raven-black hair. The combination of light 

and pose is striking: Shuchun looks illuminated, almost ethereal, and the 

rest of the room dingy and dull.

Arthur feels a fluttering and a stirring down below that could be his 

stomach or his loins. His nails bite into his palms as he clenches his fists 

and walks over, trying to look calm.

As  he  draws  closer  to  the  table  she’s  still  looking  towards  the 

window. He can’t see her eyes but he’s sure she knows he’s there. He 

hesitates, uncertain. He wants to say something loud and cheery but feels 

unaccountably nervous.

Arthur’s  debating  whether  to  cough  politely  to  get  her  attention 

when he suddenly sees the tiny smile on her face. That’s when he realises 

she’s been watching his reflection from the moment he entered the room.

‘Hello, Arthur.’ 

Finally she turns to face him and he feels his knees go slightly weak. 

Her face is calm, no emotion showing. But those dark eyes still have the 

same power to hypnotise. It’s been almost two years to the day since he 

last saw her. That day remains clear in his mind. Him running down the 

road in his underpants: her father chasing close behind waving a large 

kitchen knife.

‘Shuchun.’

They look at each other for a while. He’s not certain if he should 

shake her hand, kiss her politely or bend over and give her a big hug. It’s 

always been that way. For Arthur she’s the original inscrutable oriental. 

He’s never been able to work out what’s going on behind that perfect 

mask. It was the same even when they were together. One minute she’d 

be treating him with disdain and apparent contempt, the next she’d be 

pulling his  clothes  off.  The uncertainty  always made him putty  in her 

hands, which he’s always suspected was at least part of the attraction.

She finally puts him out of his misery by standing and gracefully 

offering him a cheek to kiss. He’s tempted to put his hand on the back of  



her head and turn it round for a full-on snog but doesn’t quite dare. Even 

though he can’t help wondering if that’s what she wants.

Instead he merely brushes her skin with his lips and takes a seat 

opposite.

Arthur’s about to speak but then a waiter appears at the table. The 

man’s old and grey, wearing a uniform that’s been washed and pressed 

too many times. He rubs his hands together obsequiously. ‘May I get you 

anything, madam? Sir?’

Shuchun has turned away again and Arthur’s about to decline but 

then she lifts one hand slightly. ‘I will have tea: Jasmine tea with lemon. 

Arthur will have black coffee.’

The waiter hesitates. ‘I’m very sorry, madam. I’m not sure if we have 

any jasmine tea.’

Shuchun gives the faintest sigh. ‘Early Grey?’

‘Of course, madam.’

‘Thank you. That will be all.’

Arthur  smiles  to  himself.  He wishes  he could  manage to  dismiss 

people with such ease but he’s never had the gift.

They’re silent for a moment while Arthur shuffles uneasily on his 

seat. Eventually he leans forward. ‘How did you find me?’

‘That’s hardly important. But it wasn’t difficult.’

‘Okay.’

Arthur  studies  her  profile.  Her  skin  looks  as  flawless  as  he 

remembers it. No make-up: or none that he can spot. She’s twelve years 

younger than him but that’s never counted for anything. She’s the one in 

control and she’s obviously not intending to offer anything for free. Her 

gaze is steady and her mouth doesn’t move: she could be a mannequin 

apart from the tiny rise and fall of her chest.

‘So, are you planning on coming over to the island?’

She gives a brief, cold laugh. ‘No.’

‘You staying here?’

‘Here?  No.  I  have  to  catch  a  flight  back  to  Canada  tomorrow 

morning.’

‘Okay. So, what… you want me to come with you?’

‘You think so?’

‘Well, I dunno…I thought you’d come to find me.’



‘I have found you.’

‘But… if you’re not staying, what do you want me to do?’

‘I don’t want you to do anything.’

‘Fine!’ Arthur starts to rise. ‘Well, have a good trip back.’

‘Sit down.’

He slumps back, his show of resistance over the moment she gives a 

command. For a moment, he thinks back to when they first met. He’d 

been working as a driver and went to a party with friends. They’d only 

been there minutes before the slender Chinese girl caught his eye. She 

was in the middle of a group of other young women: the calm focus of a 

whirl of exaggerated gaiety, like an elegant flower surrounded by showy 

butterflies. Arthur and his friends had moved in on the group and he’d 

tried to edge towards to its centre. But before he got close enough to say 

a single word his target had slipped away. 

Arthur was disappointed. She wasn’t exactly beautiful but there was 

definitely something about her. Over the next couple of hours he kept 

drifting  around  the  party  hoping  to  spot  her  again.  Eventually,  he 

assumed he’d missed his chance. Nipping out into the garden for a quick 

smoke, he was standing by the pool when she materialised at his side. 

Wordlessly,  she took him by the hand and led him to the cars parked 

outside. The first words she spoke to him were an instruction to take her 

home: to his house.

He shakes his head. She had made the running from then on. They 

saw each other for about six months after that. They were never exactly a 

couple. It was not a relationship of equals. She wanted him for her own 

purposes and always at her convenience. The one time he tried to take 

charge she walked out on him and he didn’t see her again for another 

three, painfully long, weeks.

Now? He doesn’t know what she’s doing on Black Island or what she 

wants from him.

‘So… Shuchun?’

‘So, Arthur.’

‘Why are you here? Why did you want to me?’

She smiles. ‘I didn’t want to see you.’

There’s  no  inflection,  it’s  just  delivered  flat:  a  statement  of  fact. 

Which is what makes it hurt even more.



Arthur exhales slowly. ‘Okay. So, why? Why are you here?’

‘I’m getting married.’

He blinks. Confused. ‘Who to?’

‘That’s not important.’

‘No?’

‘Not to you.’

‘It’s not important to me?’

‘Maybe but that doesn’t  matter. You don’t need to know who I’m 

marrying.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

Arthur shakes his head. ‘Okay, well… congratulations and all that. 

But, why come here to tell me that?’

‘I didn’t come here to tell you that?’

Arthur resists  the temptation to lean across and throttle her. ‘All 

right. So, Shuchun: why are you here?’

She smiles. ‘I came to bring you your daughter.’

‘My daughter!’

‘Don’t shout, Arthur.’ Shuchun pulls back the tablecloth and reveals 

the carrycot lying underneath. Inside a soft white shawl lies a small child 

with Asian features and typical Judd curly hair. ‘You’ll wake her up if you 

make too much noise.’

* * *

Keziah reaches forwards and grabs the pot of mustard from the middle of 

the lunch table. As she does, a loud fart echoes around the room. ‘Ah, 

those pies. Give me chronic gas they do.’

On the  other  side  of  the  table  Cynthia  Drake  makes  a  sound of 

disgust and turns her head.

‘Don’t they make you fart?’

Cynthia ignores the old woman, wishing yet again that the revolting 

crone would either keep to her rooms or get on and die. She’s sure that 

Keziah  gets  cruder  and more  irritating with  every  year  that  goes  by. 

Unfortunately, although it was her seventieth birthday this year, the last 

of the Blacks looks as fit as ever. If only there was a home they could 



send her to: somewhere she could be with people her own age. Anything 

that meant they wouldn’t have to eat at the same table.

Keziah grins and slathers another coating of mustard on her pie. She 

takes a large bite and chews vigorously, mouth open. There’s a big spot 

of mustard on her upper lip. She can feel it there but makes no attempt to 

wipe it away: knowing its presence will only aggravate Cynthia more.

A couple of minutes more pass and Cynthia wipes her lips with a 

napkin and leaves the table. The only two left in the room now are Keziah 

and Graham Drake.

Graham watches as his cousin leaves the room and gives a sigh of 

contentment. ‘There are times when I think you dislike her as much as I 

do, Aunt Keziah.’

‘I like pies. Particularly the mutton ones.’

‘Yes, but your gas doesn’t agree with Cynthia.’

‘Gas is natural.’

‘Hmm. Maybe but not at your rate of production, old girl.’

Keziah stares at him. She’s never liked Graham Drake much: and the 

way he addresses her doesn’t advance his cause. ‘Old girl’ might be half-

accurate  but  she’s  certainly  not  his  aunt.  Technically  they’re  second 

cousins twice removed but she’s not going to even try and explain that 

one.

She wipes the mustard off her lip: it’s done its job. ‘You know how to 

play poker, Graham?’

He looks round in surprise. ‘Poker?’ 

‘Card game. You bet on it. For money.’

‘Money?’

‘Unless you prefer strip poker.’

A momentary look of horror crosses Graham’s face but he masks it 

quickly and smiles. ‘Er… that’s okay. You want to play poker with me?’

‘Why not? Scared I’ll beat you?’

He laughs. Being invited to play cards with Keziah threw him for a 

moment: she doesn’t normally have any more to do with Graham Drake 

than any of the others who live in Tower House. But poker is his favourite 

game.  He thinks he’s  good at it;  just  had an unlucky streak recently. 

Looking at Keziah he grins patronisingly  with the overconfidence of  a 



man who has no idea what’s in store for him. ‘Sure. I’ll give you a game of 

poker. Did you want to play now?’

Keziah shakes her head. Her phone was vibrating during lunch and 

she  wants  to  go  and see who was calling.  ‘Not  now.  Got  to  have my 

afternoon sleep. Later. Maybe five o’clock.’

‘Okay then.’ Graham still looks a bit uncertain but the lure of a game 

of poker is tempting. ‘Where’re we going to play?’

‘My rooms. Don’t want Cynthia or Margaret watching over us and 

getting all disapproving do we?’

‘No.’  Graham smiles.  ‘You want me to find some coppers to play 

for?’

‘Coppers?’ Keziah shakes her head. ‘No. I had a bit of luck on the 

horses last week so I’ve got a bit of extra money to play with. Why not 

make it more interesting. Shall we say a minimum stake of fifty pounds?’

Graham’s eyes widen and Keziah can almost  see the calculations 

going on in his head: working out how much he might be able to take off 

the old woman.

* * *

Padraic strolls along the ridge, following it towards the summit of Beacon 

Hill. There’s a cairn of stones at the top and as he gets nearer he can see 

someone sitting in its lee. 

The man by the cairn has his knees drawn almost to his chest, his 

elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. He’s staring out to sea and 

looks deep in thought. Padraic thinks about taking a detour but wants to 

reach the summit. He’d also like someone to talk to. He’s been feeling a 

touch unsettled after his recent encounter; he’d always been told there 

were some odd sorts on Black Island: now he’s had first-hand experience.

Padraic stops half a dozen yards short of the cairn. He turns and 

looks  at  the  view.  It  is  magnificent.  To  the  west  the  Atlantic  Ocean 

stretches away to a horizon that’s only slightly hazy. Back, behind him 

lies the line of triple peaks known as Tryhuder or Three Wizards. The 

interior of the island is to his left, with the Black Mountain itself away in 

the distance. King’s Port is directly south but out of sight, hidden in a 

valley. Beyond it, though, Padraic can see the island’s fifth mountain: the 

great lump of land known as the Guragh that juts out to the southwest 



Early  writers  dismissed  Black  Island  as  a  ‘remote  and  barren 

fastness’, an ‘inconvenient parcel of land’ and ‘a forsaken lair of pirates 

and primitives’. Among sailors it’s also long been known as ‘the drowning 

giant’. That’s because the island rises from the wild waters of the open 

Atlantic  like  an  enormous  hand  clutching  at  the  air.  The  Guragh  - 

meaning witch or hag in the old language of the island - is the thumb, a 

great blunt slab of a hill nearly nine hundred feet tall. The index finger is 

Black Mountain, jabbing up just over a thousand feet. The pinnacles of 

the Three Wizards form the other three fingers. The lower land of the 

interior, a rolling landscape of bogs and moors is the palm, with several 

small  rivers forming the  lines  that  would  allow a  fortune teller  flying 

overhead to read the island’s future.

Padraic  isn’t  sure  what  that  makes  Beacon  Hill;  it’s  barely  five 

hundred feet tall but still quite sizeable: a large callus or a mutant sixth 

finger?

Up here on the summit,  the ground is covered with a mixture of 

heather, cropped grass and bracken: kept short by a combination of the 

wind and grazing animals. A scattering of dried out rabbit droppings lies 

in a shallow scrape in the ground. Padraic scuffs them with his foot and 

frowns.

Then, resuming his normal jaunty air, he approaches the cairn. The 

man sat at its foot is a good size: six foot tall and built like a wrestler, 

with brown curly hair. Next to him is some kind of parcel wrapped in 

white blankets. Apart from being lost in his own world, the man looks 

normal enough and some company and conversation are what Padraic is 

after.  ‘Well,  good  afternoon,’  he  says  as  he  strolls  up.  ‘It  surely  is  a 

beautiful day to be up here on the top of the world.’

The man looks sideways. ‘Huh?’ His gaze is distant: he looks as if 

he’s having trouble coping with both his thoughts and someone speaking 

to him at the same time.

‘It’s a fine beautiful day. A rare treat to be up here in the sunshine 

with everything laid out around us.’

‘Oh. I suppose so.’

‘You don’t sound convinced.’

The seated man gives a hollow laugh and shakes his head. ‘Can’t say 

I’d really noticed the view.’



Padraic’s eyebrows rise. ‘Hmm. Well there’s a funny thing. Myself, 

I’d have said it was hard to miss.’ He lowers himself down onto a chunk 

of stone next to the man and extends a hand. ‘My name’s Padraic, Padraic 

Le Picard.’

The man looks at the proffered hand blankly for a moment and then 

takes it with a firm grip. ‘Arthur. Arthur Judd.’

‘Well it’s a pleasure to meet you Arthur Judd.’  Padraic smiles. ‘In 

fact it’s a relief.’

‘A relief?’

‘Oh, it is. I had the strangest experience a little while ago. You see: 

I’d gone for a bit of a walk over to the north there. I was told there was a 

way over the hills to a place called the Cauldron.’

‘The Cauldron? Oh yeah. You need to go between the Wizards. It’s 

an easy enough walk.’

‘That’s what I was told and I think I was going the right way. But the 

track I was on went up past what looked like an old mine. There were old 

piles of stones and a few little tunnels.’

Arthur  nods.  ‘That’d  be  right.  Old  copper  mine  I  think  it  was. 

Nothing there now.’

‘Ah but there is.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yes  indeed.  White  rabbits.  Dozens  of  them:  they’re  all  over  the 

place. I could hardly believe my eyes. At first I thought it was a very cute 

little  scene.  But  then  this  most  bizarre  fella  came  out  of  one  of  the 

tunnels. Looked like some ancient prophet he did, sure enough, all long 

hair and huge bushy beard. He wasn’t wearing much more than rags, 

either. Started ranting and raving and waving this big stick. Next thing I 

knew he was chasing me back down the track. I don’t rightly know if he 

was dangerous or not but I didn’t intend staying to find out.’

Arthur shakes his head. ‘Ah. That’ll be Ned Hawkins.’

‘Is he dangerous?’

‘Dangerous? Don’t think so. Not really... Well, not unless you bother 

his rabbits.’

‘Right... Well if I go that way again I’ll remember to take an offering 

of carrots with me. Gave me quite a fright he did. I was quite glad to put  



a mile or two between us. And so when I saw yourself sitting here I was 

mighty relieved to see you look like a relatively normal fella.’

Arthur gives a grunt in reply and the two men sit in silence for a 

moment until a soft cry comes from the bundle of blankets. Padraic’s eyes 

widen. ‘Is that a child you have there?’

‘Seems that way.’ Arthur reaches over and gently lifts the blankets. 

Padraic sees two small arms stretching up.

‘Come on then, little ‘un,’ says Arthur. He picks the child up and lifts 

it into his embrace. One small arm snakes around his neck. The other 

sends a thumb mouth-wards. Two eyes, the darkest Padraic has seen in a 

long time, stare out at him from under a mop of curly brown hair.

‘Hello  there,  my  beautiful.’  Padraic  waves  a  hand  gently.  ‘I’m 

Padraic. And what’s your name?’

‘Ting Song,’ says Arthur quietly.

‘Tin…?’ 

‘Ting Song. It’s Chinese. Like her mother.’

‘Ah.’  Now that  Padraic  looks  more  carefully  at  the  shape  of  the 

child’s face he can see the resemblance to Arthur is pretty much limited 

to the hair on her head. ‘So, you being the good fella and looking after 

her for the day are you.’

Arthur laughs dryly.

Padraic  leans  forward  and  wiggles  his  fingers  at  the  child,  who 

continues to regard him with suspicion. ‘So where’s your mummy then? 

She at home making your dinner?’

‘Mummy’s had to go away,’ says Arthur.

‘Oh that’s a shame. For work is it?’

Arthur turns and give Padraic a hard stare, making him wonder if 

he’s prying a bit too much. Trouble is, it’s in his nature. He’s never been 

good at keeping out of other people’s business.

‘No,’ says Arthur eventually. ‘Mummy’s gone off to get married.’

‘Ah.’

‘Yeah. Ah.’

‘I’m sorry, my friend. I shouldn’t ask so many questions. The last 

thing I wanted to do was to give any offence.’

‘Ah well.’ Arthur shrugs. ‘Doesn’t matter. It’s not a secret: just a bit 

of a shock. Yesterday I was a single man. Today I’m a single parent… with 



an eighteen-month-old little girl called Ting Song to look after.’ He gives 

a slightly manic grin. ‘Not quite what I was expecting.’

‘No. I can see that… So, Ting Song?’

‘That’s right. Not quite what I’d have chosen but there again I didn’t 

even know I had a daughter until yesterday afternoon.’

‘Hmm. So does it mean anything?’

‘Graceful Pine Tree… something like that.’

‘Hmm. Graceful? Grace? Gracie?’

Arthur nods slowly. ‘Yeah. I guess Gracie might work better.’

Padraic smiles and pats him on the shoulder. ‘Well, I tell you what, 

Arthur. It sounds like we’ve both had some strange experiences: me with 

your white rabbit fella, you suddenly gaining a daughter. I reckon the 

pair of us could do with a drink. What do you say to that?’

‘I’ve heard worse ideas.’

* * *

Keziah picks up the pack of cards and shuffles it. Her hands are a bit too 

stiff for this to be easy but the shuffle is an important part of the build up. 

Graham is sitting opposite. He watches with a slight smirk on his face. If 

he were really a good poker player then he’d know to keep that superior 

expression of his hidden. Keziah knows he expects to win and she’s not 

going to disappoint him straight away. Not immediately anyway.

The first  hand goes according to plan. Keziah deals  herself  three 

queens but loses to Graham’s flush. He deals the second hand and wins 

that too after Keziah discards the ace that would have allowed her to win. 

Soon she’s two hundred pounds down and Graham is looking inordinately 

smug.

Keziah takes the pack back and gives an ostentatious shuffle. Then 

she sets the cards down. ‘I know what’s wrong.’

‘What’s that, Aunty Kez?’

Her hands twitch briefly but she keeps her face calm and smiles. 

‘Haven’t got my lucky ring on, have I.’

‘Oh well, if you think that’ll help you, I’d better be a good sport. Give 

you the chance to try and win your money back.’

‘Hmm.  Go  and  have  a  look  on  the  dresser  over  there  will  you. 

There’s a jewellery box. Bring it over.’



‘Okay. Will do, old girl.’ Graham turns around and gets up. He strolls 

over to the big dressing table. He makes a pretence of not knowing what 

he’s after and then holds up a large antique Victorian box made of walnut 

with  brass  mountings  and  a  small  porcelain  plaque  showing  four  fat 

cherubs. ‘This the thing?’

‘That’s it. Bring it here.’

There’s a smarmy smile on Graham’s face. She wonders if he’s at all 

worried about her looking in the box but keeps her expression neutral as 

she takes it from him. 

Keziah fumbles with arthritic fingers before getting the lid open. She 

looks at what’s inside, rummaging in a tangle of costume jewellery. Then 

from underneath a twist of necklaces she plucks out a silver bangle. It’s 

quite distinctive, a Tiffany creation set with floral designs and lapis lazuli 

inserts. ‘Ah, my old bracelet. Well, well. Thought I’d lost that. That’ll do 

for now.’

She picks it up and clicks it around her wrist. Glancing at Graham 

she notes that he’s gone quite pale. He stares at the bracelet as she picks 

up the cards and starts dealing. With his attention fixed on the bracelet, 

he doesn’t  comment  on  the fact  she  isn’t  shuffling.  The distraction  is 

intentional: this isn’t the same pack they’d been playing with previously 

but an identical one Keziah slipped from her pocket while he was over at 

the dressing table.

She  deals  the  next  hand  carefully,  ignoring  Graham’s  slightly 

stunned expression. The bangle had vanished from her room about six 

months ago, the latest in a string of thefts.  Its disappearance had left 

Keziah  briefly  heartbroken:  the  bracelet  one  of  the  few  items  she’d 

inherited from her mother. She never reported its disappearance formally 

though,  instead putting  other  inquiries  in  train.  Luckily  the bracelet’s 

rarity had made its trail easy to follow. A month ago Padraic had bought 

the  heirloom  back  from  the  same  mainland  antique  dealer  who  had 

bought the stolen item. 

Now, seeing the bracelet back on Keziah’s wrist  has got Graham 

very  confused.  He  takes  a  moment  to  react  as  she  pushes  his  cards 

towards him. However, the colour quickly returns return to his face as he 

sees what he’s been dealt.  He’s not really that bright and simply tells 

himself that Keziah must have had a pair of the bracelets. The new cards 



consume his attention. It’s a hand that would normally be a real winner. 

Unfortunately, Keziah’s is better.

Twenty minutes later Graham is nine hundred pounds down. Keziah has 

switched packs a second time and rescued a hidden king from her pocket 

along  the  way.  The  cheating  wasn’t  really  necessary.  Keziah’s  mainly 

done it for the fun of getting away with it. She could have won most of 

the hands simply thanks to being a better poker player.

Now she smiles:  knowing her opponent can’t really afford to lose 

one hundred pounds let alone nine hundred. ‘So, Graham Drake. Want to 

cut and run or do you fancy a chance to win your money back?’

Graham’s face is a picture. Greed and fear make his features squirm 

as they fight it out. ‘Uh… I’m not… oh, go on, damn it! How?’

Keziah takes a deep breath and frowns. ‘Well. Let’s see. If you win, 

I’ll give you back your nine hundred.’

‘Okay.’

‘But  if  I  win… I  want…’ She pauses,  taking her  time as if  she’s 

thinking about it. ‘What have you got?’

‘Pah! Not much.’

‘No paintings or fast cars?’

‘What?’

‘No money, no valuables?’

‘I’ve got my stamp collection.’

‘Really? Got any rarities?’

‘I’ve got a Penny Black!’

Keziah shakes her head. ‘That’s not rare. Worth a few hundred if 

you’re lucky. Besides, I got three of my own.’

Graham looks flustered. ‘I can’t think of anything else you’d want.’

‘How about some of your company shares?’

‘My shares!’

‘One hundred Black Company shares. They’re not worth much.’

‘They’re worth more than nine hundred!’

‘Oh, I suppose they are.’ Keziah reaches into her pocket and pulls 

out a bundle of bank notes. ‘Okay then. How about this? That brings my 

stake up to five thousand.’

Graham’s eyes bulge. He swallows. ‘Five thousand?’

‘Told you I had a bit of luck on the horses.’



Keziah watches him. She knows Graham’s in debt: seriously in debt. 

Five thousand pounds would make a big chunk of his problems disappear. 

She settles back into her chair. She’s quite enjoying this afternoon and 

has a feeling it’s going to be a profitable day. 

Graham owns five hundred shares in the family company and Keziah 

wants those shares. Added to those she already owns they would bring 

her stake to twenty four per cent: still some way off control but another 

step along the way.

And if she can’t win Graham’s shares at poker there’s always the 

ring. The one he stole from her room a couple of weeks ago. It’s in a 

pocket,  ready  to  slip  on  her  finger.  She  could  even  show  him  the 

photographs,  the ones Padraic took of  Graham selling the ring in  the 

same antique shop. One way or another, Graham’s going pay for thinking 

he could solve his debt problems by stealing from a dotty old relative.
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