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On Kirrin Island Again

The speedboat raced across the surface of the glittering sea, skipping from wave to wave like a skimmed stone. All four people on board were laughing and whooping with delight as a mist of fine spray made rainbows in the summer air around them. Three of them were children, crammed in the back of the boat among a muddled heap of backpacks and kitbags. One of the girls – whose long dark hair streamed out behind in the salty breeze – had her arms around a silky black-and-white dog. The fourth person, a much older man with a sailor’s cap planted firmly on his grizzled head, was seated at the steering wheel, guiding the launch expertly along the coast with his eyes narrowed in concentration.

‘There it is,’ said Dick Kirrin over his shoulder as he spotted a landmark and began to steer inland, a slow smile lighting up his lined face. ‘Look! There’s the island, over there on the port side.’

‘I still don’t know why he doesn’t just call it “left”,’ muttered the boy with a grin. ‘After all, it’s been years since he was in the navy.’ Tom, the youngest of the three, peered through the low windscreen. A large bay was now in sight – and at its mouth was a rocky island with a ruined castle standing on top. Even at this distance, faint black specks could be seen circling above it: the jackdaws who nested in the jagged stone tower.

‘Leave him alone,’ Maddy told her brother, looking at the captain with affection. Dick was the children’s grandfather and not long ago he’d helped them at the end of a thrilling adventure that had ended up with the country’s most wanted smuggler behind bars.

As the sea grew busier around them, Dick eased off on the throttle. Sailing boats and small, squat fishing trawlers now bobbed on the waves and he steered casually between them, waving his walking stick in a friendly way at a few of the other crafts.

‘I wonder what George meant about having a surprise for us,’ Fran, the middle in age of the three children, asked, squinting in the bright sun and trying to make out more details now that Kirrin Island was only a short distance away. A thin stream of smoke was rising from the hilltop behind the ruins. ‘I bet she’s got the kettle on anyway.’

‘That’s my cousin George all right,’ said Dick approvingly. ‘All the best adventures start with a cup of tea. Although in this heat, a nice cold ginger beer might be more the ticket.’

Tom rolled his eyes and gave a chuckle at this private joke. When they’d been much younger Grandad Dick and his cousin George had been part of a group of mystery-solving kids known as the Famous Five – and ginger beer had famously been their favourite drink.

‘What is this big surprise, then?’ he asked his grandfather. ‘You must know all about it.’

‘My lips are sealed,’ Dick told him, looking mysterious.

Soon, the launch was drifting into a sandy cove with the castle tower rising high above. A neat wooden sailing boat was already pulled up securely on the beach, and Dick steered in next to it. Maddy was waiting on the prow, rope in hand, and she leapt into the shallow water with a splash to pull the boat closer to the shore and tie it up securely to an old tree stump. Tom followed, calling the dog to follow. ‘Come on, Gilbert! Let’s see if we can find some rabbits, shall we, boy?’ Gilbert gave a delighted bark and sprinted off up the sandy slope towards the ancient castle walls.

Fran stayed behind to help her grandfather out of the boat. ‘You’re a good girl,’ said Dick gratefully as he manoeuvred himself into the shallows with the aid of his walking stick and her helping hand. Leaving the smart wooden speedboat rocking gently in the waves, they began to follow the others towards the castle entrance.

An ancient, crumbling stone arch stood at the top of the slope, casting a semicircle of deep shade on to the sand. Silhouetted in the opening, Fran could see the tall figure of Professor George Kirrin. The sun was filtering through her curly, silver-grey hair, her dog, Bobs, was sitting obediently at her side and a stream of smoke from the campfire was drifting out behind her.

George was the owner of this island and fiercely protective of it. Over the years, many people had offered huge sums of money to buy Kirrin Island and turn it into all kinds of things – a holiday resort, a private house and even a fancy members’ club – but she had firmly turned them all down. George loved this place exactly as it had been all her life, a haven of peace and quiet set in the glittering sea. It was her place to come and escape, to watch the wheeling jackdaws and the rippling waves and be alone with her thoughts. Fran had quickly grown to love the island for exactly the same reasons and she felt a rush of affection at the sight of her strong-willed and brave, if sometimes a little short-tempered and grumpy, relative.

‘Here you are at last,’ called George from the archway. ‘Come on, then. The kettle’s on.’

‘Told you,’ Dick said with a wink, limping up to his cousin and hugging her warmly. George, who had never been much of a hugger, grimaced slightly but said nothing.

‘What’s the big surprise?’ Maddy wanted to know as she wandered through the archway into the wide castle courtyard. Large fallen rocks dotted the sandy ground and gorse bushes pushed their way up through cracks in the uneven stone floor. A campfire was crackling in the centre of the ancient stones, with a blackened kettle balanced on the edge.

‘Yeah,’ said Tom, trying to keep an eye on Gilbert as he darted to and fro, sniffing at the base of the wall, driven wild by the scent of the rabbits who lived there. ‘We know we’re off camping tomorrow and we know we’re going to Silver Woods, so that’s not a surprise. Unless you forgot you told us that already.’

George could be a little absent-minded, especially when she was deep in one of her scientific experiments. In fact, when the children had first met her she had completely forgotten that they were coming to stay.

‘No, I haven’t forgotten, actually,’ said George, sounding a little nettled. ‘I hardly ever forget things.’ Dick’s eyes glittered and he opened his mouth to speak, but she silenced him with a glance. He gave an embarrassed cough and adjusted his captain’s cap. ‘Anyway,’ continued the professor, ‘that’s not the surprise. The surprise is that we’re not going camping on our own.’ She gave a short whistle and Bobs got to his feet and followed her.

‘So it’s not just going to be the New Famous Five this week?’ said Tom, crestfallen. It was more than fifty years since the Famous Five had their adventures, but now Maddy, Fran, Tom, Gilbert and George had started to make a name for themselves as the New Famous Five. They’d solved two mysteries already. In fact, one had happened right there in Kirrin Bay when they’d discovered a fabulous lost treasure on the seabed the previous year.

‘It’ll be the New Famous Five plus one,’ George told them. ‘There’s another relative staying with me for a while. Her parents got called away on business and asked if she could come to Kirrin for the summer.’

‘The Famous Six?’ argued Tom. ‘That doesn’t even work. No, hang on. With Bobs as well, that would make us seven. What should we call ourselves? The Super Seven? The Secret—’

‘Bobs won’t be coming camping,’ George interrupted him. ‘He’s still very nervous.’ She had rescued him at the end of their first adventure together and his previous owner hadn’t treated him well. ‘He’ll be staying with Alf the fisherman again,’ she went on. ‘We’ll drop him off in the morning before we set off for Silver Woods.’

‘Another friend on the camping trip could be fun,’ said Maddy, trying to sound more cheerful than she felt. Like the others, she’d been looking forward to going away to spend a week in the open air as just the five of them. Grandad Dick was going to give them a lift to the forest in his launch the following morning but said he was ‘too creaky and cranky these days’ to join them camping in the woods.

‘It’ll be fun having someone else along, I guess,’ Fran added, slightly uncertainly. ‘Where is she, this new relative? Is she arriving in the morning?’

‘She’s here already,’ George replied. She pointed to a low hill nearby, covered with bright-yellow gorse bushes. They could now make out the shape of someone sitting on an outcrop of rock, staring out to sea with their arms wrapped around their knees.

‘We should go and say hallo, then,’ Maddy decided. Privately, she was wondering why the girl hadn’t come down to greet them herself, but she didn’t want to sound rude.

Together, the children toiled uphill through the sand to the clearing. The girl stayed still, with her back turned to them. She was wearing jeans and a baggy checked shirt and gave no sign she was aware of anyone else on the island until they were right next to her.

‘Hi,’ the girl said in a dismissive voice. She seemed a little older than the three of them; tall and serious-looking, gazing at them rather coolly.

‘Hallo, I’m Maddy and this is Fran and Tom,’ said Maddy, striding forward and holding out her hand.

‘Cici,’ the girl replied, taking it with a small smile, as if shaking hands was a rather silly thing to do but she was playing along anyway.

‘I hear you’re spending the week with us,’ Maddy went on. ‘Looking forward to the camping trip in Silver Woods?’

‘Er … no,’ Cici replied with a twist of her mouth. With just those two syllables she managed to give the impression that going camping was the most ridiculous activity ever.

‘Oh, come on,’ said Tom in a coaxing tone of voice. He was usually the best at cheering people up and he felt sure this new relative would soon warm to them. ‘It’ll be awesome! If our last couple of trips with George are anything to go by, we’ll probably end up in the middle of an adventure.’

‘An adventure?’ repeated Cici sarcastically, raising her eyebrows. ‘How old are you?’

‘Ten,’ Tom replied defensively.

‘Huh,’ she said, but her face seemed to say, No wonder you still like ‘adventures’, you’re just a baby. And, without another word, she turned her back on them and continued to gaze silently out to sea.
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The Stranger

‘Tea’s up,’ called Dick in a singsong voice. Behind him, the old kettle was whistling cheerfully on the embers at the edge of the log fire, as the two dogs vanished into the gorse bushes searching for rabbit holes. Maddy, Fran and Tom fi led back down the hill, looking downcast.

‘Did you say hallo to Cici?’ he asked. ‘Made friends?’

Maddy scrunched her mouth sideways. ‘We tried to,’ she replied uncertainly.

‘Who is she?’ blurted Tom. He was already feeling resentful at having to share his holiday with this new girl who seemed distant, not to mention rather rude.

‘She’s your second cousin, actually,’ George explained, using a stick to pull the kettle off the fire and filling a teapot.

‘Your great-uncle Julian is her grandfather,’ Dick went on. ‘Her family’s lived abroad for many years. They just moved back and sent Cici to a new school. I don’t think she’s enjoying it very much.’

The children took this news in silently. Julian was another member of the original Famous Five, and Dick’s older brother.

‘Julian emailed to ask me if she could stay for the holidays,’ George added. ‘He said some fresh air and outdoor living might be just what she needs.’

‘I haven’t seen her for years,’ said Dick, ‘but I remember she was a champion swimmer and always loved the water. Ah, here she comes! Cici! Over here!’

Cici was ambling down the sandy path looking glum. She went up to Dick and gave him a brief hug, mumbling, ‘Hi, Uncle D,’ in a low, embarrassed-sounding voice, before taking a seat round the fire and accepting a tin mug of tea from George.

‘Is Cici short for something?’ asked Fran in a friendly voice, hoping to break the ice. But Cici just glared at her furiously.

‘It’s short for Cecelia, I believe,’ said George shortly, dragging a wicker hamper out from beneath a stunted tree where it had been sitting in the shade.

‘Nobody ever calls me that,’ said Cici in a sulky voice. ‘It’s not my name.’ Dick looked at her keenly before glancing across the campfire at his cousin with a small, private smile.

George had packed a picnic lunch, and after they had eaten their fill of ham sandwiches, pork pies and pickled onions, the children got changed behind the gorse bushes to go swimming in the clear, natural pool on the other side of the castle.

‘Come and have a swim, Cici. Grandad said you used to be a champion! Let’s have a race!’ suggested Maddy, who was a strong swimmer herself. Cici just looked at her as if she’d been offered something rotten and smelly to eat, before stalking back up the hill and taking her position on the cliff top again.
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‘Well, we’re here if she wants us,’ Maddy told the others with a shrug, ‘but if she’s happiest being left alone, then we’ll do just that. Come on, let’s swim!’ It was a blazing-hot afternoon, and the three of them ran delightedly into the cool water. Gilbert and Bobs left their rabbit hunt to join them.

George and Dick sat on a low cliff, watching the swimmers and the dogs splashing, shouting and barking in the sparkling water below. ‘She’s been like that ever since she arrived three days ago,’ George told her cousin. ‘Hardly says a word. Just sits around reading or gazing off into space like that.’

‘Give her time,’ said Dick kindly. ‘I remember the first time I arrived in Kirrin I heard about a girl who was – what were the words again?’ He smiled and looked up towards the summer sky as he remembered a far-off day. ‘Ah, yes. That’s it. “She can be very rude and haughty – but she’s kind at heart, very loyal and absolutely truthful.”’

‘Who on earth said that?’

‘Aunt Fanny said it to me about you, dear old George,’ replied Dick with a wicked grin.

‘How dare she?’ George sputtered, her face reddening. For a second, she looked just like the girl she had been all those years ago, lonely and misunderstood, fierce and hot-tempered.

‘I remember something else I heard that day,’ Dick interrupted before George’s anger got the better of her. ‘And this time it’s something you said, the very first time we met you: “I don’t make friends with people just because they’re my cousins, or something silly like that. I only make friends with people if I like them.”’ And with that, he got stiffly to his feet, brushing the sand from his trousers. ‘Come on,’ he said, holding out a hand to help George up. ‘Let’s get back to Kirrin Cottage and make sure you’re all packed up ready for the big camping trip. We’ll need to make an early start if we want to get to Silver Woods by lunchtime.’

Half an hour later, two boats were speeding across Kirrin Bay towards the dock. George’s smart sailing boat was scudding across the low waves, its patched white sail billowing and snapping in the fresh breeze. Gilbert stood in the prow, sniffing the salt air delightedly as Fran held on to his collar for safety. Tom sat alongside George, who was showing him how to steer with the worn wooden tiller with Bobs curled at her feet. Alongside them raced Dick’s motor launch, with Maddy and Cici seated comfortably in the back. Now and then, Dick would steer across the wake from the sailing boat, making the launch leap and lurch as it cut through the waves. Maddy whooped in excitement, and once she caught Cici’s eye and the other girl broke into a small answering grin for a second before her face seemed to close off again. Hmm. Not quite as serious as she seems, Maddy thought to herself. Give her time.

With the boats safely tied up at the dock, they made their way through the busy seaside streets of Kirrin, packed with holidaymakers. Customers spilt out of fish and chip shops, ice cream stands and arcades on to the wide, cobbled road that ran alongside the sandy beach. The New Famous Five and their companions picked their way through the crowd and climbed the hill that led out of town towards high green hills and the dark smudge of woodland on the cliff top. Here, right on the edge of town, stood George’s house, Kirrin Cottage. It was an old building of white-painted stone set in a large garden with tumbledown outhouses and high trees that cast a welcome shade on this hot afternoon.

George led them around the back of the house and unlocked the door.
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