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  One


  It happened on a Sunday morning. Daniel Casey – if that was his name – had thumbed a lift to the Manor, before the bottom of the hill. He remembered the hill: the road climbed steeply up the side of the wooded rock face and then dropped suddenly to the sea. He got out of the car, thanked the driver and strode out past the old grocery store and the Edwardian houses on the right, then gradually shortened his steps as the road ascended sharply to the church. It was seven forty-five on September the seventh. As the wind rose – the place was famous for the prevailing south-westerlies – little scuds of leaves blew from the trees and eddied in the road. Dan knew he would be grateful for the cooling wind by the time he reached the church at the top.


  Weariness weighted him down. He had caught a train from Paddington to Bristol the evening before, then walked round to the bus station and waited for a bus, dozing now and then, feeling cold and rather sick. The cleaners had started at five in the morning and one of them had said to him – if you’re still here at seven, I’ll give you a lift. When they had got into his unexpectedly sleek car, the man had explained that the bus services to outlying villages did not start until midday on Sundays, and Dan had been deeply grateful to him.


  He reached a little plateau, rather like a half-landing on a staircase, and paused to look through a gap in the trees on his left. Just as he remembered, the Victorian houses spilled down to the flat lands, but now the moors were no longer empty. The housing estates marched on across the Somerset Levels. Nowhere was safe from the developers.


  He tried to gauge where the tide was. There were a couple of fishing boats bobbing close to the shore so it must be fairly high. He felt a little surge of excitement. He wasn’t too old to take off his walking boots and awful old socks and paddle down the slipway. He started walking again with more spring in his step. The church would be round the next corner, or if not, then the one after. Beyond the church it was downhill all the way to the sea; he thought he could just about make that.


  There would be people along the beach: parked in their cars reading the Sunday papers or walking their dogs; perhaps the hardier still swam in the tide, over-arming themselves out to the pier so that they could catch the current as it changed and whirled them back into the shore. Or perhaps it was a little too early in the day for that...


  The church was not round the next corner, nor the next. Dan paused again to get his breath and rejig his elusive memory. He put a hand on the rough stone wall and looked across at the sea. He remembered the tall old houses on top of the quarry, and the famous tiled clock, though not the long low buildings that flanked it. It was so quiet – a ghost town. He hadn’t wanted to see people. Apart from the obliging cleaner with the beautifully kept Jaguar car, he had shunned everyone since leaving London. Now, quite suddenly, he needed another human being; a face, the sound of a shout, or a gun bagging rabbits up in the woods. But no-one was about. Surely there were still church services at eight o’clock on Sunday mornings?


  He clung to the wall as the view began to tilt and slide sideways. He refused to panic. It was absolutely natural. He hadn’t had enough money both to pay his bus fare and to buy food on the train so he’d gone without the food. Now he was hungry and unbearably tired.


  Then a terrible thought shook him back to steadiness. Supposing he had already died and this was some crazy memory flashing through his mind before the actual void? He clung to the wall desperately. He remembered he’d been in hospital, but surely there’d been nothing physically wrong? He’d been there for other reasons...He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to remember. He could not.


  Then, at last, he heard a sound: an engine. A car was coming down fast from the top of the hill. Dan turned his back on the view and half sat on the wall. He needed to see who was driving the car.


  It was a woman, white hair flying in the gale coming through her wound-down window. She was going much too fast; some of the leaves on the road were wet.


  She flicked him a glance as she sped past, then suddenly jammed on her brakes. Sure enough the car skidded slightly, but then stopped safely. She shot back in reverse until she was level with him, then pushed her head through the open window.


  ‘Are you all right?’


  He was so pleased to see her that he smiled much too widely. ‘I am now,’ he said.


  She looked slightly startled and he realized he might have sounded as if he were coming on to her. He added quickly, ‘I haven’t seen a soul yet and I was beginning to think I might have died without noticing it.’


  She flung back her head and laughed. She was younger than the white hair suggested. Her throat was beautiful.


  She said, ‘I know what you mean. But everyone’s in church by now. Except me and I’ll be late to my own funeral. So I’d better be off.’ She waved through the window, drove on round the corner and was gone.


  Dan, feeling a sense of loss, began to walk uphill again. And the very next corner revealed the church – to which she obviously had not been going. He wondered why she had said she was.


  He got to the gate and clung to it. Above his head the church clock began to strike. He counted carefully; sure enough, it was eight o’clock. He thought suddenly that he would go in and sit at the back and listen to the familiar liturgy and rest for a while.


  He lifted the big latch on the gate and pushed, then saw it was padlocked. There was a notice board fixed to the wall further on and he read it slowly. It said that Holy Apostles was now closed but that services would be held at the usual times in the parish church on the sea front. As if confirming this statement, distant bells rang out. The clock on the parish church had always been slow, and was still. Dan smiled; that was reassuring.


  Binnie Cash drove more circumspectly to the foot of the hill and turned away from the parish church towards the tiny chapel built on to the end of the Manor. It was opened for morning services for the family and staff. She drove very slowly indeed along the tree-lined drive because the aptly named Mr Parkes, who looked after the grounds, was quite capable of refusing her admittance to the service if she ploughed up his gravel. She parked outside the old kitchen, next to Miles’ Jag, then left dignity behind her and ran hell for leather across the lawns to the chapel, trying to re-pin her hair up as she went. They’d left the door open for her in spite of the wind, and Lady Barbara’s sonorous voice could be heard quite plainly reading the first lesson. Binnie thought, my God, I really have done it this time. And she cursed the poor old devil of a tramp, who would have fallen down if he hadn’t propped himself against the wall around Holy Apostles. She’d thought she was being some blasted Good Samaritan going back like that, and then he’d turned out not to be a tramp at all but one of these crazy coastal path walkers or something similar.


  She slid inside the Manor chapel and closed the door. There were seats for thirty but just six people there; no escaping notice, except from Sir Henry, who was taking the service and appeared to be asleep in the pulpit. Lady Thoroughgood – Lady Barbara to the staff – stepped down from the lectern and gave Binnie a frosty look. Miles turned and winked broadly. He must have been doing an early shift for Thoroughgood Cleaners and arrived home just in time to be nobbled by his parents.


  Sir Henry announced the Gospel so he couldn’t have been asleep. His voice was so soporific that Binnie felt herself slipping away. She stood up with some difficulty and, after the Gospel, stayed standing for the Creed. There were no prayer books, but Miss Sinclair, Lady T’s secretary, held her typed paper well up so that Binnie could read it. Gratefully she sank to her knees for the prayers.


  Afterwards, she was invited to the house for breakfast, but as it was invariably cardboard toast and cold tea she declined with the excuse that the children were coming to lunch and she must get cracking. Will, her nineteen-year-old, was in Leeds ‘fixing up’ his next term’s accommodation, and Lady Barbara knew that, but there was always Dorrie and her new partner. Lady Barbara pursed her lips but said nothing. She had been introduced to the partner, unsuitably named Gabriel, and told him immediately that she was one of those strange people who still had standards. Dorrie had called her an old cow, though not to her face.


  Miles accompanied Binnie to her car and nodded approvingly at the smooth gravel around it.


  ‘You will be top of the pops with old Parkes,’ he commented. ‘You should have heard him moaning at me! Dammit, I left here at four ack emma! I can’t be expected to be mindful of the gravel at that hour!’


  Binnie frowned. ‘I thought it was agreed that if someone didn’t turn up to clean on Sunday mornings, I would fill in?’


  ‘And I thought you needed your beauty sleep,’ Miles said with a grin. ‘Didn’t mean it, Binnie – you will always be beautiful to me.’ He laughed and ducked as she swung her handbag in his direction. ‘And there was me thinking I would be earning a few Brownie points.’


  ‘Sorry. Sorry, Miles. It was marvellous not to have to get out of bed in the small hours – thank you.’


  ‘Quite. Especially as you couldn’t even get here by eight o’clock!’


  ‘I met some old chap halfway up the hill. Thought he was a down-and-out. Turned out to be a walker or something. But it just tipped me over the eight o’clock deadline.’


  Miles raised an eyebrow, James Bond style. ‘You too? I noticed him when I was working – he was waiting at our stop. I offered him a lift. He didn’t know where he was going but reckoned he’d know when he got there. I dropped him at the front gate and sure enough he started off at a good whack.’


  ‘What time was that?’


  ‘About seven thirty, I suppose. Not sure.’


  ‘He must have slowed right down when he got to the hill. He didn’t seem lost. I thought he might be ill, though.’


  ‘For God’s sake, Binnie! No more lame ducks.’


  ‘What on earth d’you mean?’ She looked at him, annoyed.


  He raised an eyebrow again. ‘Will and his awful friends. Dorrie and her prisoner-reform efforts—’


  ‘Gabriel has not been to prison!’


  ‘Not yet.’


  ‘And neither of my children is living in the cottage any longer.’ She heard her voice break slightly and cleared her throat. ‘If I didn’t live in tied accommodation you would have no right to say that sort of thing, and just because you have a right does not mean you should exercise it. In fact, just the opposite.’


  ‘Why don’t you simply tell me to shut up?’


  ‘Shut up, Miles!’


  ‘That’s better. And you’re right, of course. Except that I did not mean to exercise any possible rights I might have. Just to offer friendly advice. Allow me.’ He tried to open the door of the beaten-up Mondeo, but it was stuck as usual, and eventually he had to put his foot on the passenger door and wrench it wide. It screamed a protest.


  He was unable to maintain his Bondian sophistication and she laughed at his expression. He wasn’t much older than Will, but already hung around with the responsibilities of the Manor and its grounds. And, after all, he never minded turning out when one of the cleaners failed to put in an appearance. Lady Barbara ran an industrial cleaning company that was unexpectedly successful. Sir Henry had landed contracts with Bristol City Council, First Great Western Railways and two shopping malls. They called the business ‘Thoroughgood Cleaners’, using their family name.


  Miles leaned into the car and fastened Binnie’s seat belt. She pressed herself back. Miles enjoyed flirting with her because their age difference made him feel safe. She never wanted it to go any further, Brownie points or not.


  He withdrew and said, ‘All I meant was – take care of yourself. Put yourself first for a change.’ He grinned. ‘It just took rather a long time to say it!’


  She shook her head at him and turned the car carefully.


  When she got to the top of the hill she should have turned right and gone on up into the woods where, since the early 1900s, Thoroughgoods had shot anything that moved: rabbits, foxes, birds of all kinds. But she turned left instead and headed for the sea. She knew she would not see the walker-cum-tramp again but...well, you never knew. She did not intend to ignore Miles’ concern completely but he had no idea of the real Binnie Cash. The old gamekeeper’s cottage, in the middle of all those trees, was not inviting but it had been home for the past fifteen years at a peppercorn rent. It was what tied her to her job as administrative clerk to the Manor house and grounds, and made it impossible for her to say no to Thoroughgood Cleaners when she was needed to fill in for an absent employee. When Miles referred to her ‘lame ducks’ she knew it was because he saw her as someone who had been hurt – damaged even – and naturally turned to helping others. Miles had always put her on a pedestal. But she had welcomed the numerous friends her children had brought home with them. Now that William had gone to university and Dorrie was living with her boyfriend, Binnie was very lonely indeed and knew she needed her lame ducks more than they needed her.


  She drove down slowly, telling herself she simply wanted to look at the sea and then return home via the newsagent’s, get herself a Sunday paper and settle down with a crossword or the supplements or even the obituaries. She must be getting on if obituaries were part of her must-read. It was surprising how interesting they were. A picture of an old buffer obviously in his nineties, and then the peeling away of time: he was an officer and a gentleman...he had the DSO for his gallantry in North Africa in 1942. His wife had turned their stately home into flats for disabled soldiers...his children had worked in Zimbabwe...


  Binnie parked the car and got out into the September morning. The breeze was stiff. The flags along the front were at attention, pointing to the north-east, the prevailing south-westerlies still going strong. Binnie, wearing a skirt to be smart for Lady B, had to hold it down. She ran across the deserted promenade and leaned on the railings. The little beach was enclosed by the arm of the pier on one side and a stubby headland on the other, with a Victorian bandstand at its base. She flung back her head and breathed deeply.


  She was often mildly surprised at herself. Her ability to be happy in the face of so much sheer unsatisfactoriness probably revealed that she was a shallow character. Her husband had dumped her and only two days ago she had heard he might be dead; her children were wild; her financial affairs were chaotic. Yet this happiness insisted on creeping up on her now and then for no reason at all. And anyway, he couldn’t be dead – not Theo. Natalie must have got it wrong.


  She took another breath as if she were drinking from a chalice of the gods, then opened her eyes to smile at the unlikely view: grey sky, grey sea, grey pier and rocks, the slipway disappearing into the solid and unfathomable sea...and there she stopped. Because, waist-deep, fully clothed, her tramp-cum-walker was wading slowly but inexorably out of his depth.


  Two


  Binnie shouted several times as she negotiated the stone steps to the slipway. The wind was coming off the sea and the walker did not hear her. She kicked off her shoes, wriggled out of her skirt and ran down in her tights. The water was bitter, even at ankle depth. She kept shouting, ‘Hey! Hey – you! Hey – man! Stop! Stop this minute! D’you hear me?’ And at last, when she was knee-deep and wondering where the edges of the slipway were, he did hear her and he did stop and turn. She stopped too. Again, there was that split second of near-recognition, just as there had been on the hill when she was driving to the chapel. His face then had at least smiled. Now it was a complete blank and she knew quite certainly, and with a shock, that he would have gone on walking. Whether he intended suicide was another thing, but he had vacated his body with all its natural instincts for survival and would have submerged himself and probably drowned.


  Binnie waited for him to speak, and when he did not she snapped, ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’


  He blinked and looked around him. Then he said, ‘I wanted to paddle. We came here. Before. And we paddled. In the rain.’


  ‘You’ve paddled up to your armpits!’


  ‘Yes. I felt unclean. The train...then the bus station...you know how it is.’


  ‘Come out now. Move slowly because the slipway is not completely straight and you could go over the edge. Take my hand...that’s right. Come on. Your clothes are weighing you down but once we’re on the concrete apron...’ For some reason it was necessary to talk. ‘This is where they unload the boats from the trailers at full tide...’ She led him to the steps. ‘Sit and let some of the water drain while I...’ She peeled off her tights and scrambled into her skirt. Behind her the tide crept insidiously in. She shivered.


  He watched her as she stamped her wet, unwilling feet into unsuitable Sunday shoes.


  ‘I’m sorry. Did you come in to rescue me?’


  ‘Obviously.’ She spoke tightly. If he was going to carry on the pretence of the nostalgic paddle she might well lose her temper.


  ‘Well. Thank you. That was very...kind.’


  ‘It was, wasn’t it?’ Her voice, sarcastically pleasant at first, sharpened to a knife edge. ‘Especially as I have probably ruined my best shoes!’


  ‘I’m so sorry. I’d better...go.’


  He stood up and water poured from folds in his clothing. He leaned against the wall.


  Above him, someone looked over the railings and a male voice called, ‘Are you all right? Do you need help?’


  The man, still dripping freely, did not reply.


  Binnie said quickly, ‘Shall I ask for an ambulance? You’re not well.’


  He shook his head vehemently and she looked up and called, ‘No, thanks. We’re wet, that’s all.’


  ‘Slipway’s not straight, you see. Easy to fall off the edge. You’re lucky you didn’t break something on the rocks.’


  ‘Quite.’


  ‘All right then.’ The passer-by moved off.


  Binnie said, ‘Look. My car is at the top of these steps. Can you make it?’


  ‘I’d ruin the upholstery. I’m wet,’ he said with a ghost of a smile.


  ‘So you are. Come on.’


  She ran ahead of him, unlocked the passenger door and opened it wide. He walked very slowly up to it, then stopped.


  ‘I can’t. Really.’


  ‘Well, what else can we do?’ she asked impatiently. ‘If I leave you here you’ll probably collapse and then someone will call an ambulance anyway. Maybe that would be best—’


  He got in, stumbling, knocking his head on the car roof, squelching water from his boots, oozing it from his clothing. ‘You’re like a giant squid,’ she told him. He didn’t laugh.


  She got the driver’s door open with difficulty, as usual, and drove carefully back up Sea View Road and straight over the crossroads into Woodshill Lane. The smell of seaweed was overpowering. Halfway up she realized her passenger had gone to sleep, chin on chest, head lolling with the watery roll of the car. She edged across another road, wide, an enormous shelf in the hill, lined with luxurious houses overlooking the sea. Then they were in the woods proper, untended since the Thoroughgoods had gone into business. A few dog walkers kept half a dozen footpaths open but it was not easy-going for humans, and the track to the gamekeeper’s cottage was the only one that would take a car.


  The house was like a child’s drawing: four-square, a front door plumb in the middle with a window either side and three above it. The middle window upstairs had been at the end of the landing, which had been partitioned to make a bathroom. Dorrie had parked a row of plastic ducks along the middle sash. All the windows were thickly netted. Binnie had no fondness for nets but she had a horror of being seen by someone...lurking.


  She parked across the front door, another statement to any day-time lurker, and got out with difficulty to open up. Her Sunday shoes must be shrinking, she could hardly move. She glanced back. The man was still asleep, which gave her a moment to whip into the room on the left of the door and check that she hadn’t left anything that could be tripped over or knocked down. She picked up a pile of books from where she’d left them last night and drew the best armchair towards the windowsill, lifting the net to check on the car. The man seemed to have collapsed into the driving seat. She clicked with annoyance but it was too late to try to keep part of the car dry. She ran to the bottom of the room, which was the kitchen, and switched on the immersion heater. At some point she would have to get him into a hot bath. Her heart sank at the prospect.


  It sank further when, having collected all the clean towels she had, she woke him and tugged him out into the open. He was shivering and seemed barely able to stand.


  ‘You should have let me have my paddle,’ he muttered through clenched teeth, then smiled as if it were a big joke.


  She propped him against the car and pulled off his jacket and sweater, and wrapped a towel around his upper half.


  ‘When we get into the hall, I want you to take off everything else and use these towels, then give me a shout and I’ll help you into a chair.’


  He said, ‘Oh God...’ but let himself be led through the front door. She closed it and pushed the bolt across. If Dorrie and Gabriel arrived unexpectedly they would simply walk in. She didn’t want that. She kicked the stranger’s discarded clothes into a heap and waited with her back to him.


  When she turned, she saw that he was sitting on the stairs and had tugged off his boots and trousers. He was trying to pull the top towel over his knees. She put two bath sheets on his lap, and gathered the clothes up and took them through to the washing machine. She could hear him fumbling after her and rushed back to pilot him into the chair.


  He gasped, ‘That’s good. Thank you so much. If I could just...I’ll soon be out of your hair.’


  She couldn’t see how. He was in what Dorrie would call ‘a state’. And the ‘state’ had included a suicide attempt.


  She said briskly, ‘We’ll talk about it later. Some food now. And then a really decent sleep.’


  He was still shivering so she fetched a blanket before she put bacon on the grill pan. Then she filled a hot-water bottle. Then, biting her lip, she lit the first fire of the autumn. She was beginning to wonder whether he would ever get warm again.


  He wasn’t interested in the food; he did, however, begin to turn pink, and it was obvious all he wanted was sleep. She kept him awake long enough to eat a slice of bacon broken into pieces and hand delivered. Then he had two sips of tea and his head slipped back and he was asleep, Binnie stood eating the rest of the bacon because, after all, she hadn’t had time for breakfast. She watched him all the time, frowning, wondering how she was going to get him into the bath and then out of the house. And then what would he do?


  She moved slightly away from the fire, drew up the other chair and picked up a book she had been reading last night. It was a history of the Skalls, the Lost Land, an archipelago fifty miles west of the more famous Scillies. She frowned again, wondering just why she had looked it out from Theo’s old books. The Skalls had been his stamping ground. He always returned there from wherever he had spent the summer, going back to Trapdoor Island and beachcombing and living like a hobo.


  Binnie sighed sharply. The pain of losing him had long gone and should have eased the news that he was now reported dead. But it had made a new pain: a terrible ache of a loss that now could never be recovered. He was gone. He was not in this world, messing about with his beloved boats, behaving like an irresponsible schoolboy...hurting people...damaging his children...He had drowned while crewing for a charter in the Tyrrhenian Sea. There had been an unexpected wave and he had been swept overboard. A ridiculous accident for such an experienced man of the sea. And Binnie would not have even known about it if it hadn’t been for his second wife, Natalie.


  He had left Binnie and gone to Natalie and eventually married her. And then he had left Natalie and gone off with an Italian girl, and Natalie had ranged herself alongside Binnie and the children. But they had nothing in common except Theo, and Theo was not – never had been – enough. Natalie had visited once and had thrown up her hands at what she called the ‘primitive conditions’ of the gamekeeper’s cottage.


  ‘And you actually have to go out cleaning?’ she had asked.


  ‘Well, now and then. I show people around the Manor...invitation only...but the family runs an industrial cleaning business and if they’re let down...’ She looked at Natalie’s sceptical expression and said lamely, ‘The son of the house helps out too...It’s a case of all hands to the pump.’


  ‘Sorry, but I think it’s disgraceful that Theo has made no effort to support you or his children. Thank God I never wanted a family. It was bad enough that he just walked off with bloody Violetta...’


  They had not heard from Natalie again until she married Ernest Broadbent, the chairman of a grocery chain. And then had come the news of Theo’s accident on the last day of August...


  Now, Binnie flipped through the book, finding the illustrations. The Skalls, originally called the Skallaswag Islands because of their usefulness to smugglers from France, were now beloved of bird-watchers and holidaymakers. Twitchers and tourists, Theo had said. That had been before he had dumped her and gone to live with Natalie on his very own Skall: Trapdoor Island. The island nearest France, with one tiny landing beach, and nothing to warn shipping of the knife edge of rock that protected it. Like the Cornish wreckers, Theo had edged his dinghy around the rocks and dived after the remains of cargoes from years back, some of it sea-spoiled, some of it still saleable.


  ‘He simply wanted to play – like an overgrown schoolboy!’ Natalie had said angrily. ‘And he had that lovely old house on the mainland...’


  But not, it seemed, any longer.


  Binnie put down the book gently so as not to wake the man and went to the kitchen end where Natalie’s letter still lay in separate sheets, weighted by the sugar bowl. It was dark down here, the trees pressing almost against the back windows. She put on the light, bent over the open pages and read them yet again. She knew the words almost by heart, yet still found them difficult to accommodate.


  The notepaper was embossed; Natalie now boasted an address in London as well as Plymouth.


  ‘Dear Benita...’ Nobody called Binnie by her full name and no-one had ever shortened it to a racy ‘Ben’. The story went that her father had wanted his baby girl to be Benita after his own mother, and his wife had simply made a face, cuddled her protectively and said, ‘All right. My own little Benita...little Binnie...’ And she had been Binnie ever since. Except, it would seem, to Natalie.


  Dear Benita,


  Sad news but probably as much a relief to you as it is to me. Theo drowned last week. One of his silly charter things in a calm sea – sudden wave – off he went. Simple as that. Bit like Theo himself, really. I always told him he’d have to grow up one day. Proved me wrong yet again. Anyway, the solicitors have written. No will, of course. Typical. I’m next of kin, believe it or not. But obviously that’s not fair so I’m suggesting to you that I sell up everything I can get my hands on – mostly the house in Cornwall and his boats – and we split it fifty-fifty. What say you? Can’t do anything about the island, apparently. The so-called owners hold them on leases of hundreds of years but they can’t sell them except to the lessors and then only for a valuation dated the year dot – ridiculous, of course, but cast-iron apparently – I’ve been into it. Theo always told me that Trapdoor was for his family. And by family he meant you. Sounds crazy but I know it’s true because I asked him once who he meant by ‘family’. And he told me: Binnie. So you see, you were always the one. I’ve passed all this on to the solicitors. I guess you’ll hear from them with a cheque for your half of the house – in due course, as they say! Hope you are all fighting fit. I have never been happier. Keep in touch?


  Fondest...Natalie.


  Binnie stared through the windows at the trees. The proceeds from the house on the mainland would be very useful indeed. But the island...that was something else. If it turned out that it was legally hers, they could all live there for part of the year. She felt a small jump of excitement. And immediately quashed it. Theo would turn up again. He always did.


  She began, slowly and methodically, to clear up. Behind her, the man, the would-be suicide, shifted and snorted and then slumped into unconsciousness again. She could leave him there, of course, but what if...? He might be fighting fit when he had had his sleep. And he might turn out to be a raving lunatic. She remembered Miles’ words about lame ducks. Should she ring Miles and ask him to spend the night up here? Certainly not – a crazy thought. But she could ask Dorrie and Gabriel to come up. She wasn’t keen on that idea either but she had to do something.


  She went to the freezer, which was round the corner behind the ‘front parlour’, as Miles called it. It might be more tactful to invite them to Sunday lunch. There were lamb chops. And she still had cabbages in the garden, which pushed into the woods by the back door.


  She sighed, put another piece of wood on the fire and took the phone as far away from the sleeping man as she could. Gabriel would be able to get him up the stairs and into the bath, surely? And she must ask him to bring some spare clothes too. Unless she could dry off the wet ones. They were still in the washing machine. She’d have to get cracking...


  There was no reply from Dorrie’s house. Binnie stood there, waiting, looking at the chops lying on the draining board. And then her eye was caught by movement at the back window. No-one came that way. The woods closed in around the hill on the north side in tangled thickets of fern and thorn. But someone was there.


  She replaced the phone carefully and stepped to the side of the window. Then there was a tapping on the glass and a hoarse shout.


  ‘Binnie! It’s me – Gabe! Are you there?’


  She looked out and sure enough it was Gabriel. Gormless Gabriel. Gabriel Mackinley. Good-looking, charming in a weak sort of way and, presumably, in love with Dorrie. Certainly Dorrie was in love with him. Like her mother, she had fallen for someone who – in Lady Barbara’s terms – was highly unsuitable. He looked terrible, his hair on end, scratches already streaming blood from his hands. She opened the back door.


  ‘What on earth...? Why didn’t you come along the track, for God’s sake? Look at you! Honestly, Gabriel...’ She ushered him in and led him to the sink, even turned on the tap. That was how he was; he would have simply stood there. She passed him some soap and made washing motions with her own hands.


  He said, ‘I left Dorrie to cover for me. I’m sorry, Binnie. It was nothing. Really. Just that I owe some money and I can’t pay it and they keep giving me extra time and now it’s run out and they’ve come after me! Dorrie made me come – pushed me out of the window and told me to go the back way up to you and you’d know what to do.’


  At one time Binnie would have been shocked and horrified by this blurted story. Now she was not. Gabriel believed that gambling was his God-given profession; he had been in all sorts of trouble before. He was absolutely hopeless. No wonder Miles had prophesied prison for him.


  She said, ‘What about Dorrie? Is she going to be all right?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘I’ve just phoned. No reply.’ Binnie was already pulling on her jacket. ‘How could you leave her there? Why didn’t she come?’


  ‘She said she could manage. Bluff. Tell them I’d gone abroad. Something.’ He looked helplessly for a towel and she thrust one at him. He twisted it around his wet hands. ‘Oh God, Binnie. She’ll be all right, won’t she?’


  ‘I don’t know. I’ll take the car. Lock yourself in and don’t make a sound if anyone knocks.’ She made for the front door and came up short at the sight of the man asleep in the chair. ‘I’d forgotten...Gabriel, listen. This man is ill. I fished him out of the sea a couple of hours ago. Make tea and give him some if he wakes.’ She went into the tiny hall, then came back again. ‘I’ve put the immersion on. If you could get him into the bath it would be good. Warm him up. Keep the fire going.’


  She left Gabriel standing helplessly, staring at the sleeping man swathed in towels. She thought viciously that it would give him something to consider other than his own stupid skin. And if anything had happened to Dorrie, she would personally hand him over to his unsavoury creditors, whoever they might be.


  She got into the car, then got out again, fetched a plastic dustbin liner from the boot and laid it over the soggy driver’s seat. Then she drove back the way she had come earlier, veered to the left and descended the hill again towards one of the recent housing developments, which stretched predatory fingers over the Levels. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard: it was half past eleven. She thought of herself rushing out to drive down to the Manor that morning, late as usual but looking forward to a day to herself, no work, time to read Natalie’s letter and think about Theo. And now she was rushing off again with greater urgency. And leaving two men, both obviously inadequate, in the cottage.


  She braked and took another left turn and then pulled over to the kerb. She was one street away from the terraced house Dorrie rented. The house was in a cul-de-sac, which suddenly seemed very like a trap. Binnie gnawed her lip indecisively, wondering whether to walk round or drive straight down, turn and park outside. Supposing some awful thug had been holding Dorrie down in a chair, not allowing her to pick up the phone when it had rung? At the thought, she opened the door and swung out her legs. But then she paused. If she got Dorrie out of the house, she might need the car as near as it could be.


  Binnie muttered to herself, angry that as usual she seemed unable to make up her mind. Here she was, half in and half out of the car, her daughter probably in danger, and she simply did not know what to do next. A little scud of rain scarred the windscreen and irritably she switched on the wipers. At least she could take that small action. She switched them off as if she had proved a point, then got out of the car, slammed the door with a flourish and walked down to the next road.


  No-one answered the bell. That didn’t mean a thing, but Binnie had to behave as naturally as possible so she produced her key and let herself in. It was an anti-climax to discover that the house was empty. The open-plan downstairs area was fairly tidy: no upturned chairs or emptied drawers. She took the stairs two at a time and found the single bedroom in disarray but only from Dorrie’s lack of housewifely skills. Binnie swung open the bathroom door, shoved aside the shower curtain...no-one was in the house.


  She went back downstairs and picked up the phone. Gabriel would probably not answer it anyway. It rang twice then stopped, and Dorrie’s voice said, ‘Is that you, Mum? Come on home, for goodness’ sake. I think it’s a storm in a teacup. Two men arrived, I didn’t ask them in and they did not try to push past me or anything. I promised that we would get half the money by next Monday. Gabe and I can be miles away by then.’


  Binnie wanted to scream. All that tension and terror, and Dorrie had lied her way out of it, got into her tiny Smart car and driven up the hill as if nothing had happened. She must have taken a different side road off the estate from the one where Binnie had been parked, deliberately. And now Dorrie was proposing leaving her job and...leaving. And what about the man in the chair?


  Binnie said, ‘Right. I see.’ She took a deep breath, then let it go. ‘Can you stay to lunch?’ she asked.


  Dorrie laughed. ‘Oh, Mum! You’re priceless. Gabriel’s upstairs with some strange man who doesn’t seem to know he’s alive. I’m practically on the run. And you’re asking us to lunch!’


  ‘Well, you have to eat.’ Binnie was going through one of those maternal moments when she rather disliked her daughter. ‘And if you can stay there are some chops on the draining board. Can you put them in the oven?’


  She put the phone down and stared through the window at two children struggling with one skateboard.


  She said aloud, ‘We’ll go to Trapdoor. How’s that for a decision? A course of action. A complete change of lifestyle. We’ll go to Trapdoor and learn how to be a family again.’


  She went back to the car and turned it in the narrow road. She felt as she had done earlier that morning when she had looked over the sea. She had lost Theo a long time ago. Perhaps this was a way of finding him again.


  Three


  Dorrie did her best to placate her mother.


  ‘Look, Mum, it’s not that bad. Think of it as an illness – not even an illness! Gabe is one of those people who has the imagination to see that – that – one smile from Lady Luck will solve all his financial worries. I mean, he’s trapped, isn’t he?’


  ‘By his over-active imagination?’ Binnie asked in the tense hushed tone they were both using as they prepared lunch in the lower half of the kitchen.


  Binnie had arrived home to find that Gabriel had somehow got the sick man out of the armchair and up the stairs to the bathroom. He had even elicited a name for him. Dan. Binnie, who had professed to prefer single-syllable names for men – as opposed to ‘Theo’ and ‘Gabriel’ – was now not sure. Someone with a brief, strong name like ‘Dan’ should not be wading waist-deep into the sea at this time of year. She would call him Daniel.


  She broke into Dorrie’s protests about her being unfair.


  ‘He left you to face the music on your own. All right, I know that everything was civilized, as it turned out. The “debt collectors”, or whatever they called themselves, were not mindless thugs. But Gabriel did not know that and neither did you. Otherwise you wouldn’t have sent him packing up to me!’ She turned down the gas jet beneath the boiling potatoes and looked round at her daughter.


  Dorrie was now twenty-two and, until she had met Gabriel Mackinley, had been a level-headed, quietly attractive girl – very like her mother, people said – thoroughly enjoying her promotion to the big central library in Bristol. Mother and children had lived together in the gamekeeper’s cottage and, in spite of all its inconveniences, had managed very well. Will had made the small sitting room on the other side of the front door into a cross between a study and a sound studio, and Dorrie had worked quietly for her library examinations at the kitchen table and had always found time to make her mother a cup of tea when she arrived home, from work.


  And then, nearly a year ago, Will had gone to Leeds on a four-year course in community education, and Dorrie had met Gabriel.


  Binnie looked helplessly at her daughter and thought: my hair was that glossy brown until Theo left me. His nut-brown maid – that was his name for me. Nut-brown maid indeed.


  She said, ‘Darling, it’s you...I worry about you. You appear to cope with everything but you’ve got a stressful job and the drive in and out of town every day—’


  ‘We thought of moving, actually.’ Dorrie’s expression mirrored her mother’s. ‘But rents are even higher in the city and it’s good to get right away every evening.’


  They were both silent. The thought of Gabriel being within walking distance of the plethora of clubs in Bristol was uncomfortable, to say the least.


  Dorrie tried to shift the focus by saying, ‘I don’t want to leave you here, in this house, on your own. And the Thoroughgoods are so demanding—’


  ‘Rubbish! They’re very good to me – have been very good to the three of us for the past fifteen years!’


  Dorrie turned back to the chopping board and began to chop mint as if her life depended on it. ‘You’ve never liked Gabriel,’ she accused.


  Binnie felt suddenly weary; so much had happened already today, and it wasn’t even lunch-time. She said quietly, ‘That’s not true, actually. It’s very difficult not to like Gabriel. He’s so...honest!’ She gave a little snuffling laugh because in the circumstances the word ‘honest’ was the last to apply to Gabriel.


  She took the chops out of the oven and turned them over. ‘These are going to be tough,’ she announced.


  ‘Oh, Mum!’ Dorrie too laughed. ‘But you’re right. He’s so frank about his gambling thing. He can describe his feelings in detail. He has even itemized them one by one up to the moment he says to himself – what have I got to lose?’


  ‘That’s the bit I don’t understand,’ Binnie said, trying to take this priority list seriously. ‘He’s head over heels in debt—’


  ‘Gambling debts cannot be claimed legally.’


  ‘Is that true? Even if it is he might well pay with his – his kneecaps! Or worse!’


  ‘But you see, Mum, he’s got to the stage where the debt is so much that it has become sort of meaningless. Monopoly money. So – to him – to lose his kneecaps does not seem so bad when a single win would rescue him. Can’t you see that?’


  ‘So he runs up here when they come for his kneecaps?’ Binnie tried to make it sound funny.


  Dorrie said, ‘I made him leave. You know that.’


  Binnie went for the flour crock and gravy browning. Then she said slowly, ‘You paid them off, didn’t you?’


  Dorrie laughed again, without amusement. ‘I could never do that, Mum. The debt is enormous.’


  Binnie fetched a spoon from the cutlery drawer. ‘You gave them enough to keep them on hold for a while. When are they coming back for the rest?’


  Dorrie knifed the chopped mint into a jug of vinegar and stirred it methodically.


  ‘Mum – for goodness’ sake—’


  ‘When?’


  ‘Oh Lord!’ Dorrie plonked the jug in the middle of the table. ‘I don’t know. A week, maybe two. I told them we’d clear it eventually. In instalments.’


  Binnie took the chops out of the baking tin and began to make the gravy.


  ‘What did they say to that?’


  ‘Nothing. That was pretty awful, actually. They did not reply to anything I said. Simply stated their...their requirements.’


  Binnie controlled her shiver. Dorrie had been on her own, with these two ‘debt collectors’. ‘So. We’ve got a week.’ She flashed a smile at her daughter. ‘Well done, love. You’ve bought us a week.’ She drained the cabbage. ‘D’you want to go and see how Gabe is getting on in the bathroom? You see – he’s coping with that very well.’ She paused and stared frowning through the window at the trees. ‘He reminds me of your father. He acts like a stereotype male most of the time, then suddenly pulls out his finger and copes with all kinds of emergencies.’


  Dorrie stared at her mother, then turned her face away and changed the subject. ‘Mum, about this man. What’s going on? Gabe says you pulled him out of the water. But he seems weird to me. Is he crazy or something?’


  ‘I’m not sure yet. Let’s have lunch and talk about it.’ She cut into one of the chops. ‘These aren’t a bit tough, actually.’


  Gabriel and Dorrie preceded Daniel whatever-his-name-was down the stairs and into chairs at the table. Daniel was dressed in his own clothes, which, presumably, Dorrie had tumble-dried and restored to him. He looked almost presentable and managed a tired smile in Binnie’s direction; she felt again that faint sense of recognition. She saw now that he was younger than she had first thought; rail thin, with ginger-grey hair and beard. Probably her own age.


  She said, ‘You look better. Can you eat something now?’


  ‘Is there enough? I’m hungry but a sandwich would be fine.’


  ‘There’s plenty. I’ll cut it up for you.’


  She presented it in bite-sized portions, allowing him a fork and spoon to deal with it. He smiled at her, understanding her motives in not allowing him to use a knife.


  ‘I came here from London,’ he said gently. ‘I wanted to paddle. So I was pleased to see that the tide was in.’


  Dorrie glanced at her mother, then back at Daniel. ‘You’ve been here before?’


  ‘Yes. A long time ago. I can’t remember exactly when.’ He loaded his fork and paused. ‘I can’t remember much at all. The church. It’s closed now.’ He frowned at Binnie. ‘You told me you were going there. But it was closed.’


  She nodded. ‘I go to the chapel at the Manor house.’ She wanted him stronger and out of here, on his way to wherever he was going. ‘Will you be well enough to cope this afternoon?’ She remembered how exhausted he had been that morning and perhaps really ill. ‘I have a friend who does bed and breakfast...if you wanted to explore the area.’


  ‘Of course.’ He nodded slowly at first, then emphatically. ‘Yes. That is what I will do. I can’t thank you enough for – for rescuing me, letting me sleep for a while. I don’t think I slept last night.’


  ‘No. You were in the bus station most of the night. Apparently when you got off the London train you walked across town to the bus station.’


  ‘Did I tell you that?’ He lifted his brows, surprised. ‘I couldn’t remember...but yes, that is what happened.’


  Binnie glanced at Dorrie and Gabriel. Gabriel was eating as if he hadn’t a care in the world.


  ‘Miles was cleaning this morning and brought Daniel to Cherrington. Miles told me about it at church.’ She shook her head gently at Dorrie before anything could be said about lame ducks. ‘Miles Thoroughgood,’ she said to Daniel. ‘His family run an industrial cleaning business and he filled in for an absentee this morning.’


  He frowned again and she realized he was making a physical effort to concentrate and find sense in what was said to him. She frowned too. What on earth was the matter with him?


  ‘I see.’ He glanced at Gabriel, who was still eating. ‘I want to thank you all for helping me. Your mother first, of course. But then you, Gabriel. I needed that bath!’ He laughed unconvincingly.


  It was Dorrie who said, ‘Are you ill? I know that a night in the bus station is enough to make anyone feel grotty! But if you’re really ill, you should let us take you to see a doctor.’


  Daniel turned his gaze on her and then back to Binnie. She had thought his eyes were colourless and now realized they were the slate grey of the sea. He had a wide mouth, long jaw, beaky nose. He said uncertainly, ‘I don’t think I’m ill. I don’t feel ill. I’m sure you won’t catch anything from me.’


  Dorrie made a sound of exasperation. ‘Not what I meant at all!’ She glanced at her mother again. ‘Perhaps I can drive you down to Sea View Road – I take it you’re thinking of Nancy’s place, Mum? Shall we have a cup of tea first?’


  They did that and then Gabriel made up the fire and they sat for a while, expecting Dan to explain himself a little more. When he was silent, apparently quite content to watch the flames, Binnie became fidgety. If she really wanted to go to Trapdoor Island she had to tell Dorrie that Theo was dead, and she had no idea how Dorrie would take that news. It must be ten years since Theo had last visited the children. They had been to see his island twice, and had loved it and probably adored him too. Children fantasized about absent parents – that was well known. Dorrie – and Will, of course – might well be heartbroken at the news.


  The autumn afternoon darkened. Gabriel was asleep in one of the chairs, Binnie was clearing away the lunch things in a desultory way and Dorrie was at the sink. She was saying something in a low voice, wondering whether they should phone Nancy about their unwanted visitor, when there was an enormous explosion from the front of the cottage. Then a sheet of flame lit up the woodland, revealing Binnie’s old car parked next to the door and the outline of Dorrie’s treasured Smart car as it was swallowed by fire.


  Dorrie screamed, Gabriel woke with a cry, Dan jerked round and half fell out of his chair, and Binnie ran for the front door.


  Dorrie yelled, ‘Mum – come back! You can’t do anything. Don’t open the door – for God’s sake!’ She snatched at the phone and punched in three nines. The sound of the fire, the smell of it, the garish light, all combined to make a hellish scene.


  Dan held Gabriel away from the window. ‘It could blow, old man. Keep back.’


  Behind them, Dorrie was asking for the fire service and giving a number and directions.


  Binnie said, ‘If mine goes, the house will be in danger. Get ready to go out of the back door.’


  Gabriel was gibbering now. ‘That’s what they want! They’re smoking us out – don’t you see? Where’s the fire engine, for God’s sake?’


  Binnie said grimly, ‘Get your shoes on, Gabriel. This is nothing to do with you!’ But Dorrie said nothing so Binnie knew that this was in fact all to do with Gabriel. She could have wept suddenly; Dorrie had been so proud of her little car.


  Binnie’s Mondeo remained intact. The woodland was too wet to burn and by the time the firemen reached the scene, the Smart car was reduced to a metal skeleton, which they thoroughly soaked. The blackened trees steamed dismally as everyone drank tea and Binnie’s family told the fire-fighters what they knew. The fire chief did not like it.


  ‘New car like that, hardly likely to be faulty. Afraid I’ll have to report it to the police. Are you going to be all right?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Binnie. ‘Do you think it was some kind of sabotage?’


  ‘It’s a possibility. The police will want to know if anyone has a grudge against your daughter. Our investigator will be along tomorrow. We must be thankful it did not happen when you were driving, miss.’


  Dorrie swallowed. ‘Yes,’ she said.


  They watched the fire engine bucket slowly back through the woods. When they went inside again, Gabriel positioned himself by the window where he could keep an eye on Binnie’s car.


  Unexpectedly Dan said, ‘This is not a good place to be. It is too secluded.’


  They all looked at him; unless Gabriel had poured out his heart in the bathroom, Dan could have no idea of the so-called debt collectors.


  He shrugged. ‘I think it might be better if I stayed here tonight. I’ll sleep in the chair down here. Just to keep an eye on things.’


  Binnie said, ‘We’ll all stay here tonight. Are you working tomorrow, Dorrie?’


  ‘Not until three. But then until closing at nine.’


  Binnie glanced at Dan. ‘I need to talk to the children, Daniel. Family stuff. Would you mind going into the other room – just for half an hour?’


  ‘Of course not. But I think I’m going for a walk. I need some air. And it would be good to reconnoitre, don’t you think?’


  Gabriel spoke up. ‘Listen. I’ll come with you. You don’t need me, do you, Binnie?’


  ‘Not at first, I suppose.’ She smiled at him; sometimes he was very understanding. They couldn’t very well let Dan wander around on his own. She found wellingtons belonging to Will and a dry anorak too. She watched them tramp off very slowly and begin a circuit of the cottage. Already it was beginning to get dark. One thing was sure, she could no longer live here.


  Behind her Dorrie was making more tea. ‘It’s one of those days when the teapot is going to be in constant use,’ she forecast with a tiny smile. ‘Oh, Mum, I’m so sorry, bringing all this trouble with me.’ She brought two mugs to the fireplace and put them on the mantelpiece. ‘My car...’ she said, and began to weep.


  Binnie gathered her up. ‘Darling, cars can be replaced. Remember what that fireman said. Let’s just be thankful.’


  Dorrie sniffled into a handkerchief and at last pulled away and sat down.


  ‘Mum, what on earth is going on? Those men – the debt collectors – were polite enough. They couldn’t be responsible for this – this atrocity. Could they?’


  Binnie leaned on the mantelpiece and inhaled steam from her tea. It was instantly soothing. She said, ‘I can’t think of another explanation. If we were in the city we wouldn’t question it. That they should come here – to our quiet little town by the sea...it’s terrible.’ Dorrie said nothing and Binnie passed her a mug and kneeled beside her. ‘Darling, there’s more bad news. I should have told you before but I thought it was all a mistake.’ Dorrie’s eyes were full of new fear. Binnie said quietly, ‘I had a letter from Natalie and you know she is not always reliable. But...it’s likely that Daddy is dead. I’m so sorry, darling.’


  Dorrie closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and gave that small wry smile again. She said, ‘Oh, Mum, I’m sorry too. But I thought it might be you. Some horrible illness or something. I couldn’t take that. I can take Dad’s death somehow. He’s always been like a legendary hero and most legendary heroes are dead!’ She tried for a laugh and sobbed. ‘I take it...was it cancer?’


  ‘Oh, no! It was an accident. A charter boat, I gather. He was swept overboard. We need a bit more...sort of...proof. Natalie was contacted as next of kin and she is going into everything.’


  Dorrie laughed again. ‘Oh, Mum, that’s how he would want to go. If he was alive we’d have heard.’ She looked into the fire. ‘I know what you mean. It seems incredible, doesn’t it? He’s always been there, somehow. We never see him but we know...’ She stopped, took a breath, then went on, ‘Will and I – we worshipped him, as you know, but in the way that people who are dead and gone are worshipped. I don’t think he’s turned up out of the blue since I was in my teens, so...’ She put her mug on the fender and cupped her mother’s face. ‘Have you been dreading telling me? How long have you known?’


  ‘Natalie’s letter came two days ago. I didn’t know how you would feel about it. And I certainly did not know how I felt about it. I don’t think I believed it. Not properly.’


  ‘Oh, darling Mum! I didn’t think...I didn’t know! Don’t tell me you still love him – are carrying a torch for him? Will thought you might be falling for Miles Thoroughgood!’


  They both laughed at that but Binnie did not answer Dorrie’s question. Instead she took the hands so gently holding her face, dropped a kiss on them and stood up with a groan.


  ‘You’d better see the letter. Then you’ll know as much as I know. You might even think along the same lines as I have. Anyway, here it is.’


  Dorrie fingered the letter. ‘I never liked her. Is it catty?’


  ‘Not a bit. Rather...well, almost...sweet. Really.’


  They both laughed. Binnie felt a surge of gratitude towards Natalie for making it possible to laugh about anything – even Theo’s death.


  Dorrie read and reread, then put the letter down and stared into the fire. ‘I see what you mean. It’s direct. But not catty.’ She sighed deeply. ‘He didn’t deserve to be wiped out so unexpectedly, did he?’


  ‘That’s why accidents are so frightening. They’re never expected.’


  ‘I thought he’d want us again in his old age.’ Dorrie laughed. ‘I had this sort of dream – nightmare, probably. Looking after him. Hearing him say soppy things about what he’d missed in his life. Will. Me. I’m such an idiot!’ Her laugh turned into a dry sob and she held up her hand. ‘It’s all right, Mum. I’m not going to cry. Just at the moment life seems rather...ironic.’


  Binnie nodded. ‘It never rains but it pours. I thought my only problem was Danny-boy. I haven’t told you. I just got to him in time. He was walking down the slipway. Up to his waist.’


  Dorrie was wide-eyed. ‘My God. That outgoing tide can be awful. So that’s why his clothes were in the dryer.’ Binnie nodded. Dorrie said, ‘Has he told you why he did it?’


  ‘He was paddling, apparently. He’s done it before. Here. In Cherrington.’ She sighed. ‘He’s totally confused about the past. But he seems so much better since he’s slept and eaten and Gabriel got him in the bath.’


  ‘What are you going to do with him?’


  Binnie shrugged. ‘Don’t know. I’m far more concerned with what we’re going to do.’ She picked up the letter. ‘I had a suggestion and, after your car going up in smoke, we might be able to...stretch the idea into something possible.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Dorrie, I want to go to Trapdoor Island. You see what Natalie says about it. I can look on the trip as a kind of inspection. Think what we’re going to do with it. We’ve got some money to play with, by the sound of things—’


  ‘It’s yours, Mum.’


  ‘Not at all. It’s ours. And it means I can afford to go.’ She hesitated. ‘I want to go, Dorrie. I want to see if I can lay my husband – your father – to rest. I don’t expect you know what I’m talking about—’


  ‘Yes. Yes, I do. I can remember two, perhaps three, visits from Dad. We always expected more. Now that can’t happen.’ She leaned across and took her mother’s hands. ‘Darling, won’t it make things worse? And what about your job?’


  ‘If I can’t take a month off to see to my affairs...’


  ‘Yes. Quite. Of course. And underneath Barbara’s iron exterior lurks a soft centre. I think!’ They both laughed again. Then Dorrie sobered and said, ‘It would get you away from the mess I’ve brought to the cottage.’


  ‘And leave you with it well and truly on your shoulders. That won’t do.’ Binnie shook her head decisively. ‘We go together. You, Gabriel and me. There are flights from Bristol airport. What do you say? Quite seriously, it would do us all good. A holiday, darling. We might get the place up together enough to let it out next summer. Or to stay there ourselves.’


  Dorrie’s brown eyes, so like her mother’s, became intent as she thought about it. After a long pause, during which Binnie felt her idea grow and take root, Dorrie said slowly, ‘I have to admit it sounds simply marvellous. I mean – I’d love to run away somewhere, anyway. But we need a reason that has nothing to do with Gabriel’s problem.’ She smiled suddenly. ‘That’s what Dad’s given us. A really good reason to get away. Right away.’


  ‘So he has!’ Binnie smiled too. ‘How marvellous! He might not have left a will – perhaps he knew that Natalie would deal with everything properly – but this is the next best thing! Time...he’s giving us time. Together.’ She put the letter on the mantelpiece and sat down. ‘What will Gabriel say?’


  ‘What do you think?’ Dorrie turned as the door opened and the two men came in. ‘Let’s ask him now!’ She jumped up and held out her hands. ‘Darling, what would you say to spending some time on an island far away from arsonists and card players and – and everything?’


  Gabriel was taken aback. ‘It’s all right, Dorrie. There’s no-one out there. They’ve shot their bolt – if it was them. We’re not going to be frightened off like that anyway!’


  ‘Answer my question!’ she demanded, drawing him to the fire. ‘Sit down, get warm and think about it! My father has died and left Mum his island – yes, he owned an island! And Mum has to go and look at it. Find out about...things.’ She crouched in front of him. ‘I can get special leave for this, darling. It’ll be marvellous! An adventure!’


  ‘You never mention your father.’


  ‘We never saw him. He married someone else and then found another someone else and then...Anyway, there was an accident and he was drowned. And apparently he always said that the island would go to Mum. Oh, Gabe! Come on! I thought you’d be so excited!’


  ‘I am...’ Gabriel looked more dazed than excited. ‘It’s just that everything is happening at once.’ He looked over his shoulder. ‘And there’s Dan. Can he come with us?’


  Binnie said swiftly, ‘Dan has his own plans, for goodness’ sake! He’s come to look at Cherrington and remember old times.’


  Dan said nothing. The sudden silence was broken by the bell on the front door. They were all immediately alert. It was Dan who turned and opened it. A uniformed policeman stood there.


  ‘May I come in, sir? It’s about the fire earlier this afternoon. The fire chief suspects arson and I would like to ask you a few questions.’


  They all relaxed. Binnie stood up and pulled out one of the kitchen chairs but the constable would not sit down. He took their names.


  ‘And you are Mrs Cash’s daughter, and it was your car?’ he said to Dorrie. She nodded and the constable looked at Gabriel. ‘And you are Miss Cash’s partner? And you, sir?’ He turned to Dan.


  Dan said calmly, ‘Daniel Casey. A family friend.’


  ‘You are staying here, Mr Casey?’


  ‘We’re planning a holiday,’ Daniel explained.


  The policeman nodded and made another note, then turned to Binnie. ‘It’s a brief visit, Mrs Cash. We’ve had a spate of vandalism in the town but nothing quite so aggressive as this. And up here – well, it could have been an attempt to fire the woods.’ He smiled. ‘Luckily the miserable weather was on your side.’


  Binnie nodded. Vandals sounded almost innocent in the circumstances.


  Gabriel was similarly reassured. ‘What did I tell you?’ he said to Dorrie. ‘She thought she was being targeted, Constable!’


  Dorrie tried to laugh. ‘Not really. It’s just – my car was almost brand new.’


  Gabriel said, ‘It’s insured, darling! No need to worry!’


  The constable nodded reassuringly. ‘The investigator will be up tomorrow, miss. He might turn up something that will help us. These hooligans have got to be stopped before there’s a nasty accident.’


  He asked them whether they needed anyone from the local Victim Support group. ‘As you’re a family together, all adults, I don’t imagine you will need an outside organization, though they are very helpful.’


  They assured him they were fine, he shook his head to the proffered tea and left.


  Dorrie looked at Gabriel. ‘Did you believe what you were saying?’


  ‘I’ve got an open mind, love. You yourself told me the blokes who called were civilized. I can’t see them following you up here to torch your car, can you?’


  ‘Yes. Yes, I can, actually. They did not speak. I think their silence was...menacing.’ She shook her head. ‘You know very well it was them.’


  Binnie said, ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter, does it? Not if we’re going to Trapdoor.’ She glanced at Daniel. ‘A family holiday. That was well said, Daniel. And you are sounding much better.’


  Dan sat down and removed his borrowed boots. ‘I feel much better.’ He looked up at them all. ‘Listen. I don’t know how I’ve landed here among you. I don’t know what sort of trouble you’re in. And I’m so sorry you’ve had this loss. But...will you take me with you? There’s got to be a reason for me being...alive. Perhaps this is it.’


  Everyone looked at Binnie and he said to her, ‘Please. You must have
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