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In 1690 the French Fleet had won the Battle of Beach Head and held England in its grasp. Instead of pressing on and conquering an unprotected London, their Admiral stopped the pursuit and turned and visited Teignmouth, a small estuary town in England, County Devon on the River Teign. They ate cream scones and played boules on the Back Beach. A few days later they left with their tails between their legs, defeated not by military force but by lack of booze.  The good people of Teignmouth had smuggled their whole store of brandy and claret off their ships and hidden it. Centuries later their descendants were still masters of the old West Country art of smuggling without menaces.  But a very small privileged few of them also were masters at keeping hidden a world-shattering secret which their forefathers had also smuggled off the French flag ship. This had lain hidden by them for three centuries; an ancient secret of such importance that the French Admiral burnt the town down in an angry attempt to find it. Why did the French admiral turn away from defeating England and reinstating King James Stuart on the royal throne to visit a small unimportant provincial English West Country town? What was lost from his ship that caused him to nearly destroy the town? 

Well, what it was will change the world forever. 

Now a descendant of the French admiral is about to discover and reveal that secret...and she must be stopped at all costs.
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To all the ‘buoys’ who have allowed me to tell their story so that the world may know what life was like before: ‘you cannay say that these days’. May your Footsteps on the Teign never die out.

Thanks to those great people who care for and support all those who need a little bit of help; especially to the families, children, and supporters of AIMS.  www.aimsfamilies.org

‘Not everyone can do great things but everyone can do small things with great love’   Mother Theresa

To all the good people who are acting in this story. Crazy or not, and by God there are a lot of crazies in this epic, you make the world a better place to live in. 

Thanks to everyone in the shops, restaurants and particularly the ale and cider houses who contributed both financially and in good spirit to the book and the charity treasure hunt. 

And always, beaucoup de bisous to Françoise our own Frog on the Teign xx

Big thanks to Steve of CASK SHANTY DUO for his cracking song FROGS ON THE TEIGN 

To Clare for the beautiful cover www.clarejenkinson.co.uk

To Charlie, the umpteenth Earl of Devon for being such a good sport and for offering his home to help our children in need.

Come to beautiful Devon any day to meet the crazy cast, sing ‘Frogs on the Teign’ with Steve and his Cask Shanty Duo at the various festivals and carnivals and in the treasure hunt pubs.

www.teignseashantyfestival.co.uk

www.teignmouthfolk.co.uk

www.teignmouthcarnival.co.uk
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CHAPTER ONE
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The old man knew he was dying.  So did the lady sitting holding his hand by his bed. She had seen the death mask come and go many times. The old man looked up through tired darkening eyes and smiled. Françoise wondered if he was remembering his youth. Many of her patients had clearly reverted back to their childhood as they were dying as they brought back memories in their ramblings of long-lost parents, brothers, sisters and friends and always in childhood. The old man smiled again, coughed violently and fell back exhausted again into his bed. Françoise wiped his mouth with a tissue and spoke gently. ‘Would you like a glass of water Albert?’  

The old man looked kindly at her and grabbed her hand. He whispered with a voice hoarse from months of coughing from the illness which had been slowly killing him. ‘No thank you my dearie. Us could murder a pint of zider though.’ 

Françoise laughed and said, ‘I bet you would, you old devil you.’ And she grabbed his hand more firmly. She had grown to like this man so much. He made her laugh with his tales of his and his friends’ past exploits as they had rampaged across the West Country and this quaint estuary town in particular, smuggling, drinking, fighting and mainly laughing. She had moved here among them all some years before when she’d travelled with her English husband from her home in Brittany, France to take up a nursing career. It had taken time for the particularly close knit and sometimes xenophobic reprobates in the town to come to the conclusion that she wasn’t a French spy, tax inspector or customs officer. But now she had ‘grockle clearance’ by the MI5 officers in Devon’s GCHQ, which masqueraded as The Teign Brewery public house, she was accepted as one of their own. Well, not completely, no one who was an incomer could ever be completely ‘cleared’. And she was French of course. But now she was comforting one last time one of famous characters of the area and he was about to reveal something to her which would change her life and maybe those around her forever.

‘Come closer maid. I wan tell ee summat.’ The old man struggled to talk now and his voice was getting softer and distant.  Françoise moved closer still tightly holding his grizzled and wrinkled hand. She moved her head closer to the man. He sighed deeply and took a breath, waiting to speak, as if he was hoping he would have enough breath in his failing lungs to say what he wished. He finally spoke in his broad Devon accent. ‘You are a good maid my dearie. I thanks you for all you’ve done for this owld pirate. I don’t deserve it you know that don’t you?’  And he smiled again. Françoise just nodded and stroked his hand.  He took another breath and continued. ‘Us be dying now. I’ve lived long enough. It’s time to let some other work and keep family going. Lazy wassels these days.’ 

Françoise smiled at him. She knew he was the patriarch of a broad family. He hadn’t worked the mines, docks or the fishing boats for some years and he’d been housebound for many months. His body was worn out by the physical hardships of shovelling day and night on the docks and hauling nets and pots in the stormy English Channel winters and summers. But he was still the boss to his family and to many in the town.

The old man coughed, not as violently as before, and lay back exhausted again. With another minute’s rest he turned back to Françoise. ‘You are a good friend to us here maid. You deserve to be one of us. It’s bloody strange that I tells this to a French maid, after what you French devils brought here all those years ago. But in some ways its right that you know and that you decide what to do with it. The world has changed from when I was a lad and maybe he can cope with knowing what we’ve kept from he for so long.  Us be tired maid, tired in my bones and tired of keeping the secret. I wants you to be...’ and he began coughing violently, with blood coming out of his mouth. Françoise held his thin, shrunken body close to her and wiped the blood. Worryingly it didn’t stop until he laid back again exhausted, eyes glazed.  The dying man tried to speak but Françoise hushed him and wiped his brow. ‘Shush, mon ami, Shush.’ She knew it would not be long now. He lay back silent except for the wheeze from chest. She sat down and waited. She had phoned his son up one hour before but he had been up country and was driving down fast. His daughter was tied up at a care home and her call hadn’t been able to get through.  She hoped that someone would come before it ended. 

Suddenly the man’s eyes opened and he took a deep breath. He exclaimed in a hushed voice. ‘Are you there, maid?’ 

Françoise whispered, ‘I’m here cheri. Just lay still, your family will be here soon.’

With great effort the man turned his body. She could see in his eyes that the pain of it was almost too much. He laid the side of his head on the pillow and looked at Françoise, his eyes fading fast. He gently spoke through pursed and cracked lips. ‘Maid, find the treasure...,’ and he fell back again. With some effort he began again, ‘the Cornish..., but failed to finish in his weakness. She just could hear his through his gasps. He tightened his grip and pulled with what strength he had left, trying to get her nearer, he whispered, ‘Charlie will tell...Chalice.’  His head fell backwards and he lay flat. He breathed intermittently in bursts and then exhaled slowly and his chest lay still. A dark shadow of a cross came across his brow. And he passed from this world.
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CHAPTER TWO
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‘The old man has finally died.’

‘Was anyone with him at the end? asked the man on the end of the mobile phone.

‘Yes. A nurse: She was alone with him. There was no one else we could see boss.’ The man on the other end of the line answered. He looked around to check if there was anyone listening. All he could see were yachts bobbing in the Teign estuary and an empty beach. It was just dawn on a beautiful summer’s day in Devon the morning after Albert’s death.

‘Do we know if he told her anything about the secret?’ the boss asked.

‘The recording from the bug in Albert’s room is a bit hazy boss. Not sure if the signal works that well down here. But I fear from what we analysed he seems to have been telling her something about it. His last word mentioned the Cornish, we could pick that out and also Charlie, but the rest is unclear. Its gobble de gook to us boss.’

‘Merde,’ the boss exclaimed and went silent. This is bad news, he thought, another possible leak and someone to monitor and if necessary, get rid of. He held the phone and sighed again, ‘Merde.’

‘Are you there boss?’ 

The boss put the phone to his mouth and whispered, ‘Yes I’m here. I want you to watch her and follow her. We need to know if she talks to anyone. We may have to bug her place too. Phone me each day. Change phones regularly as usual and be careful no one notices you following her. A bientôt.’ And he finished the call abruptly. 

The man in Teignmouth put his mobile into his pocket and looked over the estuary towards Shaldon village. What a rude man. Bloody French, typical, he thought. What the hell was this secret he was so bothered about? He shrugged his shoulders and knew it wasn’t his position to know that only to take action if asked. It’s what he did, watch, monitor and take orders. To kill if necessary; it’s what he was trained for and he was very good at it. He walked back to his camper van parked on The Point car park.

The Frenchman sat on his apartment balcony. He took a drink of his Espresso and thought deeply about this latest setback and the heavy responsibility he had carried for too many years now. As he was thinking he looked across at the magnificent Château de Saint-Germain-en–Laye and the ancient parish church next to it. There lay his problem. If the Catholic English King James and the French had won the attempt to regain the throne and replace the Protestant King Billy after the Glorious Revolution then that French fleet would never have sailed into that English town. And he now might not have to eliminate a perfectly innocent fellow lady citizen. ‘Merde,’ he whispered again and he reflected on the historical web of revolution, secrecy, religion and power that had been spun around him and entrapped him.

The château was indeed magnificent but had not been good enough for The Sun King, Louis IV, and he left it to go to more glorious and expansive Versailles. He left the Saint-Germain château to the deposed English King James II in 1688. His bowels remain in the parish church, a constant reminder to the man on the balcony of the lost secret. He cursed those Scottish Jacobites who lived there for years until The Revolution and caused so many problems trying to put their Divine King on the English throne. All the latest stories about the Stuarts having a direct blood line to Jesus Christ did was alert the non- cognoscenti to seek the secret that he had been holding for two centuries.

He knew all about the current revelations and investigations in the theory that Jesus Christ did not die on the cross and that Mary Magdalene carried his child across the Mediterranean and eventually to England. He had read the ‘Holy Blood and The Holy Grail’ and watched ‘The Da Vinci Code’ movie and their conclusions that a secret society The Prieuré de Sion (Priory of Sion) formed many, many years ago in 1099 in Jerusalem, by Godfrey of Bouillon and the Knights Templar protected the secrets of the Sang Graal. The Sang Graal, the Holy Grail, and the Priory’s purpose was to act as guardian to Jesus and Mary Magdalene's sacred bloodline. 

He also knew that the secret Priory was formed to return the French Merovingian royal dynasty to power; this dynasty was directly descended from the offspring of Jesus and the Magdalene and some had shown that the Royal Scottish line of the Stuarts was the current direct descendent; hence their ‘Divine’ Right of Kings.  

Its leaders or Grand Masters included the likes of Isaac Newton, Victor Hugo and Leonardo da Vinci; the dynasty was protected by the Knights Templar, the Masons, the Cathars, the Rosicrucians; you name it, some secret society protected it. The Catholic Church had tried for centuries to prevent the secret blood line coming to light mainly in order to retain the absolute belief of a line of spiritual dynastical Bishops of Rome, Popes. They had maintained this Papal dynasty for nearly two thousand years, instead of the legitimate hereditary succession through the Stuart line in Britain that began with Mary Magdalene.

He knew all about the discovery of a world changing secret by a Catholic priest, so important that the French royalty and the Vatican supposedly paid him millions of dollars in today’s money, never to reveal what he had discovered. What he had discovered in the church in Rennes le Château, Languedoc, France and deep inside the Cathars’ protective territory, was thought to be absolute proof of the facts of the Holy Bloodline; hence the Church and State trying to prevent it coming to light.  

In 1891 Father François Bérenger Saunière when he was renovating the church discovered something that would change the world. He became a millionaire overnight and famous about town in Parisian society. The secret was so destructive to society that he was refused absolution on his death bed by an ordained priest; a secret which was now thought to be buried in the catacombs of the Vatican.

The man sitting drinking Espresso coffee in Saint-Germain-en-Laye knew exactly what that secret was and he knew that a copy of the secret parchment had been made centuries before Saunière found it in Rennes le Château. The original had been taken by the Knights Templars to a secret location over the water from France somewhere and lost in history. Why did he know this? Well it was simple. He was Saunière’s illegitimate great grandson - and he had the copy of the original.  

And he also knew where the original parchment was lost...

It was stolen in 1690 from the flagship of the French fleet that was the last foreign enemy to invade England. Someone in the small estuary town in Devon knew where it was now and they were sworn to protect it. Now it seemed a French woman may well find and, dangerously for his shadowy organisation and certainly for her, she may reveal it.  And that could never happen... 

At the same time, three thousand kilometres away, a man was also worried that someone may find this secret. He knew that for two centuries the Russians had tried to prevent the unification of Europe, either as a Holy Roman Empire or an enlarged European Community. His successors had used all their powers to prevent this through espionage, intelligence, war, nuclear threats, oil and gas disruption and now cyber warfare and political disruption. They had been particularly successful with preventing Britain joining the EEC in the fifties and sixties, De Gaulle an unlikely ally, and those actions stopped the secret plans to unify France and Britain under one crown – the ultimate threat as it would inevitably lead to the rise of the new European Empire and a military and economic alliance to rival the USSR. And lately they had been extremely successful in their infiltration and manipulation of the British right of centre political parties and the media with their Brexit misinformation and cyber implantations. He knew that this Brexit process must not be stopped and that Europe must break up. The only thing that could stop it was this damned secret that might now be found. If this long-hidden secret is found, who knows, what might happen to his carefully thought-out strategy? A knock came on his door. He told the person to enter. The man in uniform opened the door and spoke. ‘Mr President, I have the President of the United Sates on the secure line. It seems he is concerned over events in Devon, England.’
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‘Ee be dead now of course.’

Françoise was standing in The Teign Brewery with a pint of beer talking to Charlie and a few other old friends of Albert. She had just said goodbye to Albert at a nice send off at Torquay crematorium and they had retired to the iconic Teignmouth pub for a final drink after the family goodbye wake at Teignmouth Rugby club. She had remained silent about his death bed confession and was still quite in shock at what he had tried to reveal to her. What secret that would change their whole world? How and why had they kept it so quiet for three centuries? What on earth had he meant about Cornwall and who was Charlie? She talked to her husband who worked as a marine engineer for a local contracting company, but he had just said the old man was delirious, let it drop. The thing was she couldn’t. She was intrigued that her own Gallic past was catching up with her. 

Three years ago she had heard briefly from her great Aunt in France that she was now living in the town where her long lost great, great, great and probably even greater grandpapa had actually set foot. He was the Compte Anne Hilarion de Tourville and he had commanded the fleet of ships that were victorious against William of Orange’s joint Dutch and English fleet at the battle of Beachy Head. The French instead of pursuing the enemy decided they’d enjoy the sun and beaches of Devon and Cornwall and sailed to the West Country instead. It must have been summer as the French have always taken the whole of August off, nothing much had changed in 1690. 

After a nice few days in Cornwall, sampling the pasties and the warm hospitality of their fellow French, the Cornish Bretons, they decided to go to Torbay and then after another day they sailed up Labrador Bay and began to rape and pillage Teignmouth, just as they’d done before in 1340. Teignmouth was becoming like Juan les Pins to the French, a great holiday destination, but sadly without Brigitte Bardot on the Back Beach. 

Françoise had spoken with her grandmother who lived in Rennes in Brittany about her family’s involvement in the last English invasion. She had been very circumspect and said that it had been passed down the years through the family that the invasion had not achieved what it was planned to do. Their old relative had lost something in Teignmouth which could have changed the course of French and English history and maybe the world. She told Françoise that only her old Auntie knew more.  She was now living near the worst place on earth for Bretons – Paris, so, no one talked to her now.

Françoise was no wiser but very intrigued that it was quite possible that Albert’s death bed revelation may not have been the hallucinogenic result of years of drinking scrumpy zider’ (cider to normal people) but be true. Maybe, there was a mystery and a lost secret. She decided to keep quiet to her husband and all others in the town and see if she could find out more. Then she would take a trip to Paris and talk with her great Aunt, whom she knew liked her a lot. She would put up with the rude Parisian waiters and the hell of the Boulevard Périphérique, the worst road in the world, and she would hopefully learn more about the French mystery. 

Now she was talking with Charlie as he was one of Albert’s old colleagues on the old Quay and the docks. Maybe he was the Charlie he had mentioned. She decided to find out. Charlie was talking about a funeral that had taken place some years ago of a real well-loved character in the town, Schutz the German. The fact that he was ‘dead now’ wasn’t the point he was making. What he was alluding to was that the free and smuggled booze they all drank habitually when they worked the Quay was sometimes not of the correct quality. And the fact that Schultzie could drink more than most and actually liked the 100% proof illegal distilled spirit that some captains brought in, may have helped the mercurial man on his way to the Reichstag in the sky. 

Indeed, Charlie was reminiscing about a certain bottle of spirit that no one, even the most hardened drinkers on the Quay could drink. It had been given to them by some Rumanian captain who drank half another bottle himself. Everyone took one smell and taste and nearly collapsed. It was a zillion percent proof and smelt of turpentine.  This morning as usual Schultz had arrived in time for their breakfast livener at 6.00 am after his early morning visit to Brixham harbour. ‘Is there anything in your locker Charlie?’ Schultz enquired, as he did most mornings. The dockers’ lockers those days, long before the new company took over, and when health and safety regulations were shall we say a little less invasive, contained not clothes or things pertaining to work. They just contained booze that had been given to them by the ships captain’s or the shipping agents; a vital stimulant to get them through a day man hauling and shovelling large cargoes on and off the ships, but it was of course duty free and eagerly sought in periodic raids by Her Majesty’s Customs and Excise. 

‘I’ve none today buoy,’ answered Charlie, much to the disappointment of our Teutonic early riser. Shultz looked dolefully at Charlie and Charlie took pity. A kind and thoughtful man that he was, he offered Schultz a way out of his thirst and a decent liquid breakfast. ‘There is the bottle under the sink Schultzie. You could try a drop out of that.’ And indeed, the lovely man did, and drank the whole bottle, with seemingly little effect. Hence Charlie’s laconic end to the tale. ‘Of course, he be dead now though.’

The captain had given them, as was the custom then, several bottles as a favour (bribe) and then a thank you for moving the cargo quick. The Quay boys could make or break a captain and the sailors knew it. The reward for getting their ship either unloaded or loaded was always booze or cigarettes. Some which was just for drinking with the captain or for sharing with the team. Other was smuggled through the Quay and into the town. Another ancient Devon tradition the ‘buoys’ were keeping strong.

‘Was there much stuff you couldn’t drink Charlie?’ Françoise asked, still smiling at the last story about iron stomached Prussian.

‘Not a lot. We did get some queer brews though. Captain Jim loved bringing in his stuff. One day he gives us a huge bottle of wine shaped like a brandy bottle but it was about two-foot-wide at the bottom and three foot high. He be wrapped in that raffia type stuff, just like the Chianti bottles that came out in the seventies. Me and Kev drinks he on the day of the Teignmouth carnival. He be horrible but he got supped.’ Charlie smiled and then drank another slurp of his lager.

‘You must have been pissed you old bugger,’ asked Françoise rhetorically.

‘Aye we were maid. When we leaves the quay, we were staggering and bumped straight into the Temperance Society float. The float was pulled by a large horse. Those days all the floats had booze on them and everyone was pissed. I jumps on the float and asks the maid in the hat if she had a spare bottle. ‘It’s the Devil’s brew my son,’ says she to me and I realises, and thinks oops wrong wassel, and I jumps off.’

Françoise chuckled, ‘Bet they were shocked?’ 

Charlie replied, ‘No me booty, they prays for me as I jumped. The horse neighed and stamped a bit as I think I’d frightened he and the religious maids looked scared. So, I grabs the horse’s bridle and pulls its head down and I blows up its nose, making Indian sounds. The ladies looked even more scared and leader shouted down, ‘What are you doing? You silly man!’ I shouts back, ‘it’s an old Apache Indian trick, seen it in a John Wayne movie. Don’t be feared maid’, and the horse stopped. God knows why, I’d never held a horse before. The float moved on with the ladies crossing themselves. I fell over pissed.’

He laughed and then, when he’d recovered, he concluded the horse whispering tale. ‘When I’d calmed the savage beast, Kev’s wife and family arrives to go to the carnival and he just says hello through his laughter. He was laughing so much and was so pissed that he staggered backward and over a wall into a six-foot ditch they were digging for a new pipe. His wife just looks at him unconscious in the ditch. She shakes her head, gathered the kids around her skirt and they looks at daddy lying comatose in the muddy ditch and she says to them, ‘Say goodnight to your dad, he won’t be home before you are in bed.’

Charlie took another drink and Françoise laughed and said, ‘Yes, I heard the carnival was a riot in those days. It’s a lot more civilised now that Sarah and the folks organise it.’

‘He sounds some character that Captain Jim. What nationality was he Charlie?’

‘No idea. Maybe Portuguese I think, we got them all in, French, German, Dutch, and Portuguese. The Russians came in numbers after Gorbachev and his perestroika and glasnost. We had boats from Asian and African crews too; loads of stories and many, many characters. They were happy days then. Mind you Captain Jim’s parrot took some beating.’

‘His parrot? Sounds like it was a pirate ship Charlie?’ Françoise asked.

‘No maid, it wasn’t Long John Silver’s parrot Captain Flint, but that bloody bird caused mayhem. When us were in the holds of any ship, the captain would shout down sometimes encouragement and sometimes instructions and us’d shout up to ask for lifting strops or something to be lowered. First time on Captain Jim’s I be hearing him shouting down, ‘you buoys ok there?’ We shouts back, ‘Aye Captain’ I shouts up, ‘do you want us to move the bags to port side?’ and there be no answer. We thinks ignorant bugger. Then a few minutes later, ‘All Hands on Deck!’ So, we climbs out and stands there to see no sign of Captain Jim. Again, we just thinks typical foreigner, no bloody manners and back down the ladders we’d go. Sometime later we hears his voice again, ‘You buoys ok?’ Us shouts back, ‘Aye aye sir’ and again no answer. This went on for our entire shift until we finished and Captain Jim was waiting with a bottle for us all to share with him. His parrot was sat on his shoulder. He opened the bottle and the bird said, mimicking his voice exactly, ‘bottoms up!’ The bloody bird had been talking all the time.’

He chuckled away and Françoise giggled. He continued. ‘We let other gangs work his boat sometimes just to laugh like hell in The Quay Pub at elevenses listening to them saying what a rude and ignorant captain he was! Mind you maybe the parrot compensated him in conversation because he always brought his deaf and dumb son with him: Poor lad.  He probably talked a lot to his parrot because of his dumb son. It talked back to him I guesses. That bloody bird picked his accent and words up magically. We should have shot the bugger!’ 

‘To Shultzie!’ a shout went up in the bar and they all raised their glasses in toast of the iconic German who was taken before his time. Without doubt he’d been a well loved and influential character in the town. And his funeral had seen him driven on a horse drawn carriage through the town. Not a thing for anyone who wasn’t respected and loved.

‘How did he get here Charlie? I thought I was the only foreigner here?’ said Cockney Jim, who was drinking next to Charlie and Françoise.

‘Hell, no buoy,’ said Dawn from behind the bar, ‘you are just from up country, just a grockle. Schultzie was German, a real foreigner.’

‘Well, his name was actually Polish but he came from Flensburg. He always said he was a Danish white Viking. He just arrived one day off a ship, walked down the gangplank and never went back. The ship left and he stayed,’ explained Charlie. He continued, ‘He was some man that buoy. If the Germans ever won a football match or Schumacher an F1 race he’d smash open the pub door and scream at us all joyously, ‘you bloody English. We beat you again’. He’d get annoyed when the whole pub would chant ‘two world wars and one world cup!’ If anyone wanted to challenge him, he’d tell them all ‘to shut up or they’d get a ‘smack in the mouse’.

‘One of the hardest men and best workers we had down the quay Françoise,’ interjected Marty, the now retired leader of the old Quay dockers. ‘One day he had his whole thumb squashed flat by a crane grabber in the cargo hold. He worked through his shift and we got the ship turned around. We took him to hospital and he took his thumb with him. He be so squashed they couldn’t fix it on. The maid on reception fainted when he showed her. He used to keep the thumb in his pocket and show everyone. He be turned green and mouldy eventually and the thumb shocked many a maid in the bars when he pulled he out. That’s some man. The captain that day was so pleased even if we had chopped Schultzie’s thumb off that he gave me a case of vodka too.’ 

‘Aye you old bugger, we saw none of it!’ said Appsy standing at the bar. 

‘He went into the kitty buoy; all for one and one for all,’ Marty said, with a mischievous glint in his eye swallowing another gulp from his beer. Marty had controlled all the jobs and the rewards on the Quay. He had managed hide the spoils mostly from the constant vigilance and raids of the customs and excise men on the Quay and on the workers houses in the town; the grand master at the noble art of attaining and concealing contraband which his antecedents had been perfecting since the French invasion.  

‘Remember that bloody Captain Sex and his donkey and monkey caused us some environmental grief. The Colorado beetles were the next buggers to cause mayhem,’ interjected Marty. 

Françoise was listening and enjoying the nostalgia. But she was no farther forward in finding out if Charlie was one of the secret society or even who the Charlie she should be trying to talk with.  She looked around and smiled at her fellow customers in the bar. The bar in ‘The Teign’ was like the Follies Bergere without the tarts. A wheeling mass of unforgettable Harlequinesque characters dancing with the Devil in haze of cider, beer and cigarette smoke from the back garden, smelling not unlike the Gauloise she had once loved to smoke at the Follies herself - a madhouse of course. But then again it always was.  

She had been in town for some years now and been accepted and surprisingly, given her incomer background; it had not been too much of struggle. Being French of course didn’t help, but mainly what helped her immensely was that her husband was known; he was a ‘local buoy’ who had come home after seeing the light. So, her vetting by the MI5 members, masquerading as the patrons of The Teign, was pretty straightforward. In fact it only took a few visits for her to be accepted. This was simple really, she soon understood. It was purely because Rollo, the pub’s huge Staffordshire bull terrier had taken a fancy to her. The crafty canine was a master at vetting strangers who come into the bar.  He had a nose for policemen, taxmen or welfare benefit inspectors. Tony the now retired welfare inspector still had the scars to this day of his leg being gnawed on his first visit. 

Many, many years ago in the old days before the new companies took over and the buoys were working and when the docks, or the quay was affectionately called ‘The Quay’, it was not like now a professional, modern efficient enterprise of the highest management and HSE standards. Now the old customs and behaviours of the past, and the buoys are long gone. Those days Rollo’s granddad was the crème de la crème of customs and revenue men sniffers.  The present-day Rollo, nearly blind, slept most of the time on the quaint old-world wooden benches that are the bar seats only leaving his slumbers to sniff at new visitors and then bark loudly and aggressively at any that might be suspicious.  He was remarkably accurate in his vetting!

Françoise looked around at the clientele. At the far end of the bar was someone like a wizard. The only difference was this ancient mystic loved to drink Diesel/Natch, not the stuff that powered the cranes on the nearby docks, but real, potent scrumpy cider.  This should not be surprising because any genuine wizard or druid would surely sup cider? You could not imagine Merlin drinking a chilled glass of Chablis or a Two Drifters Black sails rum and ginger. 

As Françoise looked over at the great man, she wondered given his mystical status in the bar, maybe he was the holder of the esoteric secret. Of course, she thought as she remembered the dying man’s last words, ‘chalice’; maybe it was an alchemist’s cup?  Could this be the special man to talk to? It made sense; Gandalf could hide it forever in the paradise of Rivendell, guarded maybe by Rollo’s offspring. The fruit of Rollo’s overactive loins would, like Cerberus the multi headed hound that guarded the gates of Hell, guard the French ship’s secret forever.

She was just thinking of ordering a beer when Dave the Painter got quite agitated and in his loud voice he was remonstrating with someone about their lack of appreciation of his love everything artistic, especially post-modernist work. 

‘Heh man! You have no idea about art. You are philistine man. Carl Andre’s a genius man!’

His protagonist, and latter-day Goliath to King David the painter, just looked up from his stool at the tall, flowing locks Essex man and throw back to the swinging eighties. Goliath quietly appraised the cultural significance of great artistic talent and then through pursed lips he made his judgement to the whole bar - ‘Art is shite.’

Dave went into apoplexy and hurled expletives and words of artistic historical significance at his Philistine opponent. Françoise chuckled as she listened; well she couldn’t help hear, as even the good customers of The Blue Anchor public house up the road could hear Dave when he was in full flow.  He fired a few more sling shots at Goliath and then shaking his locks, still shouting out loud, he looked around for support from the good patrons of The Teign. Disgusted and distraught at the lack of anyone in bar’s interest in the world of art and into the post-modernist movement, he retired from the debating society. He dragged Bournville his lovely chocolate Labrador hound with him to the beer garden at the back of the pub. He joined the other members of the Teignmouth Botanical Society in smoking his roll your own Rizla and Golden Virginia and discussing the cultivation of exotic plants.

As Françoise watched the hound following his master to the meeting room for The Society for the Advancement of Botanical Science, or TABS, for short, she wondered if she should join this esteemed society.  She knew it held its meetings daily in the tropical gardens of the back of The Teign. After all, maybe one of the professors of Pharmacognosy in the learned society may be able to shed some light on the mystery she sought to solve. Then she heard Painter Dave shouting again about the wonder of art, particularly sheep pickled in formaldehyde, and thought maybe she’d give the tropical garden and its fragrant aromas a miss.

She turned to Charlie and asked him if he’d ever been interested in exotic plants and the study of therapeutic substances that came from them. 

‘Not really Maid, I just liked beer and making money. Isn’t that so Marty?’ 

Marty looked over and asked what he’d said and would he repeat himself. In his older age Marty suffered the deafness induced by the loud noises of his past work. 

‘Us were greedy bastards weren’t we buoy!’ Charlie shouted over the mayhem.

‘Oh arh, us certainly were Charlie. We’d worked our way up from waiting in line for work and scrabbling for the odd few hours day work to finally we were the top gang on all ships. It was the way of quay those days always the survival of the fittest, maid. The new starters and young’ uns had to wait for work we’d give them. Us took the cream of the boats and cargoes first. Aye, we were greedy bastards. Mind you we worked like hell, shovelling day and night to get the boats out. No one could beat us. Charlie was the best:  a beast. He could shovel more shit than any of us.’

Charlie looked up took a drink and said, ‘I was like the kids in the movie ‘Patton’, with George C Scott, when he faced a bunch of recruits back home in America before they were sent to France to fight and he said, ‘Would you be like to be remembered as the kid who stayed at home and shovelled shit in Louisiana or a hero who fought and died for his country’. I was that man shovelling shit!’ 

Marty laughed. ‘You shovelled some shit that Christmas Eve when Schultzie helped you.’ All in the know chuckled away again, knowing the Charlie would have to reply and tell yet another old Quay tale.

‘Yes matey, I did. Its early Christmas Eve morning and we has to get this boat out so we can go on the piss. I needs Kev with me but he has been drinking since six along with Marty with the boat’s Captain. Marty is on the hatch directing Colin with the crane, who was also pissed. Marty gets a fit of the giggles and then keels over unconscious on the deck. Kev’s head is so messed with drink he says he’s off home. I’m left on me own. No one to shovel with so I gets stuck in. We has to get the ship out afore I can get home. Matey heads to the Quay Pub and asks for help. Schultzie is in pub already from the night shift on the trawler but when he hears about our plight he volunteers to come down and help. Me and Schultzie worked all bloody day to get the ship out whilst the buoys are in the pub or unconscious. We never gets to the pub till ten at night. Everyone is mortal! My first Christmas Eve lost, for God’s sake. But I’ll never forget Schultzie for that. Hard, hard man but what a shoveller!’ 

All who were listening laughed. Françoise curious to know how the whole thing worked asked, ‘If both of you and Marty were so good then the management must have thought a lot of you?’

‘Dear God, maid, the management just sat up in their central heated offices in their short sleeved white shirts looking down at us grafting away in the sleet and howling gales coming up The Teign valley. They never moved out. And when they did, Dangerous Dick the Destroyer came down and watched us shovelling and just said, ‘I love to hear the swish of shovels in the morning.’

Everyone laughed again at Charlie stark description of leadership in the old days ‘Patton’ and ‘Apocalypse Now’ style. ‘So, maid, we were too busy earning money and shovelling to bother about plants. Mind you we did manage to make a bob one day out of plants but it wasn’t what we expected.’

Marty chuckled, and shouted across, ‘Aye, but not what we wanted eh Charlie?’ and he strolled over, his short very wide powerful body moving a few bodies at the bar aside. Françoise noticed his solid gold neck chains and gold Krugerrand rings glittering in the bright bar lights. She mused that Marty had indeed been ‘the man’, and made some money from hard work on the quay and maybe possibly also from extracurricular activities. She chuckled to no one but herself when she remembered travelling through the Tyne Tunnel most days when she had taken a nursing training course in Newcastle. She had noticed every time she went through the tunnel twice a day certain hands would come out of the toll booth with everyone of them containing huge gold rings and bracelets on to take her cash toll money. She spoke to a fellow nurse on the course who was a local Geordie lady. ‘These toll guys must make have a huge salary Mary? I wouldn’t mind their job.’ 

‘Everyone wants their job pet, ‘she said, ‘it’s a bloody goldmine; salary’s shite mind, only about five grand a year. But somehow they can afford the whole of De Beer’s output in Kruggerands.’

‘That’s a puzzle then Mary?’ said a very naive Françoise. 

‘Uhm pet, you are French, I guess. You must think outside the box sometimes. I guess you never pay by card or cheques do you when you use the tunnel?’

‘No Mary I don’t. Always cash...oh!’ and suddenly she was educated to the inventive ways of the British working man to earn a ‘bob or two.’  

Marty sidled up to Charlie and said, ‘That was the summer when Teignmouth won the Britain in Bloom competition. We Quay buoys did all that. Proud of that weren’t we.’ 

‘Proud! We should have been keel hauled for the cock-up man,’ Charlie answered, looking distressed. ‘That secure store that KP had hired out to outsiders should have been a goldmine. Us were told it was full of food or booze. It was below my carpenter’s shed, The Carpenters Arms, where there was a hidden small trapdoor between the joists. The only one who could fit through was Peter, Jackie’s dad. We lowers him down through the roof on a rope tied to his legs.  He keeps handing us back up sacks of what us thought were full of spring onions or oranges and some were cardboard boxes which us hoped might have cigarettes in. After a few hours of bloody hard work, us had emptied enough of the store and managed to get the boxes stacked ready to take off the Quay. I fits the hatch cover back and us takes the haul back up to the house in Kingsway. We shared a bottle from Marty’s cases of vodka he’d been given off the Captain of a clay boat and opened the boxes. For Christ’s sake all they contains is hundreds of bloody daffodil bulbs and other flowers and then the bloody boxes were full of Radon’ the soap powder.’ 

Charlie just stared at Françoise and Marty who were chuckling away and he finished. ‘It wasn’t bloody funny at the time. Anyway, that’s the summer Teignmouth looked bootiful in bloom and the nappies were cleanest ever seen on the washing lines in Kingsway.’

Marty grabbed Françoise’s arm with his strong gnarled hand. ‘The next lot that KP rented out, Peter tried to get some of that as well. When he opened the containers, they were full of bird’s nesting boxes!’ He laughed out loud, ‘Every council house in Kingsway had a full bloody aviary of birds nesting that spring.’

Françoise smiled again, took a drink and asked another naive question. ‘Did you manage to get anything as a thank you but booze for all your hard work?’

‘Bloody hell maid, most of Teignmouth is built out of what came off the Quay,’ said Charlie. ‘Whole houses were built out of timber from the timber dunnage used hold the cargoes in place. Twelve by six joists mind. The chipboard came from the chipboard boats and plaster board, it was a godsend. The Eastern bloc boat’s plasterboard cargoes were a bonus but they were mainly shite, but they were free so everyone took them. Cement came from the cement boats and the sand from the sand quay when we had three quays to work from. So, my hansom, yes, the Captain’s were good to us those days.’  

‘Mind you we had to do some things to get a drink on some boats. Do you remember the boat ‘Ebenezer’, Charlie?’ Appsy asked, ‘that Mormon boat?’ 

‘Aye I does. None of them drank! But they weren’t daft woz them buggers. They had lots of booze for us. But matey made us kneel down and pray while he preached about the evils of drink before he gives us our bottles. First time I prays for my booze!’ 

Charlie and Marty raised their glasses in toast to the old days. ‘But it’s a lot different now. Thank God we got out of the docks in time,’ said Marty, and everyone nodded in sympathy. 

Françoise sat down on a stool, feeling very happy. She loved to hear the stories of days on the Quay before the new company took over many years ago and modern management brought secure, long term and safe, well paid employment to the good folks in the area. But looking at the age of most of the old stalwarts she began to realise that she had better hurry up and find some answers to the secret that Albert wanted her to share. It could be gone forever if the ancient cognoscenti had not passed it on to their offspring.

She was broken out of her thoughts by a growl, a huge bark and then another growl as Rollo flew off his chosen perch and promptly bit Denis the Taxi driver who had come to pick up Charlie and take him back to Kingsway. It seemed he disliked taxi drivers as much as customs inspectors. She decided it was time to leave. She would begin her search another day. This was indeed a mad house.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Françoise woke up with a start. Her husband was getting up out of bed to head off to work; a small project in Falmouth docks upgrading the quayside. She watched as he dressed and he kissed her, and said, ‘See you Friday’ and left. The light was just coming through their bedroom window and she realised it was going to be another warm and sunny day. She had woken suddenly as she had been dreaming of wizards, rabid dogs and curiously Peter Pan. She couldn’t quite work out where Peter Pan had come from and this had caused her to wake up confused. As she lay watching the sunlight stream through the slightly open curtains, she remembered why. It was Captain Hooke, the bill -hooked pirate nemesis of Peter Pan and Wendy and her dream had ended with him been eaten whole, not by the tick tock crocodile, but by a gigantic Rollo dog. She shook her head, rolled her legs out the bed into her slippers and thought, no more scrumpy for me.

After a nice steaming cup of coffee, she gave her small French bulldog, Piaf, a few biscuits for her breakfast and returned to the bedroom to get dressed. She dressed casually in shorts and tee-shirt as she had a two-day rest period from her nursing duties. She opened the curtains and the window and took a deep breath of the warm sea air. This has been a lovely summer so far, she thought. As she sat on the bed and put on her walking trainers, she remembered suddenly why she might have dreamed about the canine spy hunter devouring Captain Hooke. Maybe it was another sign or omen. She really needed to talk with the Hook family as they had been around for centuries and maybe one of them was in the secret circle.  There was a hell of a lot of them around the area she knew that. It was an ancient name around these parts; it has to lead somewhere she murmured to no one but her pet hound who was sitting panting at her feet waiting for her early morning walk on the Back Beach. 

She put the hound on her leash and walked out of her terraced house into the small back lane that lead down Northumberland Square and then walked past The Devon Arms and then The Jolly Sailor, the oldest pub in Teignmouth. As she passed, she was sure the pub may well have been around when her countrymen invaded. Maybe it contained a hidden treasure or map in there? She’d definitely have to talk to someone about that. 

She looked into The Quayside bookshop and noticed an old book on Donald Crowhurst, the local man who attempted to sail around the world to win the Golden Globe race. She and her husband had watched the movie of the story, The Mercy, with many locals at the new Teignmouth theatre and performing arts centre, The Pavilions, some weeks ago.  Only thing she really liked about it was Colin Firth, he was a bit of an homme sauvage.  She got mildly jealous when her husband grunted a few times at Rachael Weisz but like a lot of the locals she was disappointed that Teignmouth and Shaldon, its sister village over the estuary, weren’t shown more in the movie. Plus, the yachtsman was a cheat; not a great local advertisement they thought. 

She checked if there was anything in the window of the book store that might be useful in her quest, but saw nothing that interested her. As she walked on, she thought that maybe one day she’d write her own book about the whole quest and call it ‘Frog on the Teign’. They would make a better movie than The Mercy out of that she was sure.

The small hound pulled harder at her lead as she could smell the sea air and smells coming from the estuary coastline and Back Beach. Françoise looked briefly into the tattoo shop and saw one photo of a pirate and considered that if she was successful, she’d have one tattooed on her buttock as a thank you to Captain Albert. Then she gave up that thought as she realised her husband might well think she had lost her marbles. Maybe she’d put Peter Pan on instead. She shook her head and tried to think of something else; this was getting obsessive. She turned down the street past The New Quay pub and onto the fish quay. A couple of boats were unloading crabs and carrying them into the small Simmonds’s fisherman’s warehouse where they would be boiled and sold to the general public in their small delicatessen opposite to The Newquay. She smiled as she remembered seeing the two boys Joe and Matt helping their father with the crab pots when they were young. Now both had graduated from Teignmouth Rugby Club through the successful Exeter Chiefs to play for England. The French always know that sea food is good for you she mused, why don’t our Rugby team we eat more? We might win a few games then!  

The hound pulled harder and she pulled the leash and checked her. She bent down and unleashed her. Piaf, named after Edith, the Little Sparrow, ran excitedly past The Ship Inn and onto the Back Beach, rolling around in the sand in pure ecstasy. Françoise sat on the small wall outside The Ship, lit up a cigarette and looked out over the Estuary towards Shaldon Village, about half a kilometre over the River Teign. It was beautiful morning and she looked up the river following up the valley and she could see clearly Dartmoor and its majestic granite Tors. As it was low tide, the leisure craft, fishing boats and yachts were lying scattered over the mud and sand with those in the deeper moorings bobbing gently on aquamarine water in the early morning westerly breeze. She loved this place and she said this to herself every morning it was sunny like this; hard to beat it, even in her native Brittany. 

Her hound was playing happily with small miniature Schnauzer.  She finished her cigarette and walked onto the beach and say good morning to her owner. ‘Bonjour Jack, C’est beau n’est–ce pas? Ca va?’ 

‘Oui, Françoise, ca va. C’est beau encore. Et-tu en forme?’ the dog owner replied.

‘Yes, Jack I’m fit. But only just mon ami. Had a night in The Teign last night after Schultzie’s funeral. Bit delicate this morning.’ 

Jack nodded and chuckled, ‘Aye, it’s not unusual that though Françoise is it? And he  threw a small stick into the river for his small German hound to swim the short distance and fetch it back. The tide was on the turn and the stick was accelerating with the pull towards the estuary mouth and the small gap where the sea and river exited and entered between the beach point and The Ness Rock on the Shaldon side. His hound just managed to get the stick before it floated out of her tiny legs reach.

‘Guess not, but yesterday was a big one,’ Françoise replied smiling. ‘Plus, I spent most of the night drinking with Charlie and Marty. You can’t get your hand in your purse before they have another round on the bar.’

‘That’s for sure
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