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This book is dedicated to my cousins, Dr Lennox Honychurch, Sara Honychurch, Petrea Honychurch Seaman and Marica Honychurch, and also to the beautiful island of Dominica.




CHAPTER ONE

Cass had been travelling all day. There had been an early morning flight from Bristol to Glasgow, two long bus journeys, a largish ferry and now this tiny ferry that took a dozen cars at best. She was nearly there.

Cass hadn’t seen her father since he’d moved to the remote Scottish island she could see across the sea loch; she had deemed it just too difficult to get to. But she had loved this journey. The scenery was spectacular and her bus trips had given her a chance for a nap after her very early start. She had also managed to FaceTime her best friend, who was studying in Spain. It had been lovely to catch up with Rosa and try to show her how beautiful Scotland was on an unusually sunny day.

Cass hadn’t expected the glorious weather; she had always associated Scotland with wild winds, driving rain and perhaps snow. But in late May the sky was blue and the majestic hills and mountains were reflected in the almost glassy sea loch.

She sighed, drowsy but happy to be seeing her father in such a wonderful place. Then she heard someone clear their throat and she turned, pulled out of her reverie.

It was the striking man she’d seen getting out of an ancient Land Rover earlier. He was very tall with a lot of almost white hair, but while his hair was prematurely light his eyebrows and eyelashes were still dark. Now she could see that his eyes were greeny-grey.

‘Are you Cass?’ he said.

She didn’t answer immediately.

‘Short for Cassiopeia?’ he went on, his head inclined in query.

There was a heartbeat and then she said, ‘That’s me.’

‘Howard – your dad?’

‘Yes?’ She was tempted to add something about him knowing her father’s name, but she didn’t.

‘He knew I was on this ferry, and he asked me to give you a lift to Corriemore – where he lives.’

Cass nodded. She was trying to hide it, but she was taken aback by this man. He was so striking, so – she struggled for the word – attractive. But attractive didn’t really cover it.

‘I’m Ranulph Gregor. I’ve known Howard for a few years, before he moved here.’

‘Well, your credentials seem to check out. I’ll take the risk and let you drive me home – to my dad’s house.’

Ranulph laughed. It was deep and musical and no less attractive than the rest of him. ‘You haven’t visited before, I know. But it’s a wonderful place. Eleanor—’

‘Eleanor?’ Howard hadn’t mentioned an Eleanor but as he never seemed to be without a woman, her presence shouldn’t have been a surprise. He was dashing, a famous wildlife photographer, and could be very charming.

‘She owns the house Howard lives in. She has a few properties in the area.’

Cass could picture her. Over-tanned, and so a little bit wrinkly, dyed black hair, and a lot of gold jewellery and a lot of teeth, set off by scarlet lipstick. Her father had a type.

Her feelings must have shown because Ranulph said, ‘She’s not what you might expect. Wait and see.’

Cass managed a smile. ‘Well, I have to, don’t I?’

Inside she was disappointed. She’d so wanted to see her dad, share a bit of the father–daughter time that used to be important to them both. She didn’t want to do the sharing with one of his women, who would either desperately try to be her friend, or patronise her.

But Ranulph was a bit of a consolation. She longed to tell Rosa about him. He was so different from her last boyfriend, picked, she realised now, because he was about as unsuitable a boyfriend as she could find. He and Rosa hadn’t got on when she came home for a week’s holiday from Spain. Even then Cass had realised that she didn’t much like him either.

The island was nearing and people were getting back into their cars. Ranulph gestured with his hand to the Land Rover. He opened the door and Cass clambered in.

‘It’s old but sturdy,’ he said. ‘It’s never let me down.’

‘Jolly good,’ said Cass. She found herself unnerved by his looks and his bearing. It made her feel childish and resentful. She hoped she didn’t appear as spiky as she felt.

‘You’re very lucky to visit while we’re having such amazing weather,’ said Ranulph. ‘There’s high pressure stuck right over us. It’s rare but it shows the island off at its very best.’

Aware she was about to say ‘jolly good’ again, Cass nodded. ‘My father will be pleased. He’ll want me to see his new home in the sunshine.’

‘Of course.’

They spent the rest of the short journey in silence. But after she had got out, Cass felt something weird had happened to her, more than just a short drive up a bumpy, stony track.

‘I won’t come in,’ said Ranulph. ‘If it’s all right, I’ll just drop you off here.’

A few steps from the parking place and Cass was at the door of the house, where her father was waiting for her. With him was a woman – Eleanor, presumably. Howard came towards her and took her bag, then dropped it so he could give Cass a long hug.

It was lovely to have her father’s arms around her again, smell his expensive aftershave and feel like the favourite daughter she knew she was. It had been far too long since she’d seen him, she realised. Although he had invited her for a special reason, she remembered. There was something he wanted her to do.

‘This is Eleanor,’ he said. ‘She owns the house.’

Eleanor’s smile was diffident. ‘Hello, Cass. Lovely to meet you at last. I’ve heard so much about you. All of it good!’

‘Hello,’ said Cass. She regarded her thoughtfully. Eleanor was so unlike any of her father’s previous women. She was an appropriate age for a man in his seventies, for a start, nearer her mother’s age than Cass’s. And she wasn’t overly tanned and was only wearing a bit of make-up. Her hair, an attractive dark grey, was done in a messy bun at the nape of her neck. She wore an interesting necklace of silver and sea glass and a loose linen dress. She was, Cass realised with a shock, someone her mother could easily be friends with. Maybe her assumption that she and Howard were together was wrong.

‘Now I’m going to leave you and Howard to have some father and daughter time. I know it’s long overdue.’

‘Eleanor,’ said Howard, as if to stop her leaving. ‘You don’t need to go—’

‘I do. I have a lot to do and you two haven’t seen each other in far too long. I’m off! But I’ll be back to cook dinner.’

Then she hoisted a straw basket on to her arm. ‘Oh – Cass probably needs some tea. There’s homemade shortbread in the tin.’ Then she set off down the drive towards the cars.

‘Does Eleanor live here?’ Cass asked.

‘She owns the house, but yes.’ He didn’t say any more which told Cass what she needed to know. He and Eleanor were together but she was being tactful and giving Cass a chance to get used to the idea.

She put her arm through his. ‘Let’s go in, shall we? I’m longing to see where you live.’

‘And I’m longing to show it to you.’

Cass was also keen to find out why she had been invited. It was more than just a casual visit, she knew.

‘Would you like tea or the tour first?’ Howard asked.

‘The tour, but tea quite quickly afterwards.’

Her father laughed. ‘I’ll put the kettle on. It’s not a big house.’

But it was luxurious, not the ‘but and ben’ – dark and stony, full of draughts, possibly lit by sooty hurricane lamps – of her imagination. Although she should have remembered her father was someone who always fell on his feet. If he was going to rent a house so he could finish the book he had been writing for years to go with the photographs he’d taken in the Galapagos, it would be a good house, far better than anyone else would end up with. And he’d get some sort of deal. Maybe Eleanor was part of the deal, Cass thought.

When her father had telephoned, asking for Cass to come and stay, she’d been on her mobile, on a bus. Apparently, he needed her help. Cass found this hard to get her head round. Why was he asking her for help? She was the youngest and least educated of the family. He could easily have asked his stepchildren, older, cleverer, with strings of letters after their names. What could little Cass, the baby of the family and Howard’s only biological child, possibly do for him?

Her mother, divorced from her father for many years, already knew about this request. As parents, they got on well, and had discussed the matter. Besides, having left the squat she’d shared with her now very ex-boyfriend, the alternative to the Scottish idyll would have been going back to her mother’s house. Cass loved her mother very much and they got on well up to a point, but she did not want to live with her. The remote Scottish island seemed a much better bet. Besides, although Howard had been a fairly absent parent, she had always spent time with him over the summer.

And so Cass had decided to go. Howard had put money into her account for the journey, her mother had driven her to a bed and breakfast the night before the flight, where being driven to the airport before dawn in a battered van, along with other travellers, was part of the package. Once on the plane, Cass’s long journey north had begun.

Now, Cass followed Howard as he showed her his current home.

The house had been designed by an architect and made the most of the stunning if rugged views of the sea and a couple of other islands. Pale wood floors matched the pale wood walls and made the house full of light. There were huge glass lamps in case the power went off but there was no soot. The kitchen had granite surfaces and a coffee machine that would probably play music in the hands of the right barista.

The tweed-covered sofas looked inviting and hand-woven blankets were laid over every furniture arm in case a stray draught managed to penetrate the huge, triple-glazed windows. Cushions, pouffes and footstools abounded. It was the height of tasteful luxury.

‘Eleanor has put a lot of time into making sure all her properties are absolutely perfect,’ Howard said. ‘The beds have sheets with very high thread counts, which I gather is to be desired, and the pillows and duvets are like clouds. Hungarian goose down is the key, apparently.’

Cass wondered how long she was expected to stay. A summer here would be no hardship. She could wander off into the hills and draw, maybe make a study of the wildflowers of the area. Possibly the birds too, if she could draw moving targets. Then, after a summer of comfort and fulfilment, she could go back to her mother’s house in the Cotswolds and do the teaching course she had signed up for as a last resort.

What she really wanted to tell her father was that she didn’t love photography as much as he did but far preferred to draw and paint. And she didn’t want to be a teacher, either.

Cass hadn’t been to university. She’d done well enough in school, but her family felt (and her thoughts went along with their opinions in this instance) that there was no point in racking up thousands of pounds’ worth of debt studying something she would never use in real life when she could probably learn just as much getting jobs, working in the real world.

She would have liked to go to art school, but this had never seemed an option. There was no spare money to help support her at the time and, anyway, Cass kept her interest in drawing and painting fairly secret, knowing that even her mother felt there was no future in it.

Howard made tea and they took it into the sunroom, which looked out on to the Atlantic. Although the sun shone and the weather was calm, there was still a white lace frill of foam around the rocks which could be seen if you stood up and looked straight down. Ahead was the vastness of the Atlantic going on forever until it reached America, Cass knew. Seabirds swooped and dipped, and the sun sparkled on the wavelets like diamonds. This view would never be the same twice, Cass realised.

‘This is the room I rented the house for,’ said Howard. ‘I plan to learn what all the seabirds are. You can see my telescope is in daily use.

‘I can understand why you fell in love with it. This view is amazing.’ She stood watching the waves for a while, hypnotised by them. Eventually she said, ‘But how did you hear about this place, this island, even? It’s such a remote spot.’

‘It was Ranulph. He and I met a few years ago. He heard through a mutual acquaintance that I wanted to finish a book and needed somewhere out of the way to do it. He got in touch and told me about it, sending some photos. I got in touch with Eleanor in my turn, and came along to see it. It was a filthy day, but it was still beautiful. I said yes immediately.’

‘Ranulph lives here?’

‘Most of the time. He’s a hotshot journalist who happens to want to write a book about me. I think that was partly why he was so keen for me to move here.’ Howard tried to look modest at the thought that anyone would want to write about him and failed. ‘He was a bit of a wunderkind, won all sorts of prizes. But in spite of all that, he’s a good chap.’ He paused to pass the biscuit tin to Cass. ‘I wanted to ask him to dinner tonight but Eleanor vetoed it. She said we had to spend some time together. Although she has agreed to stay herself.’

‘I appreciate that. We should probably talk, Dad. What is it you want me to do for you, for example?’

Howard brushed away her question. ‘I’ll tell you later, darling. Is there anything you particularly want to say to me?’

Somehow Cass found she couldn’t. It shouldn’t be a big thing. It wasn’t a big thing! All she wanted to tell him was that she wasn’t interested in photography, not as an artistic pursuit, and didn’t want to teach. She was far keener on drawing and painting, what her elder siblings referred to as ‘colouring in’. Why did that seem so hard? She supposed it was that she felt rejecting photography in favour of drawing and painting was denying everything Howard stood for. She’d talk about it tomorrow; like her father, she wanted to put off the difficult conversation. ‘Not now, Dad. I just want to enjoy having got here, and seeing you.’

After a long and delicious dinner, presided over by Eleanor, Cass had gone to bed, tired after her journey. As she lay in bed, appreciating the luxurious bedding, she was proud of herself for not asking questions about Ranulph. But the thought that she would see him tomorrow made her heart give a little flip of joy. She went to sleep thinking about him. It was such a shame that a high-flying journalist would never be interested in a girl like her.

She wasn’t bad-looking, she reasoned. The hair her brothers had described as carroty was actually strawberry blonde and the rose-gold colour was unusual considering her eyes were dark. She was average height, average build and lots of people considered her pretty. But average wouldn’t be enough for a man like Ranulph, she decided.




CHAPTER TWO

It was very early the following morning when Cass got up. Primed by Eleanor the previous evening, she found the stone steps down to a hidden cove. The sky promised another hot day, and the water was pale aquamarine, crystal clear. She pulled off her shorts and T-shirt and ran into the sparkling sea, naked, relishing the feel of the icy water on her body, confident that no one could see her.

Eleanor had told her how to find this tiny place, sheltered from the ocean by rocks that formed a natural harbour, making the water calm. There was a fingernail of pure white sand at the bottom of the steps. It was the perfect beach in miniature. According to Eleanor it was always sheltered, but in this spell of good weather, it was also warm. The water was still cold but not impossibly so. Cass felt she could have been anywhere in the world and not found a spot as lovely as this.

She was swimming on her back, luxuriating in the feeling of the water passing over her body when she heard a vehicle going up the track to the house.

The sound jolted her out of her dreamy state. She felt annoyed and excited at the same time. She recognised the engine of Ranulph’s Land Rover, but why was he calling on her father so early? It wasn’t even eight o’clock in the morning. She swam quickly to shore and found her clothes.

Cass rubbed her towel sketchily over her body and pulled on her shorts, wondering if Ranulph had seen her swimming naked. But it wasn’t so much that which bothered her; it was the timing of the visit. Howard wasn’t a morning person. It was possible Ranulph didn’t know that. She’d have to try and stall him.

She had nearly made it up the many shallow steps to the house, plaiting her hair as she walked, when she became aware that there were voices coming from the sunroom that looked over the sea. Just then, one of them laughed. It was Ranulph. There was obviously no emergency or there wouldn’t be laughter, but why such an early visit?

Cass took the time to go into her room to find some more clothes and finish plaiting her hair. She didn’t go as far as putting on full make-up – that would look strange so early in the morning when she didn’t often wear it – but she did put a tiny bit of mascara at the end of her lashes and made sure her eyebrows all lay in the same direction.

Then she made herself a cappuccino and went to the sunroom to see why Ranulph had called at this time. She also wanted a chance to meet him properly.

He was standing with his back to the huge window and Cass realised that he was a man who had all the Scottish ruggedness that the house and weather currently lacked. Now she could get a proper look at him, she realised his hair was more grey than white; in the sunshine when she’d first seen him it had looked very light. His dark eyebrows and lashes drew attention to eyes the same bluey-green as the sea would have been on a less sunny day. He was a big man, and could, Cass decided, have stepped right out of the pages of a catalogue selling tough, vastly expensive outdoor clothing. He was, in an expression she’d read somewhere, ‘a man to ride the water with’.

‘Hi, Cass,’ he said, his voice deep and slow. ‘I don’t suppose you expected to see me again so soon, and so early.’

‘No,’ she said, waiting for an explanation. ‘Did you come for breakfast?’

‘Not deliberately. Some of Howard’s post came to my house while I was away and I brought it over in case he was held up without it. It has a publisher’s label on it.’

‘I think our usual postie is on holiday as post rarely goes astray,’ said Howard. ‘But I’m glad to get it, so thank you, Ran. And while you’re here, what about breakfast?’

Ranulph looked at Cass. ‘Would that be a lot of trouble?’

‘Not at all,’ she said.

One of her many jobs, one she’d done for several summers, was working at a small family-run hotel. When she wasn’t being a chambermaid, she helped with breakfasts. On a couple of occasions, she’d had to do the entire breakfast shift on her own. Scrambled eggs were her speciality.

Cass set the big oval table in the dining room before calling in Howard and Ranulph. This room also had a view, almost as good as that from the sunroom.

There was butter, honey, a glass jar of muesli, and some marmalade on the table and a toaster on a side table. Cass added a plate of bacon and another of scrambled egg. As well as heating the plates they were to eat off, Cass found the electric hot plates so things would stay hot. This was definitely a ‘we have guests’ breakfast.

She was slightly worried in case it looked as if she had tried too hard and so went back to the kitchen for the tea. She would make coffee to order with the fancy machine.

Both men were filling their plates with eggs and bacon when she went back in. ‘There are all sorts of other things in the kitchen if you want them. Marmite, peanut butter …’ she said.

‘We’re fine,’ said Ranulph. ‘This is the most amazing spread.’ And then came the smile that made Cass go weak at the knees.

I have to get over this, she told herself firmly as she took her place at the table. There was really no point in developing a crush on someone on the island when she was leaving Scotland at the end of the summer.

Eleanor arrived halfway through the meal. There were covered dishes and bowls in her basket. ‘I’ll just unload this lot and come and join you. Do you need more coffee? No, I see you have plenty. Cass, you’ve done an amazing job.’

Cass was aware she was sensitive, quick to feel patronised, even when she wasn’t being, but Eleanor’s praise seemed genuine.

‘Thank you,’ she said, pleased.

‘So, Ran, we don’t usually see you this early in the morning?’ said Eleanor and then glanced at Cass, looking flustered.

‘I had some of Howard’s mail,’ said Ranulph. ‘I thought I ought to bring it straight over in case he’s been waiting for it.’

‘I think you have been waiting for something, haven’t you, dar—Howard,’ said Eleanor.

Cass smiled at her reassuringly, but Eleanor didn’t see. She was fiddling with the things on the table. She was obviously embarrassed.

‘There’s a seat here,’ said Cass. ‘What can I pass you? Toast? The amazing Greek yoghurt I found in the fridge?’

‘Oh. Just toast, please,’ said Eleanor.

She and Cass exchanged smiles and then Cass noticed Howard smiling too.

He’s obviously relieved I’m not giving Eleanor the evil eye, thought Cass. But it’s interesting that he cares about my feelings. He never did before.

‘So, Cass,’ said Ranulph. ‘Tell me a bit about yourself? Is it OK to ask “What do you do?” these days?’

Cass laughed. ‘I think it depends on what you do do. I don’t do anything special, but if you’re a rocket scientist, you’d long to be asked, wouldn’t you? Imagine having to keep silent at a wedding when everyone else at the table are car salesmen or whatever?’

Ranulph joined in the laughter. ‘But how do you tell which people it’s OK to ask, and those who won’t want to say?’

Howard interrupted. ‘Cass is far too modest. Her half-siblings are all very successful, but she’s the only one who can take a decent photograph.’

Cass was taken aback. ‘How do you know? The only camera I ever use is my phone.’

He smiled fondly. ‘Do you remember when you used to come and stay with me when you were little?’

Cass nodded. While her father was often working in some far-flung place, searching for rare birds’ nests so he could photograph them, during the summer she would join him. She loved it. She only had to share him with a camera. And often, when he’d taken his picture, he would hand her the camera (provided it wasn’t too heavy) and get her to line up the shot, focus, check the lighting, and press the button.

‘You took good photographs when you were quite small.’

‘Dad!’ Cass said, secretly thrilled and openly worried. ‘I’m delighted that you think I can take a decent photograph but I couldn’t do what you do. And cameras aren’t the same as the one you used back then. Really, I prefer—’

He interrupted her. ‘That’s true you can’t do what I do yet, but I think you could.’

Cass felt herself go red. She was embarrassed by his praise and felt guilty because she didn’t love photography as he did.

Howard went on. ‘Do you remember that time I took you with me to Dominica?’

‘Dominica?’ said Ranulph. ‘In the East Caribbean?’

‘That’s right,’ said Howard. ‘Do you know it?’

‘I spent time there after university. But tell me about you and Cass first.’

‘I was asked to do a last-minute job there,’ said Howard. ‘Photographing sites and locations where Jean Rhys had lived. I wasn’t so much of a specialist then. I had Cass with me, so had to take her.’

‘I was about twelve,’ said Cass. ‘Dad dumped me on the family of the man writing the book about Jean Rhys, but they were lovely and I really enjoyed myself. The mum took me and her daughters all over the place. The roads were terrible but the scenery was breathtaking. We weren’t there for long, but I completely fell in love with the place.’

‘I did too,’ said Ranulph. ‘I was on a dig there – I did archaeology at university – and stayed for a summer. It made a deep impression on me.’

Cass looked at him while he was spreading butter on toast. He really was very attractive and this connection with a place she had loved made him even more so.

‘It’s quite a coincidence, all of you knowing about Dominica,’ said Eleanor.

‘But a very good one,’ said Howard.

Cass wondered if he meant more than he was expressing.

Shortly afterwards, Eleanor got up and began to clear the plates. Everyone had finished eating and Ranulph and Howard had gone into the sunroom. Howard, who apparently had been dithering, implied he wanted to talk to Ranulph about the book he wanted to write about Howard’s life.

Cass got up too and helped stack plates and screw tops back on the jars of honey and marmalade.

‘You’re good at this,’ said Eleanor, seeing how efficiently Cass stacked the tray.

‘I used to work in a small hotel. I picked up all kinds of skills. I can balance plates on my arm if I have to,’ said Cass.

Once in the kitchen, Cass said, ‘Eleanor?’

Eleanor looked up from stacking the dishwasher. ‘Yes?’

‘It’s OK if you and Howard are together. I don’t mind. I realise it must feel very awkward for you, but really, it’s fine.’

Eleanor sighed and smiled. ‘I begged Howard to tell you about me before you came, but he doesn’t seem to like confrontation, so he didn’t.’

‘I’m the same!’ said Cass, seeing an opportunity to unburden herself a bit. ‘I’ve got something to say to Dad that I haven’t said.’

‘What is it? Is it bad?’

Cass shrugged. ‘I’m signed up to do a teacher-training course in September. I really don’t want to do it. I don’t want to be a teacher.’

‘I wouldn’t want to be one either,’ said Eleanor. ‘I love kids but being a teacher involves a bit more than that.’

‘Exactly!’ Cass was delighted to find such a sympathetic ear. ‘I think my family all think I have to have a proper profession and I’m sure they’re right, but being a teacher isn’t it.’

‘What is it then, Cass?’

Cass regarded Eleanor, who was listening properly, and seemed to really care, but somehow she couldn’t explain she wanted to do art, even if she couldn’t go to art school. ‘I need to psych myself up a bit more before I can confess that,’ she said. ‘But I will, very soon. Having you on my side is really helpful.’

‘But you’ll tell Howard about not wanting to be a teacher?’

‘Yes.’ The thought was daunting but it had to be done. She’d have to officially give up her place at university. The sooner the better.

‘He won’t mind, you know,’ said Eleanor. ‘Like most parents, he just wants you to be happy. And he thinks very highly of you, Cass.’

Cass laughed lightly. ‘I’ve no idea why!’

‘Go off and do something you want to do,’ said Eleanor. ‘I’ll finish up here.’

Cass thought of her sketchbook and pencils at the bottom of her rucksack. ‘Thank you. I will!’




CHAPTER THREE

Cass took her sketchbook and pencils to a sheltered spot outside. She was very private about her drawing. Her siblings would mock her, her mother would praise her to the skies, which would make Cass feel patronised and her father … who knew how he would react? Cass had no idea if she was any good although she knew she could get a likeness of almost anything. She was sure there was more to it than that though.

As she drew the delicate leaves of a plant she had yet to identify, she realised how happy she was, drawing simple things from nature. She would have to look up what she’d drawn when she got back later, but at this moment she didn’t need to know what things were called. It was all to do with her eye and her hand, mostly her eye.

Cass was so absorbed by what she was doing it was only when she realised she’d reached the end of her sketchbook that she thought about going back.

Eleanor was in the kitchen. ‘Cass! Are you OK? We were about to send out a search party. By that I mean we were going to ask Ran to keep a lookout for you on his way over. He’s coming to dinner.’

‘Great!’ said Cass. ‘Has Dad had tea? Shall I take some into him?’

‘The sun is over the yardarm,’ said Eleanor. ‘He’s on to whisky. Which would you like?’

‘Tea, if it includes some of your wonderful shortbread. I didn’t have lunch. No wonder I’m starving.’

Eleanor smiled. ‘I’ll bring you in a tray. You talk to your dad. He’s been wanting to have a chat with you.’

‘Hi, love!’ said Howard as Cass came in and kissed him. ‘What have you been up to?’

‘This and that,’ said Cass. ‘But while I’ve got you alone, I have got something to tell you.’

‘Oh? Nothing wrong, I hope.’

‘Not wrong, exactly. But I don’t want to be a teacher. I want to give up my place at university.’

Howard looked rather taken aback, but said, ‘Then don’t be a teacher. You must follow your heart, darling. What does your heart tell you to do?’

In spite of Howard’s very relaxed reaction to her confession about training to be a teacher, Cass didn’t quite feel ready to talk about doing art instead. Not yet.

‘Just at the moment it’s telling me I need to eat. I forgot to take lunch with me.’

‘Where have you been?’

‘Just exploring, roaming around. It’s so beautiful here, isn’t it? I know it’s because the weather is so amazing, but I just love it!’ Cass hoped this would explain the length of time that she’d been gone.

‘I’ve made you some sandwiches,’ said Eleanor, coming in with a tray which she set down on the table. ‘And of course there’s shortbread. And tea. Ranulph is coming to dinner so we may not eat until about eight.’

Cass bit into homemade bread, butter, ham and salad and Howard cleared his throat. ‘Right, now, Eleanor has told me off for not telling you about her and me, so I’m going to tell you why I asked you here.’

‘It can’t be anything that bad, can it, Dad?’ said Cass when she was free to speak.

‘It is a very big thing, that’s for sure. I want you to go to Dominica for me.’

Cass swallowed, then took a sip of tea. ‘Sorry?’

‘I want you to go to Dominica for me. I want you to take something I’ve had for years and years, something I should have sent to Dominica ages ago.’

‘What is it?’

‘A map. It shows how to get to a petroglyph.’

‘I’m sorry, I have no idea what that is.’ Cass was used to her half-siblings making her feel stupid, but not her father.

Howard chuckled. ‘It is fairly obscure. Basically it’s where faces or figures have been scored on to rocks. They’re usually prehistoric – in this case pre-Columbian.’ He paused. ‘I think I’d better start at the beginning.’ He refilled his glass, presumably to fortify himself for the task.

Cass took a piece of shortbread and emptied the teapot into her mug.

‘I had an email about a fortnight ago. It was from the son of an old friend. Bastian, that’s the son, had tracked me down after seeing my name in his father’s papers. He’s hoping I can help him.’ He took another sip of whisky. ‘Edward, Bastian’s father, and I went searching for the petroglyph years ago, before you and I went to Dominica together. We didn’t find it. I knew Edward badly wanted a picture of it and I always meant to go back, find it and take a photo. But I never did. Finding the thing is hard enough. I hoped that Edward would have found someone else to record it for him. Apparently not.’

‘That’s sad,’ said Cass.

Howard nodded. ‘I feel terrible because there was a map of where to look. It was made by an old man who used to walk past the petroglyph every day on the way to his land. Edward thought he knew where it was but we just couldn’t find it when we went together. Bastian needs to see and record the petroglyph for himself.’

‘Can’t you scan the map and send it to … Bastian?’

‘I doubt it would come out clearly enough. It’s in pencil and very faint. Anyway, Bastian really wants the original to follow. He’s writing a paper – more of a thesis, really – about the history of the island and the petroglyph is part of it. He needs to find it. I feel I owe it to him. And you taking the map personally will be the absolute safest way of getting it to him.’

‘Couldn’t you use a courier?’ asked Cass.

‘I’m not sure Dominica is set up for couriers, and I’d worry. I’d much rather you took it in person. I’d go myself if it wasn’t for my work. I can’t take time away.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘I’m late with my deadline as it is.’

‘Well, going to Dominica wouldn’t be a hardship.’ Cass smiled. ‘Since you mentioned it earlier, all sorts of memories have come back.’

‘For example?’

‘They do all run into each other, but the waterfalls, rivers you could swim in – I mean comfortably!’ She laughed. ‘We brought eggs with us to one place and buried them in the hot mud.’

‘Where the volcano bubbled up?’

Cass nodded. ‘They were cooked in minutes.’

‘What was your favourite place?’

‘That’s a hard one, but on the last day before you and I had to go home, I remember – what was her name? Patricia? She drove us up to a place right at the top of the mountain. The road was terrible and it took ages—’

‘Syndicate. Where the parrots are.’

‘That’s right! We did see the parrots, but it’s the trees I remember. Huge roots, almost like rooms.’

‘That’s one of the Sloanea species. Sloanea caribaea, I think,’ said Howard. ‘Sorry, I remember hearing it at the time. I can remember that, but can’t remember if I’ve brushed my teeth or not.’

Cass smiled. Her father seemed as on the ball as he ever was, but she realised he was in his mid-seventies now. ‘Is that what it’s called? But the thing that most surprised me was that there was a visitors’ centre at the top. We’d climbed so high, through tiny banana plantations, hardly seeing a soul. I felt we must be on top of the world and there was this very informative centre and a little stall. I bought a necklace with wooden beads. I think I’ve still got it.’ She paused. ‘When would you like me to go?’

‘As soon as possible. Bastian has a deadline for this paper and he has to make it. There’s a prize being offered, and if he wins it, it’ll mean thousands of pounds that he has promised to use for the good of the island. And the kudos from winning will mean that the publisher administering the prize is likely to want him to turn his material into a book for them. But of course, he’s not the only one after the prize. It’s generous and there’s competition for it. The money could easily go to someone else.’

‘Has not having the map slowed him down? Getting the paper – or thesis – written, I mean.’

‘Possibly. He’s spent a lot of time looking for the petroglyph. He needs proof it exists. I’m his last hope of finding it. Or, actually, you are.’

Cass exhaled. ‘It’s a lot of responsibility.’

‘I know. But I have faith in you. But you’ll need to make sure you have suitable clothes and I’ll make sure Bastian can put you up. Probably in a couple of weeks’ time?’

Cass was excited. ‘It’s a bit different from what I expected to be doing this summer. I had thought I’d be staying here. But I’d love to go back to Dominica!’

‘I don’t just want you to take the map though,’ said Howard. ‘I’d like you to take a picture of the petroglyph, too, when you find it.’

‘But surely someone else has taken a picture, in all these years.’ Cass was daunted. It was one thing delivering a map to someone, quite another to try to find something no one else had managed to find in over thirty years.

‘Not according to Bastian’s email. I’d really like you to do it. Please, Cass.’

Cass was tremendously flattered but equally terrified. ‘Of course, I’d do my absolute best, but—’

‘You can do it, Cass. I know you can.’

A little later, Cass went off to have a shower. She had a lot to think about and found hot water pouring over her body helped the process. Also, her hair was full of salt from her morning swim.

She put on a dress and a bit of make-up and then went to find her father. He and Eleanor were in the sunroom with Ranulph.

Ranulph, she noticed, looked a bit caught out when she entered; they had been talking about her.

‘Darling!’ said Howard. ‘Ranulph’s come early. He has news.’

‘Yes, and it’s not good news, I’m afraid. I have a hurricane alert on my phone – I still feel attached to the island although I’ve never been back – and there’s a hurricane heading straight for Dominica.’

‘Oh my God!’ said Cass. ‘That’s awful.’

‘If it’s a small hurricane, a one or a two, they’ll weather it just fine,’ said Ranulph.

‘But we’ve looked,’ said Eleanor. ‘And it’s increasing in power by the hour.’

‘Of course it could easily veer away from the island,’ said Ranulph. ‘It won’t definitely hit Dominica. Howard? Would you mind if I had a look to see how it’s going on your laptop?’

‘Help yourself.’

It wasn’t long before the weather map was up and visible to all of them.

‘To think just a couple of hours ago – less – we were talking about me going to photograph a petroglyph and now we’re worrying about a hurricane.’ Cass perched on the arm of a sofa. Everything was happening so quickly.

‘Has Bastian found a petroglyph? asked Ranulph. ‘He is incredibly knowledgeable about the island. I’ve met him a couple of times. He’s very impressive.’

‘Unfortunately, he hasn’t found it,’ said Howard. ‘If he could, it would justify all his father’s work as a historian and anthropologist. It would prove that very early peoples – pre-Columbian – were on Dominica. This has been denied by other academics. The trust awarding the prize really wants this to be the case. But of course they can’t grant the prize without proof. And as I said to Cass earlier, there are several people chasing that money.’

No one spoke for a few minutes. ‘I can’t bear the thought of that beautiful island being dashed to pieces by a hurricane,’ Cass said.

‘We won’t know if it is until the morning,’ said Ranulph. ‘But people do have advance warning. They can take precautions. Dominica has suffered hurricanes before.’ He spoke gently, which for some reason Cass found a bit patronising.

No one spoke for a few seconds. Everyone studied the computer screen.

‘I think we should have dinner,’ said Eleanor. ‘It’s all ready.’

Although the food was delicious and Howard provided excellent wine to drink with it, no one could quite forget what was possibly going on thousands of miles across the world, and the atmosphere was sombre.

Cass declined the drams her father offered after the meal. ‘I think I’ll go to bed,’ she said. ‘If we won’t know about the hurricane until morning if it hits, I might as well.’

‘I think I will too,’ said Eleanor.

‘Ran?’ said Howard. ‘One more dram before we follow suit?’

Ranulph nodded. ‘Just as well I walked over.’

Cass didn’t sleep well and woke early. She desperately wanted to know about the hurricane but didn’t want to wake the household finding out, so she took her towel and went down to the cove for a swim. It was all so still and idyllic, she thought, but the very water she was swimming in, the Atlantic Ocean, was the same water that might now be full of huge waves thousands of miles away. She walked back up to the house afterwards full of trepidation. What had happened to Dominica overnight?




CHAPTER FOUR

When Cass got in, Eleanor was pouring coffee for Howard and Ranulph. He must have walked over as he had done the previous evening, Cass thought, knowing that a glance down would have revealed her swimming naked in the cove. But there were more important things to think about now.

‘So?’ she said, on the threshold of the sunroom where everyone was. ‘Did the hurricane hit?’

Howard nodded. ‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Badly?’

‘As far as we can tell,’ said Ranulph.

Cass sat down, utterly dejected. ‘It’s so awful, not being able to help. Although we can send money to the disaster funds.’

Eleanor handed her a mug of coffee. ‘Toast?’

Cass nodded. ‘Thank you. To think just yesterday we were planning a trip. I was going to go to Dominica and find a petroglyph.’

No one spoke for a few seconds, and then Howard said, ‘I still think you should go.’

‘What? Go to Dominica when it’s just been hit by a hurricane?’ Cass thought she must have misheard.

‘Yes,’ said Howard. He’d obviously been thinking about this. ‘The island will need the prize money more than ever. There’s a tight deadline. Bastian has to win it. We can’t afford to hang around.’

‘Surely they’d extend the deadline if there’s been a hurricane?’ said Cass.

‘Bastian will be the only person submitting from Dominica. Why would they change it just for him?’ said Howard.

Cass was aware she knew nothing about the academic world and decided to move on. ‘Even so, could I even get there at the moment? Flights, everything will be affected.’

‘Neighbouring islands haven’t been as badly hit,’ said Ranulph. ‘There’d be ways of getting there by sea. It could be complicated though.’ He paused. ‘I spent most of last night on the internet.’

Although she was determined not to show it, Cass felt a bit daunted at the prospect of a complicated journey by sea. She hadn’t done a lot of travelling. ‘I can’t think they’d want tourists at a time like this.’

‘We wouldn’t be tourists,’ said Ranulph. ‘We’d bring useful supplies. We’d help.’

‘What do you mean, “we”?’ asked Cass.

‘Yes, Ran,’ said Eleanor, ‘are you saying you want to go too?’

‘Why?’ asked Cass.

He shrugged. ‘I love Dominica too. The archaeological project I was working on all those years ago is still ongoing. I hate the idea of staying here, sitting on my hands, when there’s work to be done.’

Howard smiled broadly at him. ‘I admit, I’d feel far happier about Cass going if you were going too.’

Cass regarded her father. She was outraged and yet not really surprised. To her father, she would always be his little girl. Wanting someone to go with her (a male, strong, fit someone) was probably natural. ‘Dad,’ she said firmly. ‘I don’t need anyone to go with me.’ She turned to Ranulph and smiled. ‘Of course, it’s terribly kind of you to offer, but it’s not necessary. I’ll be fine on my own.’

‘I know you would,’ Ranulph said. ‘I’m not going as your escort. I’ve got my own reasons for going. But if we were both going, we should travel together.’

Cass’s heart did a somersault. ‘You really think that going there, at this time, is a good idea? We shouldn’t just send money and help that way?’

‘I think because we’ve been there before and have a bit of local knowledge we could be useful.’

Cass couldn’t help laughing. ‘I was about twelve when I was in Dominica. I don’t have local knowledge.’

‘Bastian will know what needs to be done,’ said Howard. ‘You could be guided by him. And when things are a bit more sorted out, you can search for the petroglyph.’

‘But how would we get there?’ she asked.

Eleanor cleared her throat. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t sleep much either, last night. I got up and researched possible routes. You can go to Dominica via France, and the French islands route. Fly to Paris, then to either Guadeloupe or Martinique and there’s probably a ferry from there. We’ll have to find out how everyone’s been affected but there’s an island off Dominica called Marie-Galante. From there I imagine it would be whatever small boat you could find to take you.’

‘Oh my goodness,’ said Cass softly.

‘Are you all right, darling?’ said Howard. ‘Ranulph will look after you.’

Suddenly Cass was angry. ‘Look, you’re sending me on this mission. If you think I need someone to look after me, it would be far better if I didn’t go. I’ll be fine. I am just wondering if our reasons for going are justifiable.’

‘Of course they are! The history of Dominica is at stake here!’ Howard was getting angry now too. Possibly, Cass guessed, because he was beginning to wonder if this was really a good enough reason for the trip.

‘I take your point, Cass, I really do,’ said Ranulph. ‘But if we bring stuff they’re likely to need on the island – as I said before – first aid, tinned food, bottled water, we won’t be a nuisance, we’ll be useful.’

Somewhere in her heart Cass relished his use of ‘we’. She felt more positive suddenly. ‘Well, I got quite far up in my St John’s Ambulance exams,’ she said. She didn’t mention that she and her friend Rosa had taken up first aid because they heard it was a good way to get into events for nothing. Neither did she mention that she’d done an off-road driving course – a Christmas present from her mother – which might not be useful at all. ‘And I can cook for large numbers of people if I have to.’

‘There!’ said Howard triumphantly. ‘I knew you were just the person to send.’

Cass rolled her eyes. He hadn’t known those things about her at all.

‘The thing is,’ said Ranulph, ‘this is going to be expensive. Tickets, a suitably large donation to the disaster fund, food, first aid, all those things—’

‘I’ll fund it!’ said Howard. Then he became more reflective. ‘I owe it to Dominica. It was there, the first time I went, that I realised I wanted to be a photographer.’ He paused, and Cass saw he looked older suddenly. ‘I just wish I’d taken more photographs when I had the chance.’

‘You’ve devoted your life to taking wonderful photographs,’ said Eleanor.

‘But is that enough?’

Cass went to make more tea before her father could get too philosophical. Eleanor followed her out.

‘This is going to cost Dad an absolute fortune,’ said Cass, the moment they were alone. ‘Is it a wild goose chase, do you think?’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘I don’t think it is. It’s important to Howard that the petroglyph is found and recorded so it would be wonderful if you could do that for him.’ She paused. ‘I’m delighted that Ranulph wants to go too. Howard still hasn’t quite decided if he should let Ranulph write his life story or whether he’s going to write it himself. But he has so many projects on the go, I don’t think he’d get round to it. Ranulph will get it done, and I think it will sell. This is earning Ranulph major brownie points!’

‘I don’t think that’s why he’s doing it,’ said Cass. ‘He loves Dominica too.’

‘I know, but I also know Howard will be far happier about you going if you’re with Ranulph.’

‘Ha!’ said Cass. ‘If he’s that worried about me, why is he sending me there?’

Eleanor shrugged. ‘Good question. I think he feels sending you is almost the same as going himself.’

‘Well, not really,’ said Cass, but she knew if something stopped her from going now, she’d be extremely disappointed. ‘Are there any injections I should have before we go?’

‘How’s your tetanus? Up to date?’

Unexpectedly, this made Cass laugh. ‘Bang up to date. I hardly like to confess this, but my last boyfriend was so, well, muddy that my mother insisted I get my tetanus booster if I was going to have anything to do with him.’

Eleanor laughed too. ‘That is funny! And, as it happens, very convenient.’

The
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