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To those who know that, down the path, Or just beyond the hill, Across the waves or in the caves, Behind a door, across the moor … There is adventure still.
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1

The Train to Kirrin

With a shriek of its whistle, the train burst from the tunnel in a cloud of steam and began to rattle round a long, shallow bend in the track. In the front carriage, bright sunlight reflected from green fields cast dancing shadows across the faces of three children and a dog, all gazing eagerly out of the window. Excitement was building up all along the train like an electrical charge until finally a little girl near the front of the carriage let out a yell, ‘There it is! I can see it! Look!’ In the middle distance, between two low hills, the sea had appeared, glittering and dazzling blue beneath a cloudless summer sky.

‘Kirrin station! Kirrin, our next and final stop!’ announced a red-faced conductor, rolling from side to side as he made his way between the seats. ‘We shall be arriving at Kirrin station in five minutes!’

As the train began to slow down, the view of the seaside filled the windows along the left-hand side. Sailing boats and a faraway cargo ship dotted the water, and bright yellow gorse bushes flashed past. Adults began to rummage in the luggage rack for bags, buckets and spades and picnic baskets and chattering families filled the aisle as, at last, the train pulled into a smart little station with the word KIRRIN picked out on a freshly painted sign. From outside came another short, sharp blast on the engine’s whistle and the dog – a black and white Border collie – gave a startled ‘Wuff!’

‘Isn’t it gorgeous?’ asked one woman, holding up a digital camera to take a picture through the train window. ‘So lovely that they still run the steam trains, isn’t it? You really feel like you’re back in the 1940s!’

‘Come on, Mum!’ her son called out from the end of the carriage. ‘Don’t stand there taking photos all day! I want an ice cream!’

The three children and their dog waited until the crowd had died down before making their way on to the platform. The oldest of the three – a girl with short, dark hair and keen eyes behind black glasses – paused and rummaged in a pocket of the rucksack she carried. ‘Hold on, Tom!’ she called to her younger brother, who was following the crowd towards the exit. ‘I’ve got a map here somewhere! Don’t rush off before we know where we’re going!’

Tom stopped and turned, grinning. ‘But I heard someone say ice cream!’ he called. ‘We can look at the boring map after we’ve had some. Come on, Maddy,’ he pleaded, taking a few steps back towards his sister. ‘We’re supposed to be on holiday!’

‘Wait for Fran, at least,’ Maddy told him. Behind her, their sister – the middle of the children in age – was struggling down from the carriage carrying a large suitcase on wheels with the collie scampering and barking around her legs. Fran was the tallest of the three, with long dark hair and a serious expression.

‘Be patient, Gilbert!’ she told the excited dog sternly. ‘This bag’s full of your stuff, after all!’

‘What have you got for him in there – a whole kennel or something?’ asked her brother. ‘We’re gonna get ice cream! Hurry up before bossy-boots Maddy changes her mind!’

‘Oi!’ His eldest sister laughed.

‘Isn’t anyone going to meet us at the station?’ asked Fran, finally wrestling her suitcase on to the platform and looking around at the thinning crowd. ‘How will we know where to go?’

‘Grandad printed out a map for me,’ Maddy told her reassuringly. ‘And he told me exactly where to go. Kirrin’s not a big place. We’ll find our way easily once we’ve fed Tom an ice cream, so he stops whingeing!’

‘I have not whinged even a little bit!’ Tom protested. ‘Just saying – it would be a crime to come to the seaside and not have an ice cream immediately, right? Everyone knows that’s the rule. Even Gilbert agrees, don’t you, boy? Eh?’

Gilbert gave a delighted ‘Woof!’ and scampered up to Tom, who scratched him behind the ears.

‘Come on then,’ said Maddy, shouldering her rucksack and leading her brother and sister towards a white wooden gate with EXIT painted on it in bright red letters.

A wide, curved street sloped gently down from the station towards the seafront, and it seemed like the whole trainload of people was heading in the same direction. Skipping children with buckets and snapping parents with cameras filled the sunlit pavement, lined with smart little houses and shops. As the three rounded a bend, the sea came back into view and they all stopped. ‘Wow!’ Tom exclaimed. ‘Grandad was right! It really is an amazing place!’

‘Look! There’s the island!’ said Fran, pointing far out in the bay where an island was surrounded by sharp rocks jutting out of the water. ‘And the castle! Just like he said!’ One high tower and several ruined walls were visible among the trees, with a cloud of black birds circling above.
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‘Ruined castles are cool,’ Tom declared, ‘but I want to see the beach first! Come on!’ Together, the children carried on into the town, following a wide cobbled promenade along the seafront. Fish and chip shops and ice cream parlours lined one side of it, along with shops selling beach toys, seashells and souvenirs. Double doors opened into a dark open space called JIM’S AMUSEMENTS, filled with bleeping, flashing games machines.

Tom, with Gilbert still gambolling at his heels, led the way to a wide shopfront declaring that it contained SANDERS’ ORIGINAL ICE CREAM. HANDMADE AT THE OLDEST DAIRY IN KIRRIN. ‘Clotted coconut cream … hazelnut caramel twist … strawberry shortbread chunk …’ he read, peering into a glass cabinet filled with tubs. ‘I’ll have to try every single one! How long are we here for?’

‘Two weeks,’ replied Maddy, looking around her and smiling as they paid for their cones. It was only mid-morning, but the pale yellow sands of Kirrin beach were already full of brightly coloured umbrellas and stripy windbreaks.

The children strolled along the front to the far end of the beach, licking their ice creams, and stopped next to a wooden signboard advertising trips around Kirrin Bay that was leaning against a stone harbour wall. A smart, freshly painted boat was waiting nearby. Maddy dropped her rucksack to the ground and pulled a printed page from the top pocket. ‘Right, let’s see where we’re going, shall we?’ She sat down on the low wall to concentrate and squinted at the paper in the bright sunlight.

‘We want to land on the island,’ a loud, confident voice announced nearby. An expensively dressed man and his family were talking to the boat’s owner, who had a shock of white hair and a sunburnt, weather-beaten face.

‘Kirrin Island is private,’ said the old fisherman apologetically. ‘No landing allowed.’

‘Oh, come on,’ said the man, reaching into his trouser pocket for a well-stuffed wallet. ‘I’m sure if we make it worth your while …’

‘The owner’s a very old friend of mine,’ replied the fisherman, looking down at the wallet with a small smile. ‘A very old friend. And there isn’t enough money in there, or any wallet in the world, to change that. I’ll take your family for a nice trip around the bay,’ he went on, looking the bossy man straight in the eye, ‘but nobody lands on Kirrin Island without permission. It’s protected, see?’

Fran looked out across the water at the island with new interest. It looked like a wonderful place, with its ruined castle and rocky shores. Gilbert gave a small bark. ‘I know,’ she told her dog. ‘I wish we could go there too. But you heard what the man said. No landing without permission. I wonder who the mysterious owner is?’

‘I think we’re heading in the right direction,’ said Maddy, breaking into Fran’s musings. She pointed at the page in her hand. ‘It says to walk along the seafront until we reach the harbour wall. Head right, along the road that leads uphill towards the common …’ She pointed away from the sea to where a heather-covered hillside rose above the back of the small town. Beyond was a mass of dark woodland, spreading up a high headland and towards the cliffs that stood to one side of the bay. ‘Then it just says to ask anyone where to go.’ She frowned. ‘Grandad’s written here, “Anyone in the town will know where to find Kirrin Cottage.”’

‘Kirrin Cottage?’ echoed a voice. The family had moved off, and the fisherman was leaning on the rail of his boat, watching them keenly. ‘You off to see the professor, are you?’

‘That’s right,’ Maddy told him politely. ‘Do you know where it is?’

‘I should say I do,’ he replied, his kind, crinkly eyes taking in the three children. ‘Been a while since any children have gone looking for Kirrin Cottage, though. Straight up the hill, there’ – he pointed – ‘and as you come to the very edge of the town, it’s the large white house on the left. You can’t miss it.’

‘Thanks!’ Maddy shouldered her rucksack and led the way.

‘Give my best to the prof!’ shouted the fisherman after them. ‘And mind you’re on your best behaviour!’ He chuckled as he turned back to his boat.

‘I wonder what he means by that,’ said Fran nervously as they trudged up the hill away from the beach. ‘Best behaviour? What’s that all about?’

‘Yeah!’ agreed Tom. ‘We’re supposed to be on holiday. Nobody wants to be behaving!’ Gilbert gave another ‘Wuff’ of agreement.

‘It’s some relative of ours, right?’ Fran asked Maddy. ‘Do you know anything about who they are? I don’t like the sound of them so far.’

‘A distant relative,’ said Maddy as the sounds of the busy beach faded behind them. ‘I think a cousin twice removed or something? But Grandad wouldn’t tell me much more. Said he wanted it to be a surprise.’ Maddy stopped at a fork in the road, studying the paper again.

‘Let me see.’ Fran came to join her, taking the printed map from her sister. ‘It’s that way,’ she said, pointing up the steeper of the two streets. ‘Wait a minute,’ she went on, turning it over. ‘What’s he written here?’ On the back of the map were a couple of lines of small, cramped handwriting.

‘I hadn’t seen that!’ Maddy squinted over Fran’s shoulder to make out the spidery words. ‘Two last pieces of advice,’ she slowly read out loud. ‘Firstly, no sudden loud noises.’

‘Well, this professor’s sounding like all kinds of fun already,’ said Tom sarcastically, finishing off the last piece of his ice cream cone. ‘Best behaviour and no loud noises. Great!’

‘And secondly,’ Maddy went on, frowning in puzzlement, ‘if you want her to answer you … don’t EVER call her “Georgina”.’
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