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Dear Reader,

Come Death and High Water was the second of the George and Molly books, and the influence of Golden Age mysteries is even clearer here than in the first novel of the series, A Bird in the Hand. While the sea-watching hide, cut off from the island by a storm and high tide, isn’t quite a locked room, the same principle applies, and all the tropes that one might expect appear: the bumbling though honourable police officer, the enclosed community and the red herrings.

Although I’ve moved the setting to the Devon of my childhood, Gillibry is very much based on Hilbre, the island where I started writing. Like John and Elizabeth, my husband, Tim, and I were phoned by the coastguard as a storm approached and asked to hoist a canvas cone to alert boats within the estuary, and we were paid a pound every time the cone went up. There were tilly lamps, driftwood fires and an unpredictable generator. In the summer, our peace was invaded by parties of schoolchildren, and in the winter, we often spent weeks there without seeing anyone.

We’d moved by the time this book was published. By then, we had two children and island living wasn’t so practical. Tim had got a job with the RSPB in Worcestershire, miles from the coast, and Come Death and High Water reads to me like a homage to the sea.

I hope that you enjoy meeting George and Molly Palmer-Jones. I am very fond of them.

Ann Cleeves






Chapter One


CHARLIE TODD, HIDDEN BEHIND black leather and helmet, began the steep descent to the shore. He felt like Mr. Toad at the start of his wild, outrageous adventure, and bent low over the handlebars of his motorcycle. It was easier to imagine, when he was going downhill, that he was riding a more powerful machine, and Charlie Todd was a great believer in the imagination. Imagination, after all, had made him a fortune. He looked down over the river. The mud was turned into golden sand by the September afternoon sun, and the island, tear-drop shaped at the mouth of the estuary, was deceptively clear. It looked very close. He could see the Land Rover moving slowly over the rocks at the south end. John would be on his way to collect the weekend guests. Charlie was not looking forward to the committee meeting, but as he did not like to cause disappointment, he quickly put all thought of it from his mind. The lane was narrow, the typical Devon hedges a tangle of bramble and hawthorn, and for a while he was forced to concentrate on the road. There was no need to hurry because John would wait for him, but he did not want to cause the others too much inconvenience. Not today. He drove round a sharp bend, through a small, overgrown wood, and once more the estuary was spread before him. He had bought the island nearly five years before, and since then had spent every summer there. He supposed that he should feel sad at the prospect of leaving it behind, but Charlie Todd never felt regret. He looked forward with commitment and passion and enjoyment to his new venture, was totally immersed in his new enthusiasm. But because he was a great believer in imagination, it did occur to him that the others might be a little sad that the island was to be sold.

‘Mummy, do you have to go out now?’ The girl dribbled grimy tears. ‘You promised last night that you’d help, then you went to that meeting. Daddy wouldn’t let me wait up for you.’

Pamela Marshall looked at her watch. She would already be five minutes late for Jerry. She would not usually have worried about that, but today she had to talk to him before they met the others.

‘I am sorry, darling. Perhaps Daddy can help. He’ll be home soon. Or Edward. It’s his chess night, isn’t it? He’ll be in at five.’

‘None of them can do French as well as you.’

Sian hated French and worried about it. Pamela looked at her watch again, and then at the immaculate kitchen, cluttered already with school bag, dirty sandwich box, gym kit, and then at her unbelievably untidy, bedraggled daughter. She stifled her irritation.

‘I can’t stop now, darling. You know it’s my Gillibry weekend, but I’ll be back on Sunday afternoon. Forget about French tonight. Do your other homework, and I promise that I’ll help you on Sunday night.’

Sian smiled and Pamela’s irritation disappeared. Her daughter might be untidy and not very academic, but she was no disgrace to her. She was at least pretty.

‘I must go now,’ she said, ‘or the others will have to wait for me. There’s plenty in the freezer. If Daddy does happen to be late, just help yourselves. Or perhaps it would be nice if you and Edward could have a meal ready for him when he gets in.’

She kissed her pretty daughter on the forehead, tied her expensive, hand-knitted Guernsey casually around her neck, and hurried away before her son or her husband could distract her further.

With relief Jasmine Carson locked the front door of her flat behind her. Despite its comfort and convenience she hated it. For thirty years she had taught biology at a private girls’ school and her rooms there had been her home. They had been high ceilinged, impressively proportioned. When she retired it had seemed sensible to buy somewhere appropriate to her needs, and she had chosen a ground-floor flat in a new well-appointed block on the sea front. She had always been congratulated on her common sense and while she had been tempted to move somewhere older, to a cottage perhaps with a garden, she had resisted in favour of central heating and a built-in kitchen. Now she was too proud, too afraid perhaps of making a worse mistake, to move again, and knew that the flat would be her home until she died. She supposed that she would get used to it. Already she could bear what had seemed the unbearable heat of the communal areas, and she presumed that the other residents, most of them elderly, would come to realize that she had no interest in the lives of their children who lived in Milton Keynes or Johannesburg, would stop showing her photographs of apparently identical grandchildren.

She drove inland from Gillicombe, the seaside town which she had made her home. The road followed the bank of the estuary and as the tide ebbed, the island became an island no longer, different from its surroundings not in substance but in kind, a lump of sandstone surrounded by muddy sand. That is my real home, she thought. She felt as tensely excited as a young girl off to a dance, hoping that her lover would be there, expectant of adventure, new experience. Then:

Romantic old fool, she thought. What’s so special about the place anyway? Fifty acres of sandstone at the mouth of the estuary, and it only becomes an island at high tide. Not a proper island. Not remote at all. Only three miles from the biggest tourist town in North Devon.

But whatever she made herself think, she knew that the pain of rheumatism in her hips and her spine disappeared as she drove along the river to meet the Land Rover, and that the real reason for tolerating the dreadful flat on the sea front was that at night, from her bedroom window, she could see the light of the Gillibry buoy.

It was a pleasant walk down the hill from the main road to the quay. A breeze blew from the sea. The two young men had hitch-hiked from Gillicombe, but were content to walk the last mile.

‘I don’t understand,’ said the tallest, lazily, ‘why you keep coming to the island. You were never that keen on ringing, even when we were kids. Now you hardly ever bother to come out with the North Devon Ringing Group. I don’t even know if you’ve still got a valid ringing permit. But you’re still a member, still pay the subs, and now you’re on the committee.’

‘I’m on the committee,’ said the other, Mark, ‘because you co-opted me.’

‘I mean, I understand why it’s so important to me. I’ve got that boring job in the shop, most of my friends – like you and Jon – have gone away to college, and there’s not much else to do round here. But you’re different. You’re into all sorts of things – music, politics. You’ve loads of friends at university.’

‘I suppose so. But it is special, Gillibry, isn’t it?’ He seemed ashamed then of being so serious, and when a motorbike – apparently without a silencer – drove so fast down the lane behind them that they had to climb into the hedge, he was pleased to be distracted.

‘Wasn’t that Charlie?’ he asked.

Nick, the tall one, shrugged.

‘Probably. He’s an appalling driver. He’ll get himself killed one day.’

‘What happens to the island if he dies?’

‘Didn’t you know? He’s left it to the observatory in his will. It’s the sort of grand gesture he’s good at.’

There was a pause for a moment, before Mark spoke again. ‘He’s like a kid, isn’t he? Everything’s done on impulse. He sees something he wants and he has to have it. Otherwise, he throws a massive tantrum.’

‘Just as well for us that he took a fancy to the island.’

‘And,’ Mark went on, ‘that he was rich enough to buy it when it came up for sale.’

‘It’s an odd way to make a fortune, writing daft children’s stories. Have you ever seen them?’

‘Yeah. they’re really good. My sister’s kids think they’re brilliant. It’s just as well he became such a famous author. His family would have disowned him otherwise. They always treated him as the black sheep, didn’t they? They said he was letting down the family name. Until he got rich. Then they decided that he was just eccentric.’

Nick shifted the rucksack on his back. He had his own view of the Todds.

‘It’s your first committee meeting, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘I hope that you don’t find it too boring. They’re all the same. Nothing ever happens.’

Jerry Packham lingered over his work, pleased at last with the result. His bags were ready and subconsciously he listened for Pam’s car, for the change of gears on the steep lane. He knew that she would be late. She always was. It was one of her ways of stressing the nature of the relationship between them. She would be expecting him to be waiting at the gate for her as usual. But today he was reluctant to leave. He wondered for one mad moment if he should tell her that he did not want to come, that he was too busy, that he wanted to finish the series of paintings, but he knew that he did not have the courage. He would finish the affair, but not yet. She had dominated the partnership so completely that he hesitated to take the lead even in separating. Besides, he wanted to see Charlie.

He had first illustrated Charlie’s stories for a joke, before they were published. Charlie had lived in his village then, and they had shared the same local. Charlie had been convinced even then that the stories would make his fortune. Jerry had never been to art college. He had left school at fifteen and become apprenticed to a sign writer. When the man retired he had taken over the business and expanded it. He had begun to design menus, posters, had even tried a set of postcards and found that they had been easy to sell. The sign writing became less important. In his spare time he enjoyed sketching and had been persuaded to sell the results through the numerous gift shops in Gillicombe. The illustrations had been fun to do; he had let himself go. There had never been any formal arrangement between himself and Charlie. He had never really believed that the books would be accepted for publication, and when they were, it seemed right that they should come under Charlie’s name, that Charlie should get all the publicity and most of the money. The television serial had made the stories famous, and Jerry had taken no part in that.

It had been one of Jerry’s birdwatching friends, George, who had suggested that Jerry should get an agent to negotiate a better contract with the publisher.

‘Those books are made by the illustrations,’ George had said. ‘They’re superb. Without them, I doubt if Charlie would have been published at all.’

So he had received a more generous proportion of the royalties in the most recent series of books. He had become used to seeing his drawings reproduced in comics, on children’s sketch pads, on sweet packets. He was comfortably off, but he was bored by the characters in Charlie’s books. Each story seemed the same as the last. It was time to try something new. He had been offered other commissions and had decided that he should tell Charlie that he would not be available to work for him, at least for a while.

Now he was working on a children’s encyclopedia of the countryside. It was very different from the illustration of Charlie’s fantasies, but he was enjoying the precision and the subtlety of it. He was looking at a recently completed colour plate of leaves and trees when he realized that the doorbell was ringing, and he hurried, rather pleased with himself, to meet Pamela.

As he looked down over the island, Doctor Derbyshire experienced, as he always did, a sense of achievement and of pride. Charlie might have financed the observatory, but the idea had been his. Without his organization, his persistence, Charlie would have grown bored with the negotiations to purchase, would have given up the project. Charlie was like a child and the doctor knew how to handle him.

Mrs. Derbyshire drove her husband to the quay. He disliked driving. He fussed over his luggage and made her check again that his favourite jersey was packed. She sighed with maternal irritation. He had not been happy since his retirement from general practice. She was grateful for the island. It stopped him mooning around the house, sulky and petulant as a schoolboy. That had been a dangerous time and she had been worried. The planning and the intriguing had given him life again, given him a future.

Paul Derbyshire looked at his watch and then over the shore. The Land Rover was on its way. John was a reliable boy. He looked forward to the committee meeting, planned his chairing of it. The committee were all well-meaning, enthusiastic people, but needed a strong chairman to give them proper direction. His wife watched his enjoyment with satisfaction, and planned a private, pleasant weekend. They were a happy couple but she understood nothing of the complexities of his affection for the island. She saw it as a toy, a distraction. It kept him busy.

But it’s the only contact I have with real beauty, he thought as he waited for the Land Rover. It’s the daughter I never had, my creation.

She would never have imagined him capable of such lyrical folly. She waved at the other birdwatchers and drove off to her knitting and a nice glass of sweet sherry.

When John Lansdown first moved to the island, every trip to the mainland was a challenge. There was no track. The Land Rover was driven south from Gillibry over steep green rocks, through seaweed-filled pools on to the shore. There, the sand could be soft and the gullies deceptively deep. If the tide had not ebbed sufficiently there was a danger of being stuck halfway across the channel. It had made him nervous. The Land Rover was his responsibility. Now he knew the way and was used to the Land Rover. Only in thick fog was he still wary. Automatically he counted the seals on the sandbank and estimated the number of waders on the shore. He hoped to persuade the others to try the new cannon net and would need to know what they could expect to catch. His reaction to the September committee weekend was ambiguous. The committee members were competent ringers and knew the observatory system. Some of them were friends. It was easier, perhaps, than having a group of strangers to stay, certainly easier than the schoolchildren who were the observatory’s usual visitors, but he always felt that he was on trial throughout the weekend and that the committee was assessing his competence to run the place. He knew that Elizabeth felt the same. She supervised all the domestic arrangements in the observatory, and though it was organized like a youth hostel, she cooked three meals a day for the visitors. The thought of Elizabeth brought back the pleasure of anxious excitement which he had been feeling since she had told him that she was pregnant. She had insisted that no one else should know. He wanted to tell everyone he met – it felt like a validation of their relationship – but she had a kind of superstition about it. It was natural, he supposed, because of the miscarriage she had suffered when she was married to Frank. He was certain that nothing would go wrong. How could it, when things were going so well for them? They both loved the island. In the precarious world of natural history he had a secure job. Charlie Todd might be an eccentric neighbour, but he subsidized the Gillibry Trust’s funds so that although John and Elizabeth were not well paid, they received more than they would have done from any other conservation charity; and their home was reasonably warm and well maintained.

He turned the Land Rover sharply, and then he could see the people waiting for him at the quay. What can they be talking about? he thought. They’re all so different. What can they have to say to each other?

Carefully, aware that they were watching, he drove the Land Rover from the sand on to the stone slipway. It had been a jetty once. Ships had sailed from there to the Armada. Now the estuary had silted up. There was sand and saltmarsh, and the people waiting there with their bags and suitcases looked slightly ridiculous. He jumped down and opened the back of the Land Rover.

‘We’ve been discussing the paddock heligoland,’ Miss Carson said immediately. ‘When I was on the island last I was appalled. It should be repaired at once. Charlie says that he can give us some wire mesh. Perhaps we could organize a working party.’

Of course, they would have that in common. They were passionate ringers. He thought that Jasmine was the schoolmistress of stand-up comics and cartoonists. She was big-busted and formidable in thick woollen stockings and lace-up boots. She climbed without fuss, without a hint of rheumatism, into the back of the Land Rover.

‘If you want us to do the work, it’ll have to be soon. Mark goes to college again at the end of the month, and I’m very busy.’

Nick spoke aggressively, more loudly than was necessary.

How ungracious he is, John thought. He does do more than his fair share, but he enjoys it. I hope that he’s not going to be rude all weekend. Elizabeth does hate it.

But Miss Carson was disposed to be conciliatory.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘You know that we depend on you and Mark. We must talk again about attracting new, younger members.’

That, too, was a perennial item on the agenda. We must attract new members, but we will not accept their new ideas or give them any responsibility. The observatory had recruited a number of schoolboys over the years, but only Mark and Nick were left. The others had drifted away, disillusioned by the slow pace of change on the island, the refusal to accept new ways of doing things, tempted by girlfriends, rare birds, beer. John wondered sometimes why Mark and Nick stayed. He suspected that Nick might enjoy the alliances and plotting as much as the older members did, but Mark was different. He had a wild and wicked sense of fun, a wide circle of friends, other interests.

As he always did, Charlie Todd climbed into the front seat, the only comfortable seat of the Land Rover, without giving anyone else the opportunity of doing so. John was never sure whether this lack of courtesy was caused by Charlie’s usual absent-mindedness or by cunning. It was probably absentmindedness. He was a small, round man with curly white hair, like a doll’s wig, and a perpetually dazed but happy expression. People spoke to him slowly as if he were deaf, or very old, or a child. He could have been any age from fifty to seventy.

‘George phoned up,’ Jasmine Carson barked suddenly. ‘He couldn’t get through to you. He won’t be able to get here until tomorrow, but he said not to pick him up. He’ll walk out straight after the tide.’

The others climbed in then, Pam Marshall and Jerry Packham taking care to sit on opposite sides of the Land Rover, Paul Derbyshire peevish about leg room and the splash of oil on the seat. It was all the same as every other committee weekend.

The south of the island had been leased to the council and was managed by its Recreation Services Department. This meant little more than that the litter bins were emptied occasionally and that the area was open to the public. In the summer families walked over to experience a tide on a real island, to picnic on the beach or on the grass. There was nothing else to do there and no one was there now. John noticed briefly that Pam was looking as glamorously well-kept as always, that Jerry was not staring at her with his usual rapt attention, then with an irrational progression of thought, wondered if Liz would marry him now. He knew her so well, yet could not predict how she would react if he asked her again. He was frightened of upsetting things between them. It was her secrecy, her power to surprise which attracted him so deeply.

Through use a track had been worn from south to north over Gillibry and the island rose steeply away from the shore. The observatory was at the far north end, at the point of the tear-drop, like the figurehead of an old carved boat. It looked down over the rest of the island. In contrast Charlie’s house was hidden in a fold in the ground, surrounded by the only trees which would grow on Gillibry. It was just more than halfway along the track, in a natural bowl, so that the cliffs to the east and the west of it were high and rocky, but the house was sheltered. In the summer flowers grew in the garden. The house itself was a prefabricated wooden chalet which Charlie had imported specially from Sweden. It was incongruous with bright paint and shutters and could have been taken from one of the illustrations of his books. The house was known on the island as the Wendy House. No one could remember who had named it. John stopped in the dip in the road and waited patiently as Charlie collected together the plastic carrier bags and brown-paper parcels which made up his luggage.

‘You’ll be up to eat with us as usual?’ John asked.

‘Certainly. Oh, certainly. It will be a very important meeting, you know. There’s something that I’ve been thinking about for a long time. I know that you’ll be most interested to hear all about it.’

He was still talking as he disappeared through the stunted, wind-shaped sycamores to his home.

At that point the island was separated by a drystone wall, part of which formed the southern boundary of Charlie’s garden. The public was not allowed beyond it, and this northern half of Gillibry formed the trapping area of the observatory. The traps stood over any cover which might attract birds, over small clumps of bushes, over a stream, in Charlie’s garden. On the windswept moor to the north of the Wendy House they were the only break to the skyline, but for the white walls of the observatory. The observatory was formed from a complex of lightkeepers’ cottages. The lighthouse had long since fallen into disrepair and been demolished, but the cottages were still strong. They were as smart as if still owned by Trinity House, freshly white-washed and painted. They and the outhouses had been built around a cobbled courtyard, and inside had been transformed into dormitories, single rooms, a laboratory and common room. There were a well-equipped kitchen and dining room, and on the first floor a staff flat. From the outside they looked unchanged. As he drove through the white wooden gates into the yard John heard the rhythmic pounding of the generator. There was no mains electricity on Gillibry. He wished that Elizabeth had waited for him to start it. It was an awkward and cumbersome machine and sometimes had to be cranked with a handle. He knew that she was frightened of the machine, had been even before she was pregnant, but she would never ask him to help her.

As soon as they arrived John went to the kitchen to find Elizabeth. The guests could take care of themselves. They always had the same rooms. Committee weekends followed the same pattern every year. Soon Doctor Derbyshire would open a bottle of Scotch in the common room, someone would put a light to the fire and they would wait for Elizabeth to ring the bell for supper.

Elizabeth was stirring a pan of soup over the Calor-Gas stove. She was three years older than him, but did not look it. Her hair was thick and black and long. She was slim still, in jeans and a sweater.

‘How do you feel?’ he asked.

She turned to him and pulled a face. ‘Lousy. I’ve been sick four times and I always seem to be tired.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m not. It’s supposed to be a sign that the hormones are working properly. You might have to give me a hand with breakfast tomorrow morning, though. I’m not sure that I’m up to frying bacon. Are they all settled in?’

‘I suppose so. George won’t be here until tomorrow morning, but he’s going to walk. It’s a shame. I wanted to have a go at cannon netting waders over the tide and he’s had a lot of experience. Charlie seemed very excited about something.’

‘Charlie’s always excited about something. Has Nick been behaving himself?’

‘Mm. So far. I think that Mark is a good influence on him. He’s not usually quite so obnoxious when Mark is around.’

‘What about Pam and Jerry?’

‘I’m not sure, but I think that Jerry might be coming to his senses. He doesn’t seem quite so zombie-like and admiring as usual.’

‘I do hope so. I like Jerry so very much.’

They did not need to discuss Miss Carson. Jasmine was always the same.

In the common room they had left the curtains open, but had lit tilly lamps. The generator would have provided them with electric light, but the tillies were a committee weekend tradition, an affectation, a nostalgia for the time when the observatory was being developed, before the generator had been installed. It was not cold but the driftwood fire added light and atmosphere. It was a comfortable room, with rugs, big armchairs and a lot of books. It should have been a relaxed, enjoyable time. Paul Derbyshire had opened a bottle of whisky. They all held a drink. Usually it was a period of quiet conversation – restrained, academic, about birds and ringing. But as the tide swept in on either side of the long room, so that it could have been a ship moving forward through water, the occupants seemed unable to pretend even to friendship, and there was a mounting sense of tension and irritation.

Pam Marshall wandered to a writing table, where the daily log of birdwatching activity was kept, and there was a card index of ringing totals and recoveries. She had changed, and was wearing a plum-coloured velvet skirt and a simple cream blouse, quite appropriate to the occasion. She would never have worn anything unsuitable, but no one else had changed and the different clothes added to the impression that she was ill at ease, trying for some reason to impress.

She flicked through the pages of the book, then said loudly: ‘This is really too bad. The log is nearly a week out of date. John should make more effort over things like this.’

Her petulance surprised the others. Usually she tried very hard to be charming.

‘Nothing to make a fuss about, surely,’ commented Jasmine Carson without looking up from the scientific journal she was reading with the aid of thick-glassed, heavy spectacles. ‘I’m sure that the day sheets in the ringing room will be made up. You could always transfer the figures to the log now if you wanted to.’

‘Oh, it’s not that important. I just like to see things properly done.’

Her voice was brittle. She looked at her watch. ‘I want to see Charlie. I don’t suppose I’ve time to go down to the Wendy House now.’

Jerry Packham answered with authority: ‘I shouldn’t bother Charlie if I were you. There’ll be time for that later.’

He looked embarrassed, as if surprised at his own ability to be forceful. Nick shot a significant, gossip-laden look towards Mark, but Mark did not respond. Nick seemed offended by this lack of response, and with a desire to give offence turned to Paul Derbyshire. With bad-tempered sarcasm he said: ‘You’ll be available to join the working party to mend the paddock heligoland trap, will you Doctor?’

He achieved his objective. The doctor began to mutter excuses about being very busy, and not being as young as he was. He was notoriously idle.

Nick interrupted brutally: ‘Don’t worry. I expect Jerry, Mark and I will manage. We usually do.’

Mark usually managed to disperse his friend’s aggression with a joke, a piece of clowning, but he seemed hardly to have heard. He seemed unaware that the others were looking at him, expecting him to work his magic, to form the committee into a friendly, cohesive group. He was small and squat with long arms and a squashed, undefined face, as if the features were moulded from plasticine. He stood abruptly, walked to a window and looked out to the lights on the shore. There was a general sense of disappointment and resentment, as if he had let them down. The silence was broken only by the sound of the tide and the hiss of tillies, then Jasmine Carson said:

‘John tells me that he would like to try cannon netting the waders over the tide. I haven’t heard a weather forecast. We’d have to be sure that the conditions are right. John has borrowed the equipment from the North Devon Ringing Group. He says that they have had considerable success, but I don’t know if it’s the right technique for us.’

‘For goodness’ sake,’ snapped Pamela. ‘We’ve got to try something new occasionally. If you had your way we’d still be shooting the bloody birds to identify them.’

Just then the bell rang for the meal. The noise was simultaneously a further jar to strained nerves and a release of tension. Deliberately slowly, they walked together into the dining room.

They sat together around one long table. John and Elizabeth ate with them. Usually at the observatory, meals were cheerful, functional affairs, but for committee weekends some effort was made to add a little style. There was a tablecloth on the big, Formica-topped table, with wine provided by Paul Derbyshire, and Elizabeth served the meal. (Schoolchildren were sent to the kitchen to collect their own plates.) Charlie had not arrived, but he was always un-punctual, and they started without him. John seemed not to notice the group’s uneasiness, and began to talk about cannon netting, trying to persuade everyone to join his enthusiasm.

‘We’d be crazy not to try it. We could double, treble, our wader catches in one day. The conditions here are ideal.’

‘Isn’t it dangerous?’ Jasmine Carson was still cautious. She seemed unmoved by Pamela Marshall’s outburst.

‘Not if it’s properly set up. I’ve had quite a lot of experience. We used cannon nets on the Wash when I was at college. I’ve got the right endorsement to my licence.’

Elizabeth was sitting next to Mark. She ate little, was less exuberantly involved in the conversation than usual. She seemed to be saving her strength, moving with economy. Usually she communicated with her hands and her eyes and a tremendous theatrical range of voice.

Mark smiled at her. ‘You’re very quiet,’ he said. ‘Are you all right?’

She was fond of Mark. She had known him since he was a schoolboy and was tempted for a moment to tell him her secret, but she nodded.

‘I’m fine. Just a bit tired.’

Charlie came in then. Nobody took very much notice of him. The conversation did not stop. He was wearing baggy trousers, a jersey with knitted patches on the elbows, and carpet slippers. Elizabeth got up quietly to fetch his soup. When she returned they had started to discuss the working party to mend the trap.

Doctor Derbyshire called across the table to Charlie: ‘It was generous of you to offer to buy the wire mesh. Most generous.’

The thanks were automatic. Charlie always did provide the extras which the modest membership fees could not cover.

But now he looked up, peered over his soup, and said earnestly: ‘I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. I should have thought about it before. It hardly seems worth bothering to mend the traps. You see, I’m going to sell the island.’

He continued, noisily, to eat his soup.






Chapter Two


THERE WAS NO SPONTANEOUS reaction. At first they were too shocked. Charlie seemed calm, unexcited. Perhaps he was playing one of his practical jokes. Then the silence became awkward, challenging. Charlie stopped eating and looked around, inviting response. Pamela Marshall gave a well-bred, high-pitched little laugh, but Jasmine spoke for them all.

‘I think, Charles, that you had better explain.’

The stern schoolmistress voice came at just the right moment. She looked across the table at him with a controlled ferocity which had been one of her favourite methods for maintaining discipline. He surrendered immediately to her authority, lowered his eyes, and when he spoke it was with a naughty child’s defensiveness.

‘It’s a very worthwhile cause,’ he said. ‘I saw it on the television when I was at my friend’s. A canal boat, which is a theatre too. It goes along the canal giving performances and the cast live on the barge. But the boat needs restoration, and the Arts Council have stopped giving them any money.’

He looked around the table. They were all staring at him: no one would help him out, no one would make the explanation easier. It was nearly high tide. The island was separated from the mainland. In the silence they could hear the waves breaking over the rocks and the slipway at the north end. He caught Jasmine’s eye and started again.

‘They seemed such nice people. I phoned them up and offered to help. They were so excited and grateful. They are very young. Then I realized that I didn’t have much money left. The film made most of the money and that was a long time ago. The books don’t seem to be selling so well lately . . . They said that I could live with them on the boat.’

‘Do I understand,’ said Jasmine Carson, ‘that you intend to sell the island to finance their hare-brained scheme? You are a foolish man, Charlie Todd.’

She could not have given a worse insult.

‘But what about the observatory?’ Nick demanded. He had lost the pose of petulant aggression. There seemed nothing to him without it. They had become so used to the act that now he was unrecognizable, without personality.

‘I thought,’ Charlie said hopefully, ‘that the trust might like to buy the observatory. At a realistic price, of course. I wouldn’t want to be greedy, but it costs rather a lot of money to restore a canal boat.’

‘My dear man.’ Paul Derbyshire’s voice was shrill with impatience and unhappiness. He was a small man, thin and nervous, and now his face was red, the colour of raw meat. ‘How could the trust purchase the observatory? It hasn’t the money to buy a roll of wire netting without your help.’

‘I could make it a condition of sale that you stay in the observatory,’ Charlie said. He felt that he was being extremely reasonable and looked with distaste and surprise at the angry, irritated faces. What a boring, unimaginative lot they were. His words seemed only to fuel the doctor’s impatience.

‘We’d never be able to survive here if we had to pay rent for the buildings. Even if the landowner allowed us to retain the use of the observatory the rent would be astronomical and we could not expect to have the same unrestricted access to the trapping area. Anything might happen here. Imagine a cafe at the north end, caravans in the paddock, an ice-cream van on the beach. And everywhere people.’

He hesitated, imagining the horrors of the invasion of Gillibry’s privacy. He tried to calm himself and said, as reasonably as he could: ‘My dear Charles, you must reconsider.’

But Charlie was stubborn. He was dreaming of life as a travelling player, moving from village to village along the canal. The observatory no longer had any relevance to him. It was as if it had never existed. With some attempt at dignity, but sounding like a child fighting over a long-discarded toy, he said: ‘It’s my island. I can do what I like with it.’

Elizabeth gathered the soup plates together. As she moved she became the focus of their attention. They ignored Charlie and watched her as if she was performing a dance or a mime. When she went into the kitchen they waited in silence for her return. There was too much to be said to Charlie and no one felt up to the task. Elizabeth returned, carrying a huge casserole containing the main meal. She always made an effort for committee weekends and they turned their attention gratefully to the food. She acknowledged their compliments with a smile as stylized as the ritual clearing of the plates, but Mark at least noticed that she had been crying. John abruptly left the table and did not return. They watched him go in astonishment. Still nothing was said.

John’s leaving, the empty place at the table, was a statement that things were not right with them, but the statement having been made, those remaining began to speak of other things. They were snapped out of shock as if by a slap on the face.

Nick worked as assistant manager in a shop, one of a chain owned by Charlie’s family. Threatened by the silence, he began to talk compulsively about the holiday trade, the foibles of the tourists, the problems of their imported staff.

‘But it’s been a good season,’ he said. ‘We’ve done very well.’ Then with a studied lightness: ‘Perhaps you should ask your family to fund the boat project, Charlie. They should be able to afford it this year.’

‘I thought of that,’ said Charlie simply, ‘but it didn’t work. They don’t like me, you see.’

Jerry Packham was sitting next to Pam Marshall at the table and they had been talking quietly together. Pam was involved in the politics of conservation, was ambitious. She was efficient and enjoyed the power over the use of land. She was a Devon Conservation Trust Committee member and was discussing with him the purchase of a reedbed on the outskirts of Gillicombe, for a reserve. She was fighting to get the purchase approved. He was sure that eventually it would be.

‘Perhaps you could persuade the Trust to buy the island,’ he said.

She shrugged. She had not appeared particularly distressed about the sale of the island. There were other places to go. It would be inconvenient. Perhaps it would be in her interest to form a protest group to save it, but she was not emotionally involved. Perhaps it would be in her interest for the sale to go through.

‘They couldn’t afford it,’ she said. ‘Besides, they’re very ambiguous about ringing.’

Jerry called across the table to Charlie. He still spoke quietly but they all heard him: ‘I need to see you some time this weekend about work. When would be best for you?’

‘Meet me early,’ Charlie said. ‘I like to see the tide coming in. I’ll be in the seawatching hide. I might see something good.’ He beamed at them, humouring them in their interest. ‘I’m writing a new story now. I’ll have it with me. I’ll bring some chocolate. We’ll have a picnic.’

It was like an invitation to a party and Jerry smiled his acceptance.

Elizabeth served coffee in the common room. Charlie had gone, but all the observatory residents were there. They were discussing Charlie, his state of mind, his finances, Gillibry and the observatory. They seemed almost to be enjoying the excitement, the pleasure of the gossip. Elizabeth did not join them. She had put the big kettle on the stove to heat the water for washing up and was sitting, waiting for it to boil, when Mark came into the kitchen. It was a large room, impossible to heat and difficult to clean, with a stone floor and dusty corners, but Elizabeth liked it. Mark was the only guest she allowed in, without making him feel an intruder.

‘I’ve come to help.’

She smiled at him gratefully. What a thoughtful boy he was. She threw him a clean tea-towel.

‘What are they all doing?’ she asked.

‘They’ve decided to postpone the committee meeting, since neither Charlie nor John has reappeared. I suppose that Charlie has forgotten all about it. Pamela says that she’s going for a walk, but she’s still in the common room now. Jerry didn’t offer to accompany her. I think she was a bit put out, but she could hardly change her mind then. The doctor is going through the accounts so that he can convince Charlie that it would be impossible for the Observatory Trust to buy a bag of nails, never mind an island. Jasmine is bringing the log up to date and Nick is staring at the fire and coming to terms with the fact that his world is about to come to an end.’

‘Isn’t that rather melodramatic?’

‘I don’t think so. Since his mum died it’s all he’s got.’

‘He’s never mentioned his mother.’

‘She died a couple of months ago. She wasn’t very old. She worked for the Todds too, as a sort of housekeeper in one of the hotels. His dad died not long before she did. Nick’s always had a chip on his shoulder, though. He was never popular at school. But he’s come out of himself a lot since he’s been on the observatory committee.’

‘Is that why you keep coming here? Because you feel sorry for him?’

‘It’s one of the reasons. He’s always been a good friend to me.’

They had finished washing up. Elizabeth wiped over the table top and hung up the cloth. She felt very tired. She wondered if she should look for John, but decided that she could not face his anger or his misery. She wanted to escape from the thought of the island sale with an easy book or some music. But first she must bring in more wood for the common-room fire. She felt a sting of resentment. While John was being sentimental out in the dark she was left with responsibility for the practicalities. Mark helped her to collect logs from the generator shed, and she opened the doors while he carried them through the building to the common room. When she first opened the common-room door she thought that no one was there. Then she saw Jerry and Pamela standing by the window. They were not talking but it was clear that they had been arguing. Pamela was dressed in outside clothes – she had changed again into trousers – and she was very angry. Mark murmured something about finding Nick and going to catch some waders. Elizabeth followed him out and thankfully escaped to the flat.

John knew that he should have stayed and stuck it out with Elizabeth, but if he had he would have caused a scene, and she would hate that. He had wanted to shout at them as they sat around the table, their faces long and sallow because of the strange, lemon light of the tillies.

‘What does it matter to you?’ he had wanted to say. ‘It’s only a weekend retreat for you, a hobby, a game. It’s our home, our livelihood. It was going to be the home of my child.’

His anger was directed as much at the other guests as at Charlie.

‘I’ve created this place,’ he had wanted to say. ‘I ring more birds here than the rest of you put together. It’s my sea-watching that’s made Gillibry famous. I don’t mind if you take the credit for that, but don’t pretend that you care more about the place than I do.’

Without thinking he began the walk that he made at least twice a day around the trapping area. It was dark, but he did not need a torch. The path was so familiar that the street lamps on the mainland provided all the light he needed. He walked quickly past the dining-room windows. No one saw him. They had finished eating. He did not notice Charlie’s distinctive white hair, and wondered if he had returned to the Wendy House. Poor Charlie, he thought, as he always did when he contemplated the older man’s awkwardness and loneliness. The instinctive reaction, such inappropriate sympathy, surprised then amused him, and his anger began to dissipate. He felt happier away from the claustrophobic tension of the dining room. The observatory and outbuildings were surrounded by a high whitewashed wall. He walked through the painted gates and he was out on the island. He followed the track to the stile over the drystone wall where the stonechats called in spring, and climbed into the paddock. Mushrooms grew there, skylark and meadow pipit bred there. He had seen his first long-eared owl in the paddock, and still remembered the bright orange eyes, the fine mottled plumage. There was no need to check the trap. It had been shut at dusk. But he walked through the big wire-netting cage as he did when he was trying to flush birds into the glass trapping box, and returned to the paddock through a netting door at the funnel end of the trap. The next heligoland had been built over a gully cut into a rock by a stream taking the shortest cut to sea level. He had caught an aquatic warbler in the gully trap. He had not known what it was until he had taken it from the box. Birdwatchers had come from all over the county to see that. The ground was boggy and the grass was long and coarse. In spring there were orchids. He stepped across the stream and climbed the steep bank on the other side. He was on the high area of the island which they called the Beacon. Further west, down the slope towards the sea, there was bramble and buckthorn, two more traps and a lot more memories. Here there was only dying bracken and a small cairn to mark the highest point on Gillibry.

‘Perhaps we should keep some sheep,’ he thought, ‘to keep the vegetation under control.’

Then he remembered again and his anger returned.
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