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The Dragon Dilemma has perpetuated throughout eternity: 
 

 

Whether to achieve a meta-stable peace with the leviathan by meekly satiating its appetite for 

sacrificial princesses; 

 

Or 

Whether to brave victory and freedom by entering the dragon’s lair and courting a venomous death 

in a breathing inferno, knowing that failure meant certain death for you, your loved ones, and even 

the whole tribe. 

Prologue 

 

Roman period, circa 285 AD, Silene, Libya. 

Legend tells of a pond as large as a lake, where a plague-bearing dragon dwelled that envenomed all 

the countryside. To appease the dragon, the people of Silene used to feed it two sheep every day.  

When the sheep failed to appease, they fed it their children, chosen by lottery.  

It happened that the lot fell on the king's daughter. The king, distraught with grief, told the 

people they could have all his gold and silver and half of his kingdom if his daughter were spared.  

The people refused.  

The daughter was sent out to the lake, decked out as a bride, to be fed to the dragon. 

Saint George by chance rode past the lake.  

The princess, trembling, sought to send him away for his safety, but George vowed to remain. 

The dragon reared out of the lake while they were conversing. Saint George fortified himself 

with the Sign of the Cross, charged the dragon on horseback with his lance and gave it a grievous 

wound. Then he called to the princess to throw him her girdle, and he put it around the dragon's 

neck as a halter.  

The dragon followed the girl like a meek beast on a leash. She and Saint George led the dragon 

back to the city of Silene, where it terrified the people at its approach. But Saint George called out 

to them, saying that if they consented to become Christians and be baptised, he would slay the 

dragon before them. 

The king and the people of Silene converted to Christianity. 

George slew the dragon, and the body was carted out of the city on four ox-carts.  

On the site where the dragon died, the king built a church to the Blessed Virgin Mary and Saint 

George, and from its altar a spring arose whose waters cured all disease. 

 

What legend did not record was that the twitching tail of the leviathan - assumed to be its dying 

throes - was in fact a spasm of rebirth, as countless green blood cells set about their task of 

resurrection.  

 

 

 

  



Today: 

A small fire broke out in Thompson’s paint factory last Tuesday causing superficial damage to the 

offices and store rooms. A company spokesperson said that faulty wiring was to blame. 

New Forest Post 

 

Firemen were called on Wednesday to deal with a small inferno in the store room of PCs-R-Us. A 

significant amount of stock was damaged but there were no casualties. A recently installed security 

system was said to have malfunctioned and started the blaze. 

Newcastle Evening Chronicle 

 

Investigators were still trying to establish the cause of a small explosion at Rylands Garage on 

Saturday night. The fire damaged two Jaguars, a BMW and a Mercedes. 

Dundee Evening Telegraph 

 

Arsonists are believed to have struck at Sadlers Engineering in the early hours of Thursday. 

Damage was minor and has not affected production. A hitherto unknown group, A.S.I.A. – Against 

Suffering In Afghanistan, have claimed responsibility, citing Sadlers as a prime supplier of military 

equipment to the troubled region.  

Ipswich Evening Star 

“It appears to work then?” 

“Have I ever let you down?” 

“Then let’s press on as planned.” 

“There’ll be no turning back.” 

“I’ve waited too long to turn back now.” 

“The supermarket’s next. And its petrol station. Two for one deal. Quite appropriate. ” 

“Excellent. Right in their own backyard. People need to be affected. Be involved. Be afraid.” 

“Then they’ll pay any price.” 

“Even sacrifice their own daughters to the dragon.” 

“And there’ll be no Saint George to save them this time.” 

 



Dragon Mythology 

 

A dragon: 

A mythical monster traditionally represented as a gigantic reptile having  lion's claws, the tail of a 

serpent, wings, and a scaly skin. 

Also: 

A fiercely vigilant or intractable person. 

Also: 

Something very formidable or dangerous. 

 



 

 

Chapter 1  

“You realise you could have foreplay?” 

She spoke in a soft business-like voice. A simple statement of fact. Making sure that I knew what 

my options were. 

She was leaning over the table leafing through the glossy leaflets I had given her, seemingly 

engrossed. I thought I detected a half-smile playing on her lips for a brief moment, but I couldn’t 

catch her eye so I had no idea how serious she was.  

I hadn’t considered the possibility before. How could I have missed it?  

She flicked over another page with her left hand, whilst the other repositioned an errant strand of 

hair that had caught on her bangle earrings. 

“Where?” I said, as I crossed the room towards her. It didn’t seem plausible, not with my recent 

luck. 

“Here. Use the settee.” She gestured vaguely with her right arm as she turned another page. 

I considered the proposition carefully. The logistics. The possibilities. The unfurling future. 

“How much?” 

She appeared to do some complex mental arithmetic. Then double-checked. “Two hundred?” It 

sounded negotiable. 

I gave out a long whistle. Jeez. That was a hell of a lot simply for foreplay. 

Less than one hour ago this woman was not even in my life, now she was in my living room 

painting wildly provocative scenarios.  

I’d been secreted in my favourite corner of Noland’s Bar, my local. In fact, I had a choice of no 

fewer than six locals within a half-a-mile stroll but this was my chosen one. I’d not yet visited the 

others in the six months since I’d moved to Neyland – an anonymous backwater of the Milford 

Haven in Pembrokeshire. 

No one seemed to know who Noland was or what a Noland might be used for. Some said that it 

dated back to Roman times, a distortion of Neyland – land by the sea. It didn’t seem worth pointing 

out to them that the Romans didn’t exactly do much in Pembrokeshire, or, that Neyland didn’t 

really exist until the nineteenth century when Isambard Kingdom Brunel woke up a sleepy little 

hamlet with his wonderfully nostalgic steam railway, all the way from Paddington, en route to The 

Americas. Of course, it wasn’t nostalgic then. It was noisy, smelly and dirty. Black smuts colonised 

every fold of each worker’s skin and the perpetual clanking and banging of iron-on-iron denied 

restful sleep to anyone. Navvies, engineers, carpenters, blacksmiths, mariners, traders and lawyers 

all took up residence in the new town of Neyland, establishing terraced housing so typical of Welsh 

villages. Down the posh end fronting the river, the captains, station masters and accountants built 

themselves splendid Victorian residences, like the four-storey end-terrace where I now lived, with 

stupendous views over the treacherous waters. One million pounds-worth of real estate in 

somewhere like Lymington on the Solent, or twice that in the Thames docklands, but a snip at a 

mere two hundred and fifty K here in Neyland, which was about all I could stretch to now.  

Not a lot to show for twenty-odd years of high-powered financial wheeling and City dealing. 

How are the mighty fallen? It only takes a vindictive woman to take it all away. They take your 

humour too. 

Ensconced in my Friday evening corner of the bar hiding behind The Times, I could be secure 

knowing that no one would bother me. I didn’t converse much with anyone from Neyland’s ranks. 

My fault, not theirs, they were certainly friendly enough.  

I supped my beer slowly. Dave pulls a good pint of Brains - as ubiquitous in Wales as Guinness 

in Ireland. It was my third, I think. Six months ago I’d have been sipping Chardonnay in a glitzy 

wine bar, somewhere in the Square Mile. No smoke, no spit and no sawdust. The law had pushed 

the smokers here onto the pavement to form a guard of honour outside Dave’s place but he hadn’t 

yet got around to purging the décor of its hundred years of yellow nicotined history. It probably 

wasn’t all that long ago that Dave had finally brushed away the last traces of sawdust and trashed 



 

 

the spittoons. And not long before that there were probably sheep and pigs in the bar corner. 

I sighed at the depressing news on every page of the newspaper: economy in danger of recession 

again, threatened strike by public sector workers, drunk in car crash kills pregnant mother of five, 

fire at new airport terminal due to faulty wiring, and some Z-list celebrity whingeing about press 

intrusion. It seemed that the rest of the world wasn’t faring much better than me. 

I gave myself fifteen minutes to finish the crossword, then it’d be off home to see what surprises 

my microwave could throw at me. Twenty-odd years of London commuting makes a crossword or a 

SuDoku one’s only defence from the tedious conversational gambits of fellow tube inmates. 

“Sorry to bother you, Rob, but there’s a Doctor Marantz here,” interrupted Dave.  

“I’m not ill,” I said sourly without looking up from my paper. 

“Wondered if you could spare a minute?” 

“Tell him my office opens on Monday at nine. Same as his surgery.” 

Dave tugged on the newspaper. “He is a she.” 

That may have impressed me before I’d hit forty when my groin could do twenty press-ups 

before breakfast but now I swore quietly and painstakingly filled in the answer to 3-across. 

“Dave tells me you’re the money man,” a female voice said.  

“Never trust a barman,” I replied testily, frustrated by 10-down, and wishing the world would 

leave me alone, including Dr Marantz whoever the old bird was. 

My wish came true. They turned and left and I heard her say, “Sod him then. Get me a scotch 

will you please, Dave?” 

Relieved but curious, I peered over the top of my paper and removed my glasses to see the nicest 

denim-clad bum in the whole world walking away from me. Mr Levi must surely have had this 

womanly peach in mind for his wares, not the flat arse of a saddle-weary cowboy.  

“Hey. Doctor lady. Miss?” I called, putting aside the paper. 

She turned. Her long brown hair swished the air to reveal her intelligent tanned face and eyes 

like molten chocolates. Her open-necked white blouse revealed nothing except a large triangular 

stone hung on a leather thong around her neck, seemingly pointing downwards to paradise. Paradise 

was covered by a well-worn denim waistcoat and jacket. 

“Sorry,” I said, as she retraced her footsteps, “Bad day at the office. In fact, bad week at the 

office.” In truth, bad year at the office. I pushed a chair in her direction and signalled Dave for 

another beer and scotch for the lady. 

There was no rush to go home to an empty house.  

“Are you new around here?” I said. Great chat-up line, Rob. Well it had been an awful long time. 

One gets rusty. “Where’s your surgery?” 

“Josie Marantz.” She held out her hand. It was worth getting out of my chair for. Long fingers 

like a pianist. Dusky purple fingernails. “I’m a Doctor of Philosophy, actually. I’m working myself 

up to brain surgery.” She laughed, drawing my attention to her pretty pink lips, now drawn tight as 

she noticed my focus on them. 

“Pity, I could probably do with a lobotomy.” Before I said anything else crass. 

Her laugh was genuine and seemed to come from behind those sparkling warm brown eyes. As 

she sat down, she appeared to radiate health, vitality and confidence but all in a coy wrapper. A 

waft of subtle perfume teased me. Stylish but understated. One very cool cute chick. Dr Chick. 

Probably in her early thirties. Ten years my junior.  

Ten years too late. 

“So what exactly are you philosophising about?” 

“Archaeology.” 

“Ah, old ruins and stuff. Is that where I fit in?” 

She laughed again, shaking her head. OK, I was hooked. She only had to reel me in. 

“I haven’t seen too many pyramids down this way, but there are some old fossils.” I nodded 

towards three cloth-capped , brown corduroy-clad drinkers at the bar, their elbows lifting in unison. 

Her next laugh made the whole pub turn their heads. And envy me. 

“Actually, I’m a teacher and I’ve just wasted my afternoon listening to experts from the 



 

 

education department prattling on about pensions and insurance and stuff. And I’m none the wiser. 

Dave says you’re the expert?” 

“As I said, never trust a barman.”  

So she simply wanted pension advice. Disappointing. My self-deluded bubble of importance was 

pricked. Obviously she didn’t want me per se. So I explained as simply as I could that her 

retirement plans would be moving inexorably into the future as public sector cuts bit deep.  “To be 

honest, it’s not my specific field. You need an I.F.A.” 

“A what?” 

“Independent financial advisor. A specialist in personal finance.” 

“Sounds expensive.” 

I nodded. 

“Bugger!” She downed her whisky in one and smacked the glass down on the table. 

“Look, I can give you some pointers but I’m not legally allowed to advise you.” 

“Got to cover your arse, eh?” 

You can do that a lot better than me, I thought. That was the beer talking. Brains rather than 

Courage. I got up and offered to take her glass. 

At the bar, Dave’s tongue was hanging out so much that he could clean the beer pumps with it. 

He’d never seen her before. “Wouldn’t mind seeing a bit more, if you catch my drift.” His drooling 

tongue licked his lips and disappeared like a toad catching a fly. Dave’s drift was as subtle as a 

raging ocean current. “You don’t get class like that around here.” I had to agree. Bleached blondes 

with a foundry-full of face piercings were the norm. 

As I placed new drinks on our table, she counted out change from her purse. 

“My treat,” I said. 

“Not on your life. I always pay my way. Always have, always will.” 

I took the proffered coins reluctantly. 

“Ten down is Tatanu,” she said, pointing to my unfinished crossword. “It’s an anagram of at a 

nut. Hope you didn’t mind.” 

Actually, I did mind, call it an invasion of privacy or whatever. But I kept my annoyance to 

myself. To be honest, I was never going to get 10-down. “And who’s Tatanu when he’s at home?” 

“Egyptian Pharaoh. Tenth dynasty. Son of Rameses.” 

“I’m impressed.” I was. By her knowledge, and everything else I could see before me. 

We fell into conversation about her love of archaeology. I wanted to keep her talking. Keep her 

laughing. Keep her here. She spoke of the various digs she’d been involved with and her crazy 

dream of discovering a lost civilisation someplace in South America. 

“Sort of female Indiana Jones?” I suggested. 

She laughed. “Yeah, something like that.” 

“I think a fedora and whip might suit you.” And black leathers, high-heeled boots and… in fact, 

exactly like Kate Beckinsale in the movie Van Helsing - they don’t come much better than that. 

I had some pensions blurb back at my office - less than five minutes away from the pub - which is 

where we found ourselves heading, in a more or less straight line. I’d offered to go and fetch it but 

she insisted on accompanying me. Who was I to say no?  

For the last few months, I had been attempting to establish a financial advice consultancy and 

was building a supporting reference library. But I had found it far harder to drum up local interest 

than masterminding the mega-million dollar mergers and acquisitions projects for the likes of 

Kingfisher, BP or Glaxo-Smith-Kline back in the City. With KPMG, Deloittes and Andersen 

Consulting, I was always up to my armpits in the filthy lucre, but now I was lucky to be ankle-deep 

in loose change.  

As we descended the steady hill, on less than steady legs, I pointed out the industrial complex of 

Pembroke Dock, across the river. Arc-lights flooded the yards where metal-bashers and welders 

worked throughout the night on an emergency repair job for the new LNG terminal recently 

constructed downstream.  Liquefied Natural Gas – the fuel for the future, indebted to the Middle 



 

 

East yet again. The sound of hammer on steel floated across the river mimicking the rhythm of a 

Viking longboat and eye-stabbing flashes from the welding torches were worthy of Thor. 

A full moon had climbed over the horizon to challenge the retiring sun to a game of snooker – 

white pots red. The smell of freshly uncovered seaweed hung in the air as the tide rested after  its 

ebb. You could taste it.  

The river was quite still. Mirror-polished. Anchored boats held firm in a sea of mercury. 

Mercury – the winged messenger – what was his message to me now? I hadn’t strolled along with a 

woman like this in over twenty years. I shoved my untrustworthy hands deep in my pockets and 

gave notice to my larynx to behave itself. 

Such was the view, and the mood, as we approached my office - the front ground-floor room of my 

house. 

I ushered Josie into the small hallway and noticed the ansaphone winking at me. Probably, one 

of my few rich clients worried about the recent slip in the FTSE. It was a truism – making the first 

million was a snip compared to worrying over how to keep it. 

I lead her through the living room and onto the balcony at the rear of the house where the view 

contrasted sharply with the Hades-esque dockyard downstream. Looking south-east up the valley, 

the thick wooded slopes were still discernible in the fading light as they ran down to embrace the 

lazy river. Here and there, cottage lights peeked out from the trees to betray their presence. The sky 

was strewn with blue-black strato-cirrus clouds tinged with reds, yellows and oranges from the sky-

artist’s palette. There was no simple portent to be found there. 

I left Josie on the balcony and searched out the information from my study that I thought might 

help her. She heard me returning and re-entered the living room, depositing her jacket on a chair. 

“The view is quite beautiful. Breathtaking,” she exclaimed. 

As the white moon and red sun backlit the wisps of hair playing on her cheeks, I couldn’t 

disagree. 

“Try that lot for starters,” I said, dumping a small pile of literature onto the table, next to a half-

finished game of solo Scrabble. I had no one to play with. “Drink?” 

“I shouldn’t.” She hesitated. “Coke?” 

I assumed she meant the fizzy kind so I went downstairs to the fridge and poured one for both of 

us. I added a slug of Captain Morgan’s rum to mine and hesitated over her glass before screwing the 

cap back on the bottle, and throwing ice into both. I wiped an ice cube over my brow to try and 

calm me. The ice rattled in the glasses from my shaking hands as I went back upstairs. 

It was on my return to the living room that she uttered the words that defied all of Einstein’s 

theories by stopping time dead in its tracks. 

“You realise you could have foreplay?” 

And indeed, why shouldn’t I? 

I stroked my beard slowly and deliberately as I pondered her words, looking for the catch. Once I 

had sported a trendy designer-stubble that later matured into a fully sculpted beard, professionally 

trimmed every week as befitted a businessman on the wrong side of forty. Nowadays it was hard to 

find a barber who could do a decent job and harder still to justify the expense, as a result of which I 

had become somewhat frayed round the edges. I was also wrestling with the idea of disguising the 

advancing greys.  

Another of my known habits is to tug my left ear-lobe once I had made up my mind. I’d be 

rubbish at poker. I tugged my left ear-lobe. 

Why the hell not? 

But before I could voice my acceptance of the proposition, a hard rap on the front door knocked 

my confidence out of the window. 

“If it’s Jehovah’s Witnesses then I’ll tell them we’re going out to give blood.” 

She was still chuckling at my quip as I opened the door. “Oh, it’s you,” I said, standing four-

square with arms folded. 



 

 

Colin pushed past me into the hallway and turned to face me. “Glad I caught you, mate. Only I 

was working down at the LNG, saw your lights on and thought I’d pop in. I did phone twice 

earlier.” I remembered the messages on the ansaphone that I hadn’t yet listened to. He waved a 

large manila envelope under my nose as if its smell might entice me. “You’re gonna love this.” 

“Really?” He seemed oblivious to my lack of enthusiasm.  

“It’s an old document or something.” 

I frowned, a mixture of polite disinterest and Colin, get the fuck out of here now.  

But he persisted. “You’d never believe it, it was wedged in a nook in the big fireplace. The one 

in the lounge. Amazing.” He tried to thrust the envelope into my hand and was clearly confused 

when my arms stayed resolutely folded. So Colin adopted his usual defence  – a joke; in his mind it 

defused any situation. “Hey, I’ve got one: a golfer tells another: ‘I got a set of golf clubs for my 

wife!’ The other replies, ‘Good swop!’” Colin chortled and much to my annoyance I had to 

suppress a chuckle. The clown. 

He walked towards the living room, scratching at his number two cut scalp, and saw Josie by the 

window poring over the pensions bumf. “Oh! Am I interrupting something?” 

“No,” I said, a little too defensively. “Just a client.” 

Colin stood in the doorway fanning the envelope. “Nicole said it could be important. Really old 

apparently. As old as the house.” 

I sighed deeply and took the envelope, motioning him to the front door. “You must have a long 

drive back to Bristol.”  

“Right. Yes. OK. Let me know if that er… document, manuscript thing, is useful, won’t you?” 

I nodded reluctantly. “Regards to Nicole.” My words carried no warmth. 

I closed the door, nudging him down the steps as he exited. 

Josie downed the last of her coke and pouted. “Just a client am I, Mr Gilbert?” 

I took her empty glass. “I’m sorry, Josie, I…” She clearly wasn’t bothered. “Colin is the sort of 

guy who’d laugh if his arse was on fire.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she laughed. 

I realised I’d been showing off my recent penchant for the local dialect. I’d thought it might 

make me fit in down here. It didn’t, because hardly anyone uses it any more. “Basically, he’s a 

prick.” 

She pouted. “You were fairly short with him. I treat my enemies better than that.” 

“Yeah… well…” As Colin, my erstwhile best mate, had taken my house, my daughter, my wife, 

not to mention my trust - oh yes, and the cat - he deserved no better treatment.  

But now was not the time for self-pity. Now was the time for foreplay. 

“Where were we?” I said in anticipation. 

“Ancient manuscript? That sounds intriguing. Can I see?” 

I could hardly refuse and still expect her to keep her earlier bargain. I opened the envelope, 

pulled the contents out and saw a page of parchment covered in an illegible italicised script, with a 

faded trianguloid motif in the top left corner. Josie peered over my shoulder. “Nosey,” I said in jest. 

“Gosh, that is old. Latin.” She strained for a better look. 

It could be double-dutch for all I knew. 

She took the brown-stained page from my hand, handling it by its edges. It looked like it’d been 

dipped in tea. “Seriously. Look. The title here says Rutilus Incendia Spiritus Opulentia 

Congregatio.” 

“Sounds like a secret society from Dan Brown’s next sequel to the ‘Da Vinci Code’. So what’s 

the story this time: Jesus was a homosexual and Peter was his lover?” 

“Ssh!” Josie looked studiously at the manuscript, talking quietly to herself. Translating. “It 

means something like: ‘The Red Burning Air Rich Club’. The language is weird. It’s Latin-based 

but… strange. The conjugations and declensions don’t make sense.” 

“You can read Latin?” I was truly impressed. “Anything else, Indiana Jones?” I said 

sarcastically. “Greek? Hieroglyphics? Peruvian?” 



 

 

“Not Peruvian,” she said matter-of-factly, whilst running her finger down the page but being 

careful not to actually touch it. “This line talks about a blue king... and this one’s about a cow on a 

road?...  and here it talks about a fire at the seaside...” 

“Very interesting,” I said. Totally disinterested. 

“My Latin’s a bit rusty but my old professor could translate this for you.” 

The evening was in danger of running out of control. Ancient Latins were spoiling my pitch. I 

took the page and tossed it on an armchair. 

“Careful!” she remonstrated. 

“If it’s five hundred years old then one more day isn’t going to make a whole lot of difference, is 

it?” 

She looked peeved. I’d stolen her toy. I’d blown it. She looked at her watch. “Christ, is that the 

time?” Grabbing her jacket, she headed for the front door. “Kyle will be wondering what’s 

happened.” 

I caught her arm. Too forcibly. Holding her against the wall. It was the beer, not me. “Kyle can 

wait, can’t he?” I couldn’t read her expression. I think it meant ‘OK’. But I was years out of 

practice. My mouth closed on hers. 

And then the pain in my groin spread into my guts and I slumped onto the floor, as the front door 

slammed. 

I stood up gingerly and shuffled out onto the balcony and sucked in several lungfuls of sobering 

night air. I had allowed my ego, not to mention my groin, to be seduced by a wisp of the night 

named Josie. To believe that she would be attracted by my forty years of maturity beggared belief 

now. The last time I had scored was about five months ago and that was with my ex-wife, Nicole – 

a drunken reconciliation that resulted in me handing over the keys to our London flat before being 

scornfully ejected. 

I certainly wouldn’t be scoring with Josie.  

Whoever she was.  

If she had really needed pensions advice, why did she leave all the pension leaflets here when 

she left? So what was her ploy? Had she deliberately targeted me in the pub? Was she a scout? 

Checking out my house for valuables so that Kyle could burgle me later. Well, they’d be 

disappointed with my juggernaut of a TV and defunct VCR player. Or was Kyle her pimp? Was I 

expected to pay first, hence her anger? Were they hoping to capture some compromising photos of 

me as blackmail. Sorry again, Kyle – no wife and no money – apart from my pension fund, she’d 

already taken the lot.  

Perhaps Colin’s timely entrance with his document had saved me from getting in a real feeg. 

There I was again with the dialect: feeg - a tricky predicament. Was it coincidence that document in 

these parts meant a warning? 

Or maybe she really had fancied me and I simply came on too strong. 

Yeah, right. 

I closed the balcony doors and looked at the half-finished Scrabble on the table and the seven letters 

in my rack. Josie had been right about one thing. I could have foreplay. On the bottom row, using 

the last ‘e’ of settee that covered the double-letter square, picking up two triple word scores, and a 

fifty point bonus for using all seven letters. 

One hundred and ninety-four. 

She’d said two hundred, but her doctorate was in archaeology not maths. Or was that as phoney 

as Colin’s story about an ancient manuscript? 



 

 

Chapter 2  

I guess I’d been lucky. 

Saturday came and went without incident. The Sunday papers had no mention of the ‘Kyle & 

Josie Gang’ scamming unsuspecting little old ladies or naive  bachelors. She hadn’t called since and 

the house hadn’t been burgled, so I’d survived.  

So I’d seen the last of Josie. Unfortunately. My adrenalin, endorphins and other bodily fluids 

could stand down from duty for another few months. Or more. 

On the plus side, I did have an erotic dream last night starring me and Angelina Jolie as Lara 

Croft, of Tomb Raider fame, in which we both found treasure chests. Hers was an Aztec hoard of 

gold, emeralds, sapphires and rubies hidden in an ancient temple. Mine was infinitely more zoetic 

and contemporary, poorly concealed behind the struggling buttons of her jacket.  

Who had I been kidding on Friday night?  

I’d deliberately ignored two things over the weekend. 

The first was the Latin manuscript or whatever it was that Colin was so insistent I read 

immediately. This was partly because I didn’t understand Latin and cared not a jot about ‘The Red 

Burning Air Rich Club’, but more cussedly it gave me the satisfaction of making Colin sweat a 

little. I’d wait until he came begging and then we’d see what nonsense this manuscript was. 

Although without Josie I had no idea how we would make any progress. Something about Josie’s 

earnest tone made me put the manuscript into a transparent plastic wallet and tuck it in my briefcase 

for safe-keeping. 

The second thing I’d been ignoring was my ansaphone so when I eventually listened to my 

messages I heard an impatient Sir George requesting a meeting at my convenience. In George-

speak, that meant a.s.a.p., if not sooner.  

So here I was, a little after midday on Sunday, outside the entrance to his estate, awaiting the 

grand iron gates to open. 

Sir George Moon wasn’t bothered by a spasm in the FTSE. If it went up he made money and if it 

went down, he bought something distressed at discount and made money later. I was intrigued to 

see what hair-brained scheme Sir George had concocted that urgently needed my attention. 

The security cameras scanned my purple Porsche 911 and undoubtedly recorded the personalised 

number plate whose presence was not a sop to my ego but a device to disguise the age of my old 

car. My previous company car, a Mercedes CLK 55 AMG, had long since been returned along with 

the key to the executive loo, but in my profession appearances do count. You cannot advise a client 

to invest millions in commodities and turn up in six grands-worth of Fiat Uno. The Porsche had cost 

me fifteen grand from a desperate bankrupt and a further five hundred quid to change the M-

registration plate. Worth every penny and one of my few assets that were safe from Nicole’s 

clutches. 

The gates swung open noiselessly on their huge limestone pillars. As I set off down the long 

snaking drive, they closed behind me looking self-satisfied, as if ingesting a tasty morsel.  

Fittingly, Sir George lived in a Georgian pile built from cream-coloured Portland stone, mid-way 

between Bath and Bradford-on-Avon. I’d been here once before, last October, for a cocktail party, 

but it had been dark and I’d been chauffeured so I recalled little of the layout. The driveway 

meandered apparently aimlessly for several hundred yards through open rolling green meadows, as 

if Capability Brown, or one of his disciples, had been given free reign here. Why join A directly to 

B when you could, with supreme difficulty and expense, go via C, D and E too as the whim took 

you? And divert a river or two in the process. 

On cue, the mandatory lake appeared, big enough for water-skiing, if you were so inclined. I’d 

heard that Sir George swam there most days of the year. His New Year ice-breaking parties were 

legendary and efficacious, reputedly. 

After a few hundred yards, the drive turned abruptly left away from the lake and into a wood of 

mature beech trees. Majestic towers of permanence swaying defiantly against the prevailing wind 



 

 

that howled down the valley. Rather like Sir George himself, a reassuringly solid chap with 

honourable values rooted deep in the past but with an eagerness to embrace a fast-changing future. 

Along with its potential spoils. 

He had made his fortune from mobile phones years ago when the state-of-the-art device weighed 

in at around five kilos and required a car battery in tow. Whilst traditional telecoms companies were 

debating the potential uses of such technology outside of the military, Sir George pounced, as plain 

Mr George Moon in those days. Brought up on a diet of Dr Who and Star Trek, he boldly went 

where BT et al dared not go. He mustered every single one of his pennies, plus loans from relatives 

and friends, and bought a huge tranche of mobile phone air-time from BT on a five year lease. The 

dinosaur ex-Post Office management at BT grabbed the deal eagerly to bolster their investment in 

the fledgling hard-wired broadband infrastructure and chuckled up their corporate sleeves. For 

nearly two years, George Moon hovered on bankruptcy as the mobile phone market refused to take-

off. Then, one cold night in Finland, an insomniac stopped counting elk jumping over fences and 

founded Nokia to produce mobiles that could fit in a pocket – admittingly quite a large pocket 

initially – without the owner needing a surgical brace to offset the weight imbalance. 

Everyone wanted one. And one man owned a big chunk of the air-time. So everyone had to pay 

Mr Moon. And keep on paying for the duration of the five year deal. After that, the territory 

belonged to O2, Orange, Vodafone and the other telecoms settlers, but that didn’t matter as George 

Moon, frontiersman, was virtually a millionaire by then.  

Every subsequent deal had the same watermark – a large speculative investment in new 

technology that kick-started public demand. All he then had to do was simply count the income. He 

didn’t subscribe to the business model of his contemporaries, men like Sir Alan Sugar and Sir 

Richard Branson. A few pence profit on each Amstrad sold was not his idea of a get-rich-quick 

scheme, especially not with its vulnerability to a Far-Eastern attack. If Sir George had been a 

gardener then he would only sow perennials like peonies, hellebores or oriental poppies. Sow once 

and reap often. 

But apart from being the shrewdest businessman I had ever encountered, and I’d known plenty 

through my years with Andersens - arguably the best business consultancy in the world, Sir George 

was above all a philanthropist. He donated exactly one half of his profit to charitable causes. Yes, it 

was a tax-efficient ruse but that was simply bunce to the underlying honourable motive. 

And that was where I came in. 

I had no part in his principal business affairs. My role was to advise on investments for those 

funds earmarked for good causes - what Sir George called his fun-money. His regular business was 

cautiously managed but with his fun-money he could be Scottie dog, or the wheelbarrow, and play 

Monopoly. I was excited to learn if his next target would be a station or the waterworks. Although 

he took massive measured risks with these funds, the Community Chest always benefited. 

Anonymously. He didn’t do it for the glory. 

“Sir George won’t keep you a minute, Mr Gilbert,” said Andrews, the manservant, butler, 

sommelier, and general manager of Upthorne Manor. I’d met Andrews on my previous visit and 

instantly formed a rapport. He’d proudly shown me his downstairs empire: a labyrinth of pantries, 

cold stores, kitchens, bakeries, wine cellars and laundry rooms; immaculately maintained, 

combining the original utilitarian design with modern technology where it was beneficial. Like a 

National Trust property except that it was not frozen in time. It was alive and humming. 

The result was a lesson in ageing gracefully, preserving the best of the old and embracing the 

best of the new. Rather like Andrews himself. He could easily afford to retire but what would be the 

point. “I’ve a five million pound office to work in.” Pride seeped out of every pore of his loyal skin 

and enthused his staff of six to perform at their peak. For Sir George liked to entertain. He knew 

how to oil the machinery of commerce. 

“Energy, Robert. Energy. We need more energy.” 

Sir George barrelled down the corridor towards me. He clearly did not need more energy. It was 

hard to believe that the stocky silver-haired man fast-approaching was pushing seventy years old. 



 

 

His tanned face, ram-rod posture and bright blue eyes belied his age. Only a slight film in his left 

eye and an occasional stalwart wince from a recent double-hip replacement, betrayed him. His 

manicured moustache and subtle aftershave declared a man who still cared, not the stale urine of an 

incontinent defeatist.  

“There’s no energy in the portfolio.” He didn’t waste time on the niceties of greetings. 

“That’s not actually true, Sir George,” I countered. “I think your exposure to the energy sector is 

appropriate to your risk profile.” 

“Humph. Then we need more risk.” An attentive ear could divine a childhood spent in the 

proximity of the Bow bells. He turned his attention to Andrews. “James. Some tea, please. Earl 

Grey. Lady G has gone out with the girls so it’s only me and Robert. In the conservatory, if that 

suits you. And maybe some sandwiches. Beef would be good.”  

An endearing trait of Sir George was his ability to bark out an order and make it sound like you 

were doing him a favour for which he’d be eternally grateful – which he was. It commanded respect 

and engendered loyalty. 

“Of course, Sir George.” Andrews span on the spot, as if he was still a grenadier guard, and 

marched off towards his labyrinth, his footsteps echoing with his retreat. 

“And how is Lady G?”  I had met her once briefly when Sir George came to my office in 

London. A vivacious redhead, not much over forty, I would guess. That’s what kept the good 

knight’s lance from rusting, presumably. 

“Expensive, as always,” laughed Sir George, as he led us towards the conservatory. “I think 

she’s gone to Bath with Sam. End of term ball, so she needs a new gown or some such.” We 

stopped at a display of family photographs hung on the wall. “That’s her, there.” 

Sam was the youngest of three daughters and the only one from this second marriage. I’d never 

dared ask what happened to the first Mrs Moon. “What it is to be young,” I said. 

“Indeed. She’s landed herself a holiday job in Greece, of all places. Something to do with her 

current boyfriend. That’s him, big curly-haired guy, on the left. Bit old for her, I fear. Don’t 

suppose he’ll be current for long though.” He sighed. Clearly he had as much control over his 

daughter’s life as I did mine.  

Sir George led us further down the warren of corridors and I followed, briefcase in hand. We 

passed endless paintings themed on travel: ‘The Ascent of the Montgolfier Balloon at Aranjuez’, 

1764, by Louis de Carmontelle; ‘Stephenson's Rocket steam locomotive’, 1829, by Lawrence Roy; 

‘Wright Flyer’, 1903, by Mark Karvon; ‘Bringing Home the Heroes After the Zeppelin Explosion’, 

1937, by Joseph Pennell. They stretched on and on, each neatly labelled with name, date, artist and 

a short note of its relevance to the evolution of transport. I had no idea if they were genuine 

originals but most probably were. Sir George didn’t like fakes, in art or in people.  

“Recognise that one?” he challenged. I shook my head. It was a large sailing ship with six masts, 

and bizarrely four funnels also. The label informed me that it was a chromo-lithograph by T.G. 

Dutton. “You should. It’s from your neck of the woods. The SS Great Eastern, Brunel’s Leviathan. 

Built at Millwall but Neyland was its home port. Carried enough coal to go to Australia and back 

again.” In response to my quizzical look, he added, “No coal in Oz at the time. Pity. Spent most of 

its time laying trans-Atlantic phone cables. Do you know the budget was over seven hundred and 

thirty thousand pounds? What’s that in today’s money?” 

I shrugged. 

“Went hopelessly over budget, of course. Brunel always did. Even when they scrapped it… 

1889, I think ...they lost money on the deal. Engineers really don’t make good accountants.” 

I had to nod in agreement with that one. 

“Not that Brunel ever saw it finished, of course.”  

“Why not?” 

“It dammed killed him, that’s why not.” He shook his head in despair. “You really should read 

up your history, Robert. You can learn so much. Haven’t time to make all the mistakes ourselves.” 

He shook his head again slowly but this time as if mourning a tragic loss. “Great man, Brunel. 

Railways, bridges, ships, tunnels. Locomotives too, though they weren’t his strong suit. Best 



 

 

engineer we’ll ever see, that’s a fact. It’s all committees now, isn’t it? Faceless. No one person can 

make a difference any more. That’s the trouble with this country.”  

I couldn’t argue. I didn’t think that I was destined to make a difference anyhow. Unlike Sir 

George. 

We moved on down the corridor and then stopped as Sir George pointed to yet another painting: 

an oil of a biplane. I read the label: ‘de Havilland DH.89 Dragon Rapide’. “My father built that one. 

Last off the line at Hatfield.” 

We walked though seemingly miles more corridors all lined with a myriad of paintings hung in 

themed groups, to eventually arrive at the conservatory. It was like a miniature of the Temperate 

House at Kew Gardens, a splendid Victorian affair, and a sizeable miniature at that. A glazed utopia 

of palm trees, exotic orchids, huge water-lilies, aromatic citrus plants, tea bushes and many more 

species that challenged my passing knowledge of horticulture. The orangery alone seemed big 

enough to provide freshly-squeezed orange juice every day of the year and oozed with fragrant 

acetates. A cactus section was full of mutant freaks whose spines would rent your skin to the bone if 

you were careless. Around every corner was a bronze statue or a plaster bust; a Barbara Hepworth 

and even a Henry Moore. And here and there a fountain would gurgle, trickle or fire-hose a cool 

refreshing spray into the air. Sir George wasn’t showing off, he simply liked these things and could 

afford them. 

Rooms within rooms. I hoped Andrews would find us hidden in this jungle. 

The early summer sun beat down on my grateful body. Sir George pointed a remote control 

upwards and roof lights instantly obeyed. A gentle breeze sprang from behind the pampas grasses to 

my right. 

A stack of Sunday papers were piled in his chair and as he tossed them on the floor, I could see 

at least two crosswords had been dispatched with, one of which I had been struggling with at home. 

I gestured to the puzzle. “Put me out of my misery, Sir George, what was three down?” 

He picked up the paper, put on his half-moon glasses – very appropriate for Sir George Moon, I 

thought. “Torn puma lace is not my fault?” 

I nodded. 

He chuckled “Mea culpa. Anagram of puma lace. Had me going for a while too.” 

I sighed. Should’ve got that. No one to blame but me. Mea culpa. 

“Classical education helps, Robert. Had Latin drilled into my synapses until they exploded.” He 

discarded his glasses and mumbled, “Damn things. Body’s falling apart.” 

He gestured to the sports section of the paper, separated to one side on the floor. “Like my 

football team. Rubbish. Worst investment I ever made. I should sell the lot.” But he wouldn’t 

because Sir George had saved the local team from bankruptcy, not for a profit but to preserve an 

essential part of the lifeblood of his neighbourhood. 

“As for these terrorists attacks, when will they catch the buggers?” Sir George pointed to the 

headline. Another small fire had broken out in an underground station. Initially it had been 

dismissed as a wiring fault but then an unknown anti-Western group had claimed responsibility. 

“Nine-eleven didn’t break us, do they honestly imagine one piddly fire will make a difference? 

Even several piddly bloody fires.”  

 We sat down and Sir George cut straight to the chase. “So, Robert, talk to me about energy”. 

And so I outlined my view of the commercial energy sector from an ethical investment 

viewpoint. “Nuclear’s a non-starter. Too political. Even aside from any safety issues and the 

stockpiling of a toxic inheritance for our grandchildren, nuclear power can be no more than a 

tactical solution. One could easily envisage the theatre of war moving from the Middle East to 

Australia or South Africa to secure the very limited supplies of uranium.” 

Sir George nodded. 

“Nuclear fusion though, if it ever happens, will be a whole different story,” I continued. 

“The energy of the future. And always will be.” Sir George cited the familiar view, dismissing 

the option. 



 

 

“Then there’s oil. Contrary to the Sunday armchair experts,” I pointed to his pile of newspapers, 

“there’s stacks of the stuff still left in the ground even discounting the likes of the Alaskan tar 

sands. But the bubble’s burst. The die is cast. The green lobby will ensure its demise although it’ll 

be a long slow painful death. The Arabs are committing suicide without knowing it by their own 

strangulation techniques. It as well to remember that we didn’t move out of the Stone Age because 

we ran out of stones.” 

Sir George liked that metaphor. 

“Gas? Ditto,” I continued. Having squandered our own resources on tax breaks for the middle 

classes, we were now pandering to the Russians or shipping it in tankers from the Middle East to 

LNG sites, such as the one downstream of my house. Temporary solutions despite their massive 

investments. 

“What’s this I’m hearing about shale gas or some such? Buckets of the stuff supposedly.” 

As ever, Sir George had kept his ear to the ground and the new technology for extracting gas 

from shale rocks in many countries including the UK had intrigued him. But the environmental 

lobby made it a risky financial adventure leaving aside the ethical dimension. 

And coal? There was no going back. How many miners would actually want to, anyway? 

Petroleum substitutes? Interim solutions at best. Where’s the logic in growing cereals for fuel if 

you haven’t got enough to make bread with? 

“And carbon capture? Surely that makes sense?”  

“Storing up the stuff for our kids to worry about, like nuclear waste? That’s hardly ethical is it? 

Plant trees. That’s always worked before.” 

Sir George was desperate to find an angle. He’d clearly decided to invest in energy. Regardless. 

“So it’s renewables then.” 

Wind, tide geothermal and solar: they had to be the future but in spite of some laudable 

groundwork, governments really hadn’t had the balls to embrace it, I expounded. Mired in planning 

disputes, environmental impact assessments, nonsensical red-tape and self-righteous nimbys, it took 

longer to build a tidal barrage than a nuclear power station. Madness. “Not exactly joined up 

thinking from the government.” 

“What do you expect, Robert? Most of them can barely do joined-up writing.” 

We shared the joke and then Sir George suddenly announced, “Anyway, I want a farm.” 

First energy, now a farm. Sir George kept one on ones toes. “With respect, Sir George, I never 

figured you as shit and straw man,” I chuckled. 

“A wind-farm, Robert. Oh, do keep up.” 

The twinkle behind his rheumy eye told me two things. One - he wasn’t at all annoyed by my 

failure to follow his train of thought as it rapidly switched points. Two – he had a little scheme in 

mind; one that involved some fun-money. 

It’s part of my job to know what opportunities are out there for Sir George. “Well, I know of a 

few schemes with ground-floor entry possibilities but you’ve got exposure to some of them via the 

construction companies in the portfolio. Besides, with planning delays and…” 

“Yes. Yes. Yes. But I want my own wind-farm.” He sounded exasperated, as if teaching a tyro 

who simply couldn’t get it. “Here, at Upthorne Manor.” 

“Here?” Now he did have me off-balance. 

Sir George jumped to his feet and paced to and fro, picking off random leaves and flowers from 

the nearby foliage. Presumably dead or runts or simply not in favour today. Survival of the fittest. 

He explained how the geography of the valley that cradled Upthorne Manor was ideal for this 

venture. It channelled a powerful wind for sixty per cent of the year and the turbines would be 

shielded from view by the landscape. He’d obviously been thinking about it. 

“Planning will be the issue, Sir George. You’re well into nimby territory here.” 

“But apart from a few tenant cottages, no one would even see the blasted thing. Besides 

Councillor Hayes owes me a favour or two.” He seemed about to tell me why and then thought the 

better of it as Andrews approached, wheeling a trolley. Scandal in the local chamber, no doubt.  

Piping hot tea and coffee; freshly-squeezed orange juice – from his own orangery; beef 



 

 

sandwiches on brown bread with garnish; and Danish pastries fresh out of the oven. Just a snack, as 

ordered. 

Sir George sat down again and poured two teas and gestured for me to tuck in. Then he 

remembered my preference for coffee - lots of it and strong – and poured me one. 

“You know, Robert, the estate spends tens of thousands on energy bills. James’ll have the 

details, won’t you James?” 

“Of course, Sir George.” Andrews span on his heels and trekked back through the jungle. 

“Run the numbers for me, would you? Five years. Ten years. Fifty years. Make whatever 

assumptions seem reasonable.” He sipped his tea as I began to envisage two weeks of hard research. 

What I knew about wind-power you could blow away with a small puff of breath.  

I rested my briefcase on my lap, flicked it open and took out my filofax folder complete with its 

small pocket for my phone. I don’t trust iPhones and Blackberrys and never carry a phone into 

meetings as a politeness to my clients.  Colin’s manuscript, in its plastic wallet, fell to the ground, 

blank side upwards. I ignored it and checked my upcoming appointments. I wanted to give the 

impression that I was busy even though I knew the pages would be blank. 

“End of the week would be good. If that’s feasible. Only the headlines, Robert.” He winked. “I 

want a wind-farm not ‘War and Peace’.” 

He had spotted my penchant for thorough analysis from day one when he strode into my office at 

Andersens, two years ago. Analysis reduces mistakes, I had argued. Analysis reduces action, he had 

countered. He was one of the handful of clients who chose to stick with me when I broke loose. 

Many others still phoned for advice to cross-check what their own advisors were telling them. 

Unfortunately, that didn’t earn me anything except a drawerful of favours to call upon in the future.  

End of the week, Friday, really meant by Thursday evening. Four days. Impossible to do any 

serious analysis by then. “Friday it shall be.” 

“Splendid!” Sir George brushed some crumbs off his thin moustache. “Remember, I don’t want 

pretty coloured graphs, so don’t stroke that beard of yours for too long.” How did he know that’s 

what I did when thinking. Had he spotted that I tugged my ear too when I’ve made up my mind? “I 

simply need to know how big a chequebook I need. And where to start digging.” Satisfied that I’d 

got the message, he bent down to retrieve my plastic wallet from the ground. As he handed it to me 

turning it over, he caught sight of the text, studied it carefully and frowned. “Can I ask how this 

came into your possession, Robert?” It sounded like an interrogation.  

“It was found in my old house. Apparently. It’s Latin.” 

“Really?” He said slowly, his mind elsewhere. I don’t think he believed me.  

“Someone said it’s a priceless relic but my gut tells me it’s a worthless dud,” I added. 

He fell silent for a while and his head dropped to gaze at the floor tiles before saying 

thoughtfully, “You should go with your gut, Robert. It’s usually right.” 

I tried to take the wallet from him but his grip was firm as he appeared to study the floor. “Sir 

George?” I prompted. 

“Sorry, what did you say?” He returned to the present and released his grip on the wallet. 

I placed it back in the briefcase. “A wind-farm today. A solar furnace tomorrow?” I closed the 

case with a snap. 

The noise seemed to snap him out of his reverie. He sat bolt upright. “You’ve got to think of the 

children, Robert. After all, it’s their world we’ve fucked up. Ought to put it right before we go.” I 

didn’t recall hearing Sir George swear so vehemently before. It showed how important this project 

was to him. “The whole country’s screwed up. Nurses get a below-inflation pay rise and I get a 

knighthood. Call that fair?” 

Wow. Another change of track for his steaming locomotive of ideas. “For services to industry, 

Sir George. I certainly wouldn’t belittle your contribution.”  

“Bollocks! I was lining my pockets.” He laughed loudly. “Hah! Do they seriously imagine I was 

doing it for good old England?” 

“You could have refused the knighthood.” 

Sir George gave a wry smile. “Do you know why they call it a K?” 



 

 

I shrugged. K is for knighthood, obviously. Or obviously not. 

“K is for keys. And there are lots of doors I need to open.” 

The sandwiches and sticky pastries went down a treat with no breakfast to bar their way. We 

chatted idly about some of our successful recent investments and some of the dogs that would have 

to be put out of their misery. You can’t always get it right and Sir George had never once 

admonished me for it. 

I wiped my mouth with a napkin and stretched back in my chair feeling the hot sun trying to 

blow-torch my body through my clothes. I felt very content even knowing I had four days of intense 

work ahead of me. The challenge was exhilarating.  

Then I turned to Sir George and said, “You didn’t really get me here on a Sunday to discuss 

wind-farms. Did you?” 

Sir George patted my knee in a paternalistic manner and beamed. “That’s why I like you, Robert. 

That’s exactly why I like you.” 



 

 

Chapter 3  

I was spat out of Sir George’s iron gates like an indigestible piece of gristle. My stomach was 

overloaded with coffee and pastries and my head was overloaded with the proposition Sir George 

had lain before me. 

“I’m looking for an apprentice,” he’d said. “Not to take over. At least not yet. More like a wing-

man, riding shotgun.” 

I couldn’t imagine who the bandits might be, coming in high at two o’ clock from behind the 

sun, and decided to abandon the extremely mixed metaphor. 

My immediate response would have been to say, “Thanks, but no thanks.” I liked my new found 

freedom and agreeing to Sir George’s offer would have meant selling him my soul: lock, stock and 

barrel. I’d mortgaged my soul once this lifetime to the City and barely managed to prise myself free 

before the hinges rusted firmly shut. However, a chance to learn alongside Sir George was a once in 

a lifetime opportunity. 

“But I’m a financial advisor, not an executive,” I’d argued. 

“Do you want to give advice all your life, Robert, or do you actually want to achieve something 

yourself? We’ll talk again in a week or two. Chew it over.” 

Danish pastries. Food for thought, indeed. 

Nine months ago, I’d quit the City after nearly twenty odd years with Andersens, business 

consultants to the world and beyond. I’d worn many hats and trodden many corridors, and handled 

a large portfolio of prestigious clients – some charming and some snakes. Life had been good but it 

had taken its toll. Not for nothing are Andersen consultants known as androids. Long hours of 

unquestioning toil. When the company morphed into Accenture plc to tackle the challenges of the 

twenty-first century, something more than a name was lost from the company and from my own 

allegiance to it. 

So when Cathy, the wife of my then best friend, Colin, died suddenly it precipitated the 

confrontation with my inner-self that I’d been steadfastly avoiding. Life was too precious and over 

half of it had already passed me by. 

So I quit. Right there. Right then. 

I bought a small cottage ripe for renovation in the small village of Saltford, south of Bristol. Part 

of it was reputedly medieval but it had been knocked around a bit and extended in a ramshackled 

fashion. It provided a precious breathing space for me as I waded in with sand and cement to lay 

new foundations for my family: Nicole, my wife, and Lauren, our daughter; where we could plan 

our new life away from the vampirish clutches of the City. 

And then I woke up. 

Or at least, someone burst my bubble. That someone was Nicole. Her earlier statements of tacit 

support soon turned into accusations of selfishness. “If that’s really what you want, then we’ll make 

it work” turned into, “You expect me to commute from this hell hole? Lauren will miss all her 

friends.” 

But I wasn’t going to give away the second half of my life to the Square Mile, and for the first 

time in my life, I dug in: literally, into the renovation of the cottage; and metaphorically, entrenched 

my position. Nicole began commuting but soon came home just for the weekends. Lauren started 

the new school year in the local comprehensive – I could no longer afford private schools - at the 

start of her GCSE syllabus.  

It was all bedding down and setting nicely. Apart from the cottage, I’d built a small portfolio of 

clients, mostly stolen from my previous contacts, who were beginning to cover my bills. The 

cottage was looking impressive and I was proud of what I’d achieved. I’d even joined the local golf 

club as a means of cultivating new business. My handicap was improving rapidly, both on and off 

the links. 

Lauren seemed happy, or at least she didn’t complain, not that she said much at all.  

But Nicole spent fewer weekends at home as client needs dictated. 



 

 

And soon it was Christmas. 

On the first day of Christmas, my true love sent to me: a notice of separation.  

She wanted me gone. There was no one else, so she said.  

But that was only the first of the twelve lies of that Christmas, as I later discovered.  

Nicole was quitting London to look after Lauren in the newly-finished cottage. I moved out. 

There was nothing of our relationship to salvage. We’d never technically married so the formalities 

and arrangements were relatively straightforward although fraught. I’d always referred to Nicole as 

my wife but she had always refused marriage, even more so when Lauren had been born. She had 

insisted that Lauren take her surname. It didn’t seem worth arguing over. 

So I bought a cheap place in Neyland, a few miles down the road from my early teenage haunt in 

Milford Haven. It was all that I could afford. I guess I was running home to my childhood, to 

Mummy, although she had long since departed to a premature grave; and my father was now 

somewhere in France, close to his precious daughter, my only sibling.  

A few weeks later, Colin, my best friend, moved in with Nicole, bringing along his daughter, 

Eve, one year older than Lauren. 

So yes, I had got my freedom.  

But it didn’t taste quite as good as I’d imagined. 

It was indeed a Christmas to remember. I was last year’s favourite toy, dispassionately consigned 

to the dustbin along with the wrappings of this year’s newest craze. 

I turned off the A4 from Bath as it ran into Saltford and took the second left down a wooded lane 

before wrenching the wheel hard right across the cattle grid and into the drive. Unlike Sir George’s 

grand affair, this was barely eight feet wide and the rickety wooden gates needed manhandling to 

gain access. 

This was my cottage. 

This was my cottage. 

It was mid-afternoon Sunday and the promising sunny start, so welcoming at Sir George’s, was 

being threatened by looming grey cumulo-nimbus. I got out of the car and stood and listened. To 

nothing. Definitely a storm brewing. 

I’d been here only once in the six months since I’d left, then only to see Nicole. Lauren hadn’t 

been in at that time and hadn’t returned my messages since then. “What do you expect, Rob?” 

Nicole had chided, “You’re the one who fucked up her whole life.” 

The front door was ajar. I didn’t know whether to ring the bell or march in unannounced. I 

stepped into the parquet-floored hallway and narrowly avoided treading on Coco, the family cat, 

stretched out on the doormat soaking up the last rays of the defeated sun. My cat. I knelt down and 

offered an outstretched hand of friendship. He got up warily, arched his back, held his tail erect then 

hissed and spat at me before rocketing down the hallway. 

Welcome home! 

I called out but heard no response. I felt stupid calling again. “Honey, I’m home.” Yeah, right.  

I could hear noises from the sitting room so I poked my head around the door. “Only me.” 

Nicole saw me first and rose slowly from her chair, her eyes trailing back to the Sunday 

afternoon Bond movie. Eve, Colin’s daughter, was huddled on a sag-bag and gave me a cheery 

wave before giving into her preference for Pierce Brosnan. Lauren, my own daughter, looked up 

with a blank stare before returning her gaze to the action. Colin was sprawled in an armchair: 

asleep; snoring gently; two beer bottles on the floor next to him; and every one of his fifty-five 

years showing its age. 

The primal smell of Sunday dinner wafted in from the kitchen: roast beef and roast potatoes, 

unfortunately tainted by the stench of cabbage, boiled until it confessed. Nicole had never been an 

al dente type of person.  

I couldn’t recall the last time I’d sat down for a family Sunday dinner.  

Happy families. 

But not mine. 



 

 

“I bet the villain gets blown up and Bond gets the girl,” I said to no one in particular. 

Eve smiled and nodded. Lauren reached for the remote and notched the sound up a few decibels. 

Nicole completed her slow ascendancy from her chair and walked into the adjoining dining room. I 

guessed I was expected to follow.  

I placed the pile of documents that I’d brought with me, on the table between us.  

She looked suspicious. “Is this everything?” 

Deeds for the cottage – her cottage. Deeds for the London flat – her flat. Life assurance policies 

– in trust to her. “It’s all there,” I confirmed. Our life’s joint value with the exception of my pension 

plan, the small equity in my Neyland house, my Porsche and my testicles. 

“Thanks for finally doing this, Rob.” It sounded like an admonishment rather than gratitude. “I’ll 

get these to my solicitor tomorrow and then we can draw a line under it all.” Just like the accountant 

that she was. Draw a line under me. “Tea?” she offered, as if I was the vicar, popping in to discuss 

the forthcoming church fete. 

I nodded automatically and followed her into the kitchen, studying her as she busied herself with 

the kettle. She looked old and cold. Once she’d been vivacious, striking, even pretty in a cheap sort 

of way. Now she was time-worn and I could see the cold streak of calculation clearly across her 

brow, which over the year she had hidden with cosmetics and lies. Today her hair was a streaky 

blonde brunette, like a marbled chocolate cake. When I left at Christmas she had been a red-head. I 

really couldn’t remember its true colour. Or hers.   

I looked around the room, searching for conversation. “Nice to see it all finished. The cottage, I 

mean.” 

“Yes. It’s turned out well, hasn’t it. I think the blue suits better than your yellow, don’t you?” 

She polished a spoon with a tea-towel and we watched the kettle boil. 

Iced tea. 

“You were right, Rob. Drax got blown away and Bond gets off with the good Doctor Holly.” 

Moonraker, not one of the best. Eve was a pretty teenager, exactly like Cathy, her mother. A 

dazzling smile, sparkling blue eyes and a full head of capricious mousey blond hair. Her fluffy pink 

wide-necked sweater allowed one of her shoulders to show through, pure tanned skin and a white 

lacy bra strap. My eyes traced its line uncontrollably to her full young breasts.  

“Make the tea, Eve. There’s a good girl.” Nicole left the room. 

“So…” I fumbled, “How’s things.” 

“Cool. Yeah, really cool.” Her big eyes rounded on me. “It’s my birthday next week.” She 

bounded around the kitchen with gorgeous enthusiasm, making tea. 

“Legal drinking and stuff, huh?” I joked. 

She laughed and shrugged her wide semi-naked shoulders. “Like being sixteen will make a 

difference.” She locked onto my gaze like a heat-seeking missile, daring me to break away first. For 

one crazy moment, I wanted to pull her close. She looked wild and sexy, yet vulnerable – like her 

mother had been. 

I snapped out of my trance. “You know what they say: if you can’t be good, be careful.” 

“Guess I’d better be careful then.” A wicked glint supernovaed in her eye for a second as her 

radiant smile parried any possible follow-up lecture from me. She made the tea, told me how school 

was going, how the geography teacher was “well fit”, and how she and her mates were off to Ayia 

Napa – the renowned Cyprus night spot – if her Dad would let her. He would. Colin denied her 

nothing. 

“Oops. Got to go.” She grabbed her tea and left the room chatting to her friend on her mobile.  

I took my tea and strolled back into the living room. Lauren was channel-hopping. Colin was 

snoring contentedly. Nicole was elsewhere.  

“How’s things?” 

Lauren shrugged and stabbed the remote a few times until she landed on MTV. 

“School OK?” 

“Guess so.” 



 

 

“Made lots of friends?” 

She shrugged again. “Left my real mates behind,” she mumbled. ‘When Daddy forced her to 

move here,’ was the unspoken corollary. She got up quickly from the sag-bag and made a bee-line 

for the door.  

“Do you want to do something next weekend? A movie?” I offered nervously. 

She hid her acned face under her greasy hair and pushed past me. “Probably busy,” I think she 

said.  

“I did all this for your own good, you know,” I called after her. Ungrateful bitch, just like her 

mother.  

But I didn’t really believe any of those things. 

I stood in the middle of the room feeling like the last guy left after the other swingers had chosen 

their car keys and paired off for the evening.  

I had to admit the cottage did look good. Nicole was right. She’d changed some of my neutral 

tones and traditional furnishings for flashes of colour and some modern trimmings. The exposed 

new brickwork complemented the original cob perfectly. Old and new living in harmony. It had 

worked for the architecture but it wasn’t going to work with us. That was clearly a case of out with 

the old and in with the new. 

The focus of the living room was always going to be the big inglenook fireplace with its skilfully 

highlighted brick and plasterwork and its reassuring big oak beam. On a whim, I bent down to look 

up the flue, the same flue that I had personally climbed inside and renovated with lime plaster last 

year. I knew its every nook and cranny. As I crouched down for a better view, I slipped and cursed 

as I smudged soot over my shirt cuff. 

“Looks good, doesn’t it?” 

I spun round. Colin was awake, swigging from his warm beer bottle. Never a man of taste. 

“Yes. It certainly does.” 

“Beer?” 

I shook my head. “Need to get going. I brought over the deeds and stuff.” 

“Right. Good.” 

His words hung in the air hoping to be followed soon by conversation. But what do you say to 

your best mate after he’s shagged your missus and stolen your house. I wasn’t angry. I didn’t blame 

him. I felt sorry for him. He was putty and Nicole was the glazier. 

“Oh, got a new joke for you, Rob. How are women and tornadoes alike?” 

I shrugged. Who cares. Once Colin’s jokes were funny. 

“They both moan like hell when they come, and take the house when they leave,” he snorted. 

I faked a little laugh. He obviously hadn’t realised the pertinence of that one. Besides, Nicole 

never used to moan much after the first year. At least, not in bed. 

“By the way,” Colin said innocently, “did you get a chance to study that old paper I brought over 

the other day? It looked kind of important.” 

“Been too busy.” I felt like being spiteful. 

“Oh. Well. I really think you should check it out soon.” 

“Yeah? Perhaps I’ll do that then.” Not until you beg, sunshine. 

“Call me when you find something, OK?” 

I studied the fervour in his eyes briefly but didn’t answer. We shook hands rather limply and I 

left my house for the very last time. It was their house now. I closed the door behind me.  

Closed it on twenty years of lies. 

It was raining hard. A vivid rainbow arced westwards towards Wales with a secondary arc 

shadowing it against the dark grey sky. I cursed and hurried to my car, threw open the door and 

jumped inside. I opened my briefcase on the passenger seat and retrieved my phone from its filofax 

pocket and turned it on. I straightened up the contents of this busy executive’s briefcase, such as 

they were, briefly glancing at Colin’s document. 



 

 

So now what? 

Home, I guess, for a TV dinner and a film. Maybe they’ll be showing Cold Comfort Farm. 

Almost immediately my phone announced a text message: Sorry for Friday.  The phone didn’t 

recognise the number. It didn’t need to. 

I gunned the engine. A wild enthusiasm gripped me. I would follow that rainbow to its crock of 

gold. 

Or crock of shit. Whatever. 

Gold would be in the shape of Ms Indiana Jones, complete with leathers, fedora and whip. 

Shit would be in the shape of a hooker who may or may not be called Josie, and her pimp Kyle. 

Was she real? Or ephemeral like the rainbow? 

I prayed for gold.  

Perhaps Indy could help me unravel the secrets of the document that Colin was so keen for me to 

inspect. Perhaps she could translate more than the burning air, blue kings and seaside fires of her 

first attempt. Perhaps she could explain what this ancient manuscript was all about. The same 

manuscript that Sir George had taken such a strange interest in.  

Perhaps she couldn’t. It didn’t matter. I wanted to see her. To talk to someone. To fill the 

intolerable emptiness that had suddenly engulfed me, as it finally dawned on me, that as of today I 

had no one to care about. No one but myself. I choked back a self-pitying lump in my throat. 

I pulled out Colin’s manuscript and snapped the briefcase closed, resting the plastic wallet carefully 

on top, as if it were a map for me to follow. I threw the gear lever into first and shot out of the drive 

like a greyhound out of its trap. The manuscript slipped on the shiny briefcase and fell into the foot-

well, face down. Clearly it wasn’t going to give up its secrets easily. Why would it, after five 

hundred years concealed in a nook in an old chimney?  

Strange that there were no nooks, or even crannies, in that freshly-plastered chimney. 

Strange too that there wasn’t even a smudge of soot on that ancient manuscript. 



 

 

Chapter 4  

The rainbow that I had set out to chase dissolved a little west of Newport on the M4. 

Without that colourful guide to direct me, I had to rely on more conventional navigational tools 

to reach my destination. As I didn’t have an exact address, or come to that even a vague post code, 

the in-car SatNav was useless. I certainly wasn’t going to text for directions and risk rejection. 

I needed a Dave. 

Dave was in his usual place, polishing glasses behind the bar at Noland’s. It was a typical busy 

early Sunday evening. The two customers drowned their sorrows at the end of the bar. 

“Going back for seconds, eh?” Dave’s lecherous smile seemed to cheapen my dream.  

“I need to get some papers to her and I don’t have her full address.” 

“Oh, really?” Dave grinned and rubbed the whisky glass with enthusiasm. His attitude was 

rubbing salt in my wounds, assuming I’d had my cake and eaten it when I’d not even turned the 

oven on. 

“Did she say where she lived, Dave? Last Friday?” 

Dave breathed on the glass and polished harder. “May have done… let me think now. Whisky?” 

“And one for yourself.” Information costs money especially in Dave’s bar. 

“Don’t mind if I do.” He poured two whiskies. A single for me and a generous double for 

himself. “Cheers, Rob.” He knocked it down in one, gave a big satisfied sigh, and plunged the glass 

into a bowl of soapy water. 

“Well?” I said, sipping from my glass. 

“Reckon you could start at Edwards’ farm.” He started to dry his spent glass. 

“And?” I handed over a crisp twenty pound note. 

“That’ll be down at Sandy Haven, by the caravan park.” He took the money and turned to the till. 

“Tell her she’s welcome here anytime to brighten the place up.” He rang up the till, opened the 

drawer, put in the note and closed it again. “Tell her too that there’s a drink on the house waiting for 

her.” He turned around to face me and I held out my hand for change. “Was there anything else?” 

he said. 

I shook my head and smiled. “No, Dave. Cheers.” And then added, “Did she ask for my phone 

number on Friday?” 

Dave shook his head. 

So how did she manage to text me?  

Naomi, his wife, chose that moment to waddle up beside us, a scowl imprinted on her face. She 

had a squat figure rather like a Russian weightlifter seen through a fairground distorting mirror, a 

hefty piece indeed, with a face quite possibly genetically linked to a Hereford bull. It wasn’t hard to 

see why Dave wanted to brighten the place up with the likes of Josie. 

“Don’t stand there gassing,” Naomi mooed, “Can’t you see we’re busy?”  

Two young lads had entered. Regulars. They were signalling for a couple of pints at the pool 

table. 

Yes, it was a typical busy Sunday night. 

Sandy Haven is a large inlet on the Milford Haven carved out by glaciers years before I was born. 

As its name suggests, its sandy and safe for boats trying to escape the punishment of the prevailing 

westerlies. Nowadays, only a handful of small yachts dropped their hook there as other refugees 

pushed on the extra mile up the river to a walk-on-walk-off marina at Milford, with its comforting 

tidal-locked entrance and boutique shops and cafes. 

It took me thirty minutes to find the Edwards’ farm, having located the caravan park with the aid 

of several well-meaning local folk.  

“It’ll be left at the crossroads, I think. Or is it right?”  

“If I were you I wouldn’t start from here.” 

“Oh, you can’t miss it. But if you do then go straight on and...” 

The trip should’ve taken about half an hour. Adding on time for my ablutions and wardrobe 



 

 

selection-rejection-reselection, together with a return home to collect forgotten pensions documents, 

meant that it was quite dusky as I pulled into the farmyard, scattering a small flock of geese who 

were scratching there. 

A Porsche says something about a man. When I’m dealing with clients, it says ‘This man 

understands wealth. He’ll be a safe a pair of hands with my money.’ In the farmyard, it said, ‘This 

man’s a twat who wouldn’t know the arse-end of a cow if it sat on his bright red bonnet.’ As if to 

emphasise my discomfort, I bounced the car through a hidden pothole full of rain, mud and other 

shit-like pollutants, which sprayed the whole of the offside front wing with a yellowy-green 

diarrhoea. 

The farmyard outbuildings appeared to have been recently converted into self-catering holiday 

lets, arranged around the cobbled courtyard. I counted six freshly-painted red stable-doors. The two 

that faced west looked ablaze as they reflected the setting sun. Modern farming appeared to mean 

tourism with a few token cows thrown in for authenticity. 

A figure appeared from the old farmhouse door in a corner of the courtyard, a tall wiry middle-

aged man in blue dungarees and green Wellington boots. He made no attempt to approach. He 

simply watched. As did the two black Labradors slobbering faithfully at his side. 

I got out of the car. The stench of farm crap assailed my nostrils as three keen geese tried to 

attack my ankles. I played hopscotch through the putrid puddles in his direction. 

“’Tis only scour. It’ll wash.” 

“Scour?” That didn’t sound nice. 

“Cow’s diarrhoea,” he grinned. I’m sure it was malicious. “Now, what can we do for you?” 

I guessed that farmer Edwards had lived here all his life. As had his father and his father before 

him. “Evening. I was looking for Dr Marantz.” 

“Were you now?” He furrowed his brow, started to chew his lip and then looked up at the sky as 

if trying to drag up some distant memory, or to contact some alien race via telepathy. “Have you 

tried the hospital?” He didn’t smile. 

Bugger. All this way for nothing. Dave had been playing me. “Dr Josie Marantz?” I shrugged. “I 

was told she lived here.” 

“Josie! Now why didn’t you say so?” 

A voice called out from within the farmhouse. “Who is it, Owen?” 

“A gentleman to see Josie,” Edwards replied, turning his head to the invisible voice. 

“She never had no visitors before, has she?” the voice said. 

“Well, she has now, Bethany, my dear.” He turned back to me and pointed across the courtyard. 

“Red door over there. Best to knock hard.” 

I followed the direction of his finger and narrowed down the six red doors to three. I turned back 

for clarification only to gaze at a closed farmhouse door and heard the click of a latch engaging. 

It had to be the third door, didn’t it? There was no reply at the first but the occupants of the 

second enthusiastically regaled the quaintness of their converted cowshed and offered to show me 

the stunning views of the Haven through their windows. It took me several minutes to extricate 

myself from these kind folk having established they had never heard of Josie. My earlier calm and 

anticipation was now distinctly ruffled as I rapped the iron horseshoe that served as a knocker on 

the third red door. 

No answer. 

I rapped again. Louder. 

A distant voice shouted, "OK, Owen. Just a minute.” 

Presently, a latch rattled and the door half-opened.  

Josie was looking backwards down the hallway at a little boy, five or six years old. “Stay there 

now. Be a good boy.” The smell of baked-beans, fish fingers and something burnt assailed me. She 

turned. “Sorry, Owen… Oh! But...?”  

My courage seeped out of me to join the ooze on the courtyard floor. I wanted to flee back to the 

car – never mind the puddles of shit – but my legs disobeyed central command. I waved the 

pensions blurb at her. “Er… you forgot these.” 



 

 

She hesitated and then took the bundle of bumf. “Right. Thanks.” She tucked them under her 

arm. “You shouldn’t have bothered.” 

“No bother. I was passing anyway.”  

She glanced to see what the boy was up to. He was sitting on the floor playing with a wooden 

train. 

“Yours?” I hadn’t figured Josie as a mother. Probably babysitting for a sister. 

“I didn’t steal him,” Josie said coldly, and then added, “Surprised?” 

I shook my head. Shrugged. You certainly couldn’t tell from her slim figure. 

A wooden train took flight down the hallway towards us. 

“Kyle, stop that.” 

 Dear sweet Kyle. Not a pimp or a con-artist.  

She stooped to pick up the train and nearly dropped the glossy papers under her arm. We both 

tried to save them. “Oops!” we said in unison as we jointly clasped the bundle. 

“I was wondering…” I fumbled. 

“Yes?” her eyebrows raised but there was no smile. 

“I wondered if you could help with some Latin translation. Sometime?” 

“Erm…” she glanced back at Kyle. 

“I could call back.” I didn’t turn to go. 

“No! It’s… I…” She threw the door open wide. “What am I thinking? Sorry. Come on in, Rob.” 

I followed her down the hallway, tripping over a small tattered blue holdall, packed to bursting; 

its broken zip having admitted defeat. She swept up Kyle with one arm, like a mail train collecting 

sacks as it whistled through a station. His little face peered back at me over her shoulder. I smiled. 

He scowled. Josie’s bare feet kicked aside scattered toys to make a path into her living room. Her 

hair was piled wildly on top of her head, held tentatively in place by a big orange clip. Her black 

and white striped sloppy tee-shirt and three-quarter length baggy cargo pants were in total contrast 

to her smart cool appearance at Dave’s bar, but it was easily enough to lift my spirits. 

I followed her into the living room and wowed at the same stunning view that her neighbours 

enjoyed. The sun had dropped a little further and the flat sands of the haven glowed like lava as the 

small wavelets of the ebb tide glistened like mercury, saying not goodbye but au revoir. 

“I’ll just get Kyle ready for bed. Help yourself to tea and stuff.” She waved an arm towards what 

I assumed was the kitchen and disappeared into another room. 

Here I was for the third time today, in someone’s else house feeling quite ill-at-ease. 

I browsed a sizeable collection of photographs arranged precisely on a small table by the 

window. They chronicled Kyle’s progress through life. It felt intrusive to handle them so I stooped 

forward and scanned the neat labels: Kyle – 1 month; Kyle 3 months with his Mummy (me!?!); 

Kyle at Tell Abqa'in, Western Egypt – 15 months; Kyle at Machu Picchu, Peru – nearly 3; Kyle’s 

4th birthday with Gran at Landmark; Kyle (5) & Me at Holyhead. There were no photos of Daddy 

or any other male influence. 

I moved on to study her books – you can tell a lot about someone from their bookshelf - as 

giggles and playful shouts came from the adjacent room. There were a handful of novels, mostly 

classic adventure stories like Kipling’s Kim and Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days. 

Alongside these sat copies of the Holy Bible, the Qur’an, the Torah, and the Lotus Sutra, together 

with a Welsh dictionary and phrasebook. Two shelves were full of history books: Egyptians, 

Greeks, Romans, Incas and Phoenicians, but little on what I would call Modern History, except one 

on Pembrokeshire, which I started to thumb through. 

Then, one slim book on the end of the lower shelf caught my eye with its quirky title: 

Tomorrow’s History. Author: J Marantz. I perched on the arm of the settee and flicked through its 

creased and coffee-stained pages before finding her biography on the inside back page. I learnt that 

Josie had an Archaeology degree from Durham University and, at the time of writing, was working 

on a PhD at University College London. She’d been involved in dozens of digs and had two major 

findings credited to her. The biography gave me no insight into the personality of the author 

although the passion that was driving her was clear to see from the first lines of text: a rage at the 



 

 

antiquated teaching methods that thought 1066 was a useful fact and gave no consideration to the 

motives of Harold and William and the politics of that era. From what I could ascertain by 

skimming through the synopsis, the thrust of her book was that mankind was heading for 

annihilation. The history of the universe was one of violent change: dust begat stars begat planets 

begat life begat civilisation; time destroyed stars destroyed planets destroyed life destroyed 

civilisations. With Darwinian inevitability, species came and went, civilisations came and went. 

Ours was a universe in constant flux yet mankind looked upon his Earth as a stable place, an eternal 

home.  

A massive delusion.  

Mankind’s days were numbered, as were the dinosaurs.  

Tomorrow’s history would be void. Just like tomorrow. 

I looked out of the window at the placid river trickling down the haven, given breathing space by 

the retreating tide. For now. And the fishermen, moving down the valley to keep within casting 

distance of the sea. 

Perpetual change. Not violent. Not now. But wait six hours for the sea to re-group and re-arm, 

accompanied by its allies of wind and rain, and the scene would change. Retreat and succession. 

And I wondered at the age-old question: if we’re all doomed anyway, then what is the point? 

Hopeless optimism in the face of certain extinction. 

It was an angry fatalist book and totally at odds with the Josie that I knew. 

I searched for the book publication date and deduced that Kyle must have turned up around the 

same time. Maybe that had changed her. On the inner cover, I noticed a hand-written dedication: 

Glad we had a history; shame there’s no tomorrow. John. Sounded like Josie had dumped him. 

Kyle’s father? 

My reveries were shattered – more violent universal change, I mused – by Josie returning with 

Kyle, suitably pyjama’d riding on her back. I rather hoped that he would be put to bed but I guessed 

Josie had brought him along for more than the ride – more like a lifeboat. 

“Hi, Kyle,” I tried. It had been a long time and even then I hadn’t  been very good at the 

parenting thing. 

“Say hi, to Rob, Kyle.” Nothing. “K-y-l-e!” she remonstrated. 

“Hello,” a small voice uttered reluctantly. 

“OK, you can watch the end of Shrek and then off to bed.” 

He slipped off Josie’s back and grimaced. “Poo! Mummy’s perfume smells.”  

Josie plumped up the cushions in a big armchair, avoiding my look. I noticed she had changed 

her t-shirt for a V-neck sweater. Kyle sank into the armchair with a portable DVD player on his lap 

and became part of the furniture. “Not a peep young man or you’ll be off to bed.” Only his frequent 

giggles betrayed his presence. 

Having settled Kyle, Josie looked up and noticed the book in my hand. “Oh Christ, you don’t 

want to read that.” She pulled it firmly from my grasp. 

“I didn’t have you figured as such a pessimist.” 

“From my red rage period,” she grimaced. 

“Can I borrow it?” 

“No way!” she retorted defensively. “Too embarrassing. Besides, that’s a first edition.” 

“Then I’ll have to buy myself a copy.” 

“That’ll double the sales figures.” 

She returned the book to its rightful place on the shelf and I wondered if it was the book itself 

that she was protective of, or John. I handed her the book on Pembrokeshire too but she said that I 

was welcome to borrow that one. Thanks, I would. 

Josie cleared a space on the dining table. “So... to business. Let’s see the Dead Sea scrolls then.” 

I put the plastic wallet on the table. “Colin says… that Nicole says… that they’re very important. 

What do you think?”  



 

 

“Colin, the guy on Friday? Your best mate?” 

I nodded. 

“And Nicole’s his wife?” 

“His new partner. My ex-wife. Actually, we were never married.” 

She nodded. The situation seemed normal to her. “Kids?” 

“One. Lauren. Teenager. Going through her own red rage period.” I paused. “It sounds awful but 

I really don’t know who she is anymore.” Did I ever? 

“Teenagers, eh?” Josie grinned and then looked serious and embarrassed. “Look, about 

Friday…” 

“My fault.” I hoped my expression conveyed my own embarrassment at that drunken groping. “I 

don’t know what came over me.” 

“I shouldn’t have run off like that. Hope you weren’t hurt?” I shook my head - my groin had 

recovered quickly, not so my pride. 

“I was angry. Pissed at wasting my afternoon at that so-called information session.” 

“Yeah, I’d had a few too many as well.”  

“I was not drunk!” she exclaimed loudly and indignantly. 

“Ssh!” admonished Kyle, “I can’t hear what Princess Fiona is saying.” 

“Sholly and shonky, they would say down here. Tipsy and happy,” I grinned. 

“OK, I’d had one or two. Anyway, I shouldn’t have gone back to your… office. You must think 

I’m a lush or something.”  

“Not at all,” I protested, “But I’m quite sure my teachers never dressed like you.” More’s the 

pity. 

“I didn’t get tarted up to go on the pull, Rob, if that’s what you’re thinking.” She challenged me 

with her wide-open brown eyes. “Things have changed in thirty years since you were at school, you 

know.” 

“I meant it as a compliment, Josie. I’m sorry.” And she was right, only last week I visited my 

health clinic for a modern man body check-up to find the doctor was in her late thirties, wearing 

tight black leather trousers and a close-fitted sweatshirt. “And I can see now why you would want 

to get back to Kyle.” 

She dropped her aggressive stance and looked towards Kyle. “He’s a good kid.” 

I waited for her to elaborate – on Kyle’s father, for instance. But nothing.  

She cleared her throat. “Well, just so we’re clear. OK?”  

I nodded. “By the way, it’s nearer twenty-five years since I was at school.” I smiled.  

She smiled too, and then the professional historian hormones kicked in. “To work then.”  

I spilled the content of the plastic wallet carelessly onto the table.  

“Careful!” she scolded. She wasn’t laughing. “Finger marks can ruin parchments.” 

She donned a pair of latex gloves from a box on the table and picked up the page by its edges. 

She felt its texture and then held it up to the light. “It’s not Basildon Bond that’s for sure.” She 

rotated it and changed its angle to the light. “Could be a cotton and silk blend, like carta bombycina 

from Pakistan… that’d make it a thousand years old at least. I’d need to analyse the ink to be sure... 

although… no… that doesn’t make sense.”  

She placed the page gently on the table and pointed to a triangular shape on the top left, being 

careful not to actually touch the page. “This symbol, it could be some type of cuneiform.” 

“An Egyptian hieroglyphic?” 

“Maybe.” She ran her finger down the text, hovering millimeters above the page. Frowning. 

“The Latin is odd. Some is abbreviated… like on the Magna Carta at Salisbury Cathedral?” 

I had no idea what she was talking about. Sure I knew King John signed it at Runneymede in 

1215, but beyond that? I’d assumed it was housed in the British Museum or some other dusty vault.  

“Salisbury has one of only four copies of the charter,” she lectured. “The canon, Elias Dereham, 

had to copy it by hand onto a small vellum - calfskin – so he shortened words and stuff. It was in 

Latin, obviously.” 

Obviously.  



 

 

 She tapped the manuscript to bring me back to the present. “This grammar is appalling by 

scholarly standards… maybe it was a colloquial dialect.” 

“Or written by a child,” I added, as a masterly insight. 

She looked at me deprecatingly and informed me that few people ever wrote Latin and that 

scholars trained for years. Thus it was inconceivable that this could be no more than a child’s 

scrawl. 

“The calligraphy is… almost too perfect… no ink spots, no smudges.” She looked up at me, 

perplexed. Where did Colin say he found it?” 

Yes, where did Colin get a thousand year old manuscript? It sure as hell wasn’t left in my old 

chimney by Santa. 

“I think you can safely ignore what Colin tells you.” 

She looked startled. “He lied?” 

I nodded. 

“Why for heavens sake?” 

I shrugged. Good question. Why lie about its origins? In fact, why even give it to me? 

Josie turned her attention back to the dirty brown page and traced her finger along the top. “As I 

said before, the title here translates loosely as ‘The Red Burning Air Rich Club’… but the 

declension’s not right.”  

“If you say so,” I smirked. What burns with a red flame that rich guys might use? 

She looked cold. Serious. Involved. Not funny. “There appears to be one, two, three…” She 

scanned the page. “…a dozen or more numbered sentences following the title... see the Roman 

numerals?... and one final unnumbered paragraph.” 

It sounded like an autopsy. Opening the chest cavity. Removing the liver. Weighing it. 

Recording the factual data. 

“So, the first sentence says… I’m guessing a bit here… blue king, or ruler… of the east… one of 

four… or five… crying?” 

“Is it a diary?” It was gobbledly-gook. 

“Absolutely no idea,” she enthused, smiling broadly. “Yet!” The idea of a mystery clearly 

excited her and she returned her attention to the first sentence. 

“Look, there are some odd characters at the end of each sentence. See?” 

The first sentence ended in VIICIV. “Roman numerals,” I said knowingly.  

“That’s not a valid number.”  

She was right. Roman numerals have very strict rules about the order of the letters and this one 

definitely broke the rules.  

She gave me a deferential nod and a quick smile before adjusting her latex gloves and turning 

back to the cadaver on the slab. Dead men tell no tales and this manuscript wasn’t giving much 

away, for sure. 

“The second one says… cow… rat… on a road?” She bit her lower lip.  

“And that one’s got VIXIV at the end. Another invalid Roman number,” I pointed out. “What 

about the next?”  

Josie’s staccato translation and her uncertainty made the sentences read like questions or riddles, 

but of course, their true meaning could be quite simple. I think she wanted a mystery. I didn’t think 

her Latin skills were quite as good as she thought, though they were several orders of magnitude 

better than mine. I quit Latin at school knowing only amo, amas, and amant. I was keen to hear all 

the dozen or more translations, to see if they were all questions. To see if there was a pattern. “What 

about number three?” 

 “Ssh! Give me time. It’s not like reading Bob the Builder.” 

Josie decided that the third sentence had something to do with an army and some stolen wool. 

She looked at me blankly and shrugged. The fourth seemed to be about inspecting a large 

something or other? 

The fifth concerned a song about a fiery hero, not flaky nor powdery. 

“Puff,” I said knowingly. 



 

 

“Excuse me?” 

“It’s what you do with crosswords. Word association. Flaky pastry. Puff pastry. Powder puff.” 

“A song about a fiery puff? Don’t be ridiculous.” 

“I…” 

“Puff the Magic Dragon…” sang Kyle, from his den in the armchair, “Lived by the sea...” 

We both turned in amazement as Kyle giggled and pretended to watch Shrek. Presumably he had 

one ear on Mike ‘Ogre’ Myers and Eddie ‘Donkey’ Murphy hamming it up, and one for his Mum’s 

conversation. 

“It fits,” I said excitedly. “It could be.” 

Josie shook her head slowly and sent her eyes skyward in mock sympathy for the moron next to 

her. “I don’t think Peter, Paul and Mary were knocking out records a thousand years ago.” 

Josie skipped clue six and thought clue seven was something to do with rice and terraces. Clearly, 

she was finding the translation much harder than she had bargained for so we agreed to focus only 

on keywords from each sentence. Just blitz it and see what came out. I wrote down the words as she 

called them out: beards, beast, fire, Russian, whales, sword, king, poison... 

And so the list went on, until Josie had attempted every sentence. 

“Whew!” I stood up and stretched my back. “They’re bizarre.” 

Josie too stretched her neck muscles, rotating her head slowly on its axis like an owl. “I’m sure 

they’d all make sense if my Latin was better. There’s still the last paragraph to go.” 

We put our heads together for the final text. “Jew… scrambling… gilly,” translated Josie. 

“A gilly is a Scottish gamekeeper,” I offered. 

 “Or a girl called Gillian.” 

“Yeah, well, she’d be dead by now, I reckon.”  

Josie wasn’t amused.  Her finger traced over the footnote, centred on the last line of the page like 

an advertising strap-line. “Well that’s easy enough, at least,” she said triumphantly, “What a tangled 

web we weave.”  

I shrugged. That didn’t help much.  

We’d both had enough. We were disappointed. Very disappointed. We hadn’t uncovered a new 

Magna Carta, that was for sure. 

“So?” she said. 

“Well, it all sounds like swords and sorcery to me. Perhaps it was a medieval crossword puzzle 

for the Knights Templar. Saint George and the dragon. Or something.” I’d obviously got Sir George 

on the brain. 

“And Puff the Magic Dragon too?” Josie laughed. “I think you’re getting your history a little out 

of order.” 

“Whatever. But look at the Roman numbers at the end of each clue.” I deliberately called them 

clues. They had to be. Although what to?  

“They’re not Roman numbers. I told you.” 

They had to be. I scanned them all again. They all used a combination of valid Roman letters. 

“What if they’re written back to front...? Or, maybe the Roman number rules used to be different? 

Could they point to... I don’t know... chapter and verse numbers from the Bible?” 

“And which book? Genesis? Revelations?” She placed the page carefully back in its plastic 

wallet. “Why not the Qur’an or the Torah? We’re clutching at straws.” 

That was that. She’d given up. Not a word-puzzle addict like me, who didn’t know the meaning 

of quitting. I badly needed her to help me solve this puzzle. What did I know about Latin? And I 

badly wanted her to help me. 

“I guess I’ll give it back to Colin and he can stuff it back up his soot-free, crevice-laden 

chimney.” 

 “What! You can’t do that!” 

“It’s only some old script,” I goaded. “It’s not going to lead us to the Holy Grail. Probably a 

practical joke anyway.” 



 

 

“No! You’re wrong. It’s…” She pulled at her hair in frustration. She looked almost hysterical. I 

spotted Kyle nosing his way above the armchair, wondering what the commotion was all about. I 

smiled and shrugged at him. He smiled back and sunk into his chair. 

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” she said, stabbing the wallet with her finger. “The Latin… 

the phraseology…it’s just plain weird.” 

“So?” I shrugged. She was hooked.  

“It could be from a lost civilisation. Pre-Roman. Something missing from the history books.” 

“You’re kidding?” Now I was hooked too. “Aren’t you?” 

“We need to get it to an expert. Someone like John.” She was panting with excitement. 

“John?” The same John who’d had a history with Josie? That didn’t sound like a good idea. 

“My old professor.” She looked pensive, pacing up and down, as if working on the detail of a 

plan, step-by-step, checking it for plausibility. “I’m in London tomorrow and Tuesday for teachers’ 

training.” Hence the holdall in the hallway, I figured. “I could try and see John in the evening, if 

he’s not on a dig someplace. Yes, that’d work. Or I could stay over if Bethany can stand Kyle for 

another day.” 

While Josie elaborated on her plan, I could see Kyle’s head poking above the chair once more, as 

if his radar had detected mention of his name. I winked at him and pointed a finger at my head and 

moved it in tiny circles, the other hand pointing at his mum. Loopy! He giggled and stuffed his fists 

in his mouth to stop himself exploding with laughter.  

Mummy was clearly on one of her missions.  

It sounded like a plan but I wasn’t prepared to let Josie and John run off with my treasure map, 

or whatever it was, and take all the glory. I also didn’t want them renewing any history they might 

have. I was keen to start writing our own history. “I’m not sure I should let it go. Colin may want it 

back again.”  

The excuse sounded as lame as it was but she showed no umbrage at my apparent mistrust and 

pondered alternatives.  

Then, a sneaky brainwave flashed across my synapses; OK, a downright lie. “I’ve got a meeting 

in Docklands later in the week. I’m sure I could bring it forward.” 

“So you could bring it up to town on Monday or Tuesday evening?” 

“Possibly...” I pondered, but thinking yes, definitely. I liked this plan. An evening in a London 

hotel with Josie. I took the wallet and pulled out the page for one final look. To ensure the bait had 

been fully swallowed. 

“Careful!” she screamed, handing me her latex gloves. “It could be priceless.” 

I could use a few thousand pounds, right now. “How much, do you reckon? 10K? Half a 

million?” 

“You really don’t understand, do you, Robert?” She had such a serious face. “I mean, literally 

priceless.” 

 

  



 

 

...now read the whole novel !!!! 

 

Available from www.mallaktech.co.uk/ebooks 
  



 

 

ALSO BY THIS AUTHOR 

 

Why not try another puzzle novel, also by this author. 

It’s a number puzzle this time, whose solution leads to the family jewels and family feuds. 

See if you can solve the puzzle before the hero! 

 

“The SuDoku Inheritance” 

 
 

One look at the SuDoku puzzle told him that it belonged in the extremely fiendish category. 

What it didn’t tell him was just how fiendish the other players would turn out to be. 

 

Jack-the-Lad Nathan usually has his pick of the girls and now he wants goddess Jasmine.  But 

she’s out of reach and out of the question. In fact, twenty unfathomable questions and an unsolvable 

SuDoku puzzle stand in the way to her bed, let alone her heart. 

 

Jasmine’s capricious sister, Sophia, can smell money – lots of it, whilst Lewis the solicitor, 

executor of their father’s will, seems to be stretching the law like elastic, but whose side is he on? 

Together they form an uneasy alliance to solve the puzzle. Can the sisters trust Nathan, who just 

happened to be there when they needed him? Can they trust each other when there’s romance at 

stake, let alone a fortune?  

And can Nathan trust anyone? Even himself? 

 

A desperate race against the clock, and unseen opponents, takes them from opulent Italy to seedy 

London, and back to their long-buried childhoods where everyone seems to have hidden a skeleton 

or three. Nathan soon becomes Jack-the-Had as thieves rob him, clients attack him and colleagues 

betray him. As friends too desert him, so does his sanity. 

 

The SuDoku Inheritance is a fast-paced mystery adventure,  

but above all it’s a story about people: 

their lives, their loves, their lies - and their puzzles. 

 

Sit back and enjoy the ride as the puzzle unfolds 

or follow the clues and race them to the treasure. 

 

Absolutely no previous SuDoku knowledge necessary! 

 

Available from www.mallaktech.co.uk/ebooks 
 


