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Chapter 1 – Present day

It all started, I suppose, when my cat had her kittens. How it escalated from there into a tale of smuggling, betrayal and murder is a long story.

I’d only recently moved in, to my dream house – or at least it would be my dream house, once I’d renovated it – when I realised Mir was pregnant. She’s a lovely little cat – a tabby, petite and very friendly. At barely a year old she was young to be pregnant, but what can you do? Anyway, as her time grew near, I placed a few boxes lined with old towels around the house so she’d have a choice of labour wards and would hopefully spare my bed. It worked – she had her kittens in a box I’d put in the kitchen, near her food bowl. Just three in the litter – two were tabby and white, and the third slightly gingery in colouring. All healthy.

And then, when they were four days old, Mir decided to move her kittens. According to my book on caring for cats and kittens, this is quite common behaviour. The mother cat’s instincts make her want to hide the kittens somewhere away from where they were born. I’d left the boxes around to give her some options, but she declined all those, and chose the most awkward place imaginable.

I had just discovered where she was, when the doorbell rang. I ran to answer it, feeling flustered, not wanting to leave Mir and the kittens where they were but honestly not having much choice for the moment.

On the doorstep was a tall man perhaps a little older than me, in his thirties, with medium-brown hair and an attractive smile. He held out his hand to shake. ‘Nick Marshall, from Marshall Construction. You must be Mrs Galton? You asked me to come and quote for some building work?’

I had forgotten I’d arranged for another builder to come round to look at the work I wanted doing. I’d already had one good quote, from Seaway Renovations, but it’s always wise to get a few quotes and compare. Well, I hadn’t totally forgotten – just the panic I’d been in that morning as I searched for Mir and the kittens had put it right out of my head.

‘Yes, thanks. Call me Millie, though, please.’ Since splitting up with Steve I found I didn’t like being called Mrs Galton anymore. I was debating reverting to my maiden name of Sedgewick but I’d never much liked that surname and changing it once had been enough of a hassle. ‘Come through. I’ll show you what needs doing.’

He followed me through the small hallway and into the sitting room at the back of the house. I glanced over to the bricked-up chimney breast, and couldn’t help myself from blurting it all out. ‘I’m a bit distracted, Mr Marshall, sorry. My cat’s taken her kittens through there. I can’t reach them, and they can’t stay there.’

‘Where? And please, call me Nick.’

I bent down to show him. The fireplace had been closed up at some stage in the house’s history, with a plastic grid embedded to provide some ventilation. The grid was broken, and Mir had somehow squeezed herself and her kittens in through it. Using my phone as a torch, I could see her curled up in the furthest corner with the kittens neatly in a row, suckling. It was a large fireplace and my arms were not long enough to reach them to pull them out. ‘There. Can you see them?’

‘Ha! Yes. My word, that is really not very convenient, is it?’

‘It certainly isn’t.’

‘OK, so I have a few tools in the car. Not everything but I think I can fix this.’ Without waiting for an answer Nick went out to his car, parked on Stanpit just in front of my house. He was back in a moment carrying a blue canvas tool bag, which he dumped down in front of the chimney breast. Pulling out a large screwdriver he began trying to take out the rusted screws that held the grid in place.

I wished I’d thought of that. Somewhere in the garage I had a box of tools. Not many – Steve had kept most of our joint tool collection. But he’d sorted me out a ‘starter kit’ as he’d called it. ‘So you can do the basics,’ he’d said, with a sad smile.

Nick grunted. ‘Arrgh. Screws are so rusted. And this one’s lost its slot – as though someone’s tried to remove it before and the screwdriver’s slipped. I can crowbar the grid off, but it might mean some of the surrounding plaster breaks away.’

‘That’s OK. I’m thinking of opening up that fireplace anyway.’

Nick nodded. ‘OK, then.’ He pulled out a crowbar and rammed it behind the grid, levering it outwards. As he’d predicted, some plasterwork around the edge of the hole crumbled away, sending a cloud of dust into the air. With the grid off, there was more space to reach into the fireplace.

‘Thank you, I think I can get them now. Can you shine the torch while I reach in …’ I crouched down and put my whole arm and shoulder into the hole, and could just reach the animals. Should I grab Mir first or the kittens? The kittens, I thought. If I got them out, she’d follow.

With Nick leaning over me angling the phone’s light inside, I got one kitten out, transferred it to my other hand and picked up the second, which Nick took from me. As I grabbed the third Mir decided to assert her authority. I was holding the kitten around its tummy, and she grabbed it by the scruff of its neck. A tug of war ensued. ‘Bugger!’ I exclaimed.

‘What’s wrong?’ There was not enough space for Nick to see what was going on.

‘We’re having a bit of a tussle over the third kitten.’ I let go, extracted my arm and took the two kittens we’d retrieved, placing them into one of the prepared boxes. Mir then, as I’d hoped, came out from the fireplace to see where they were, and I was able to quickly reach in and remove the third kitten. ‘Come on, girl. Here they are, look. All safe and sound and believe me, this is a much better place for them.’ I put the third kitten with the other two and watched while Mir sniffed and licked them, checking all was well, and then with a glare at me settled down in the box to feed them.

Nick was standing, hands in pockets, grinning. ‘The things you do in this job. I’ve never before had to rescue kittens from a fireplace.’

‘Thanks so much,’ I said, grinning back at him.

He knelt down again and switched his phone torch on once more, inspecting the inside of the fireplace. ‘So you want to open this up? It’s huge – almost an inglenook. It’ll make a real feature in this room.’

‘Wonder why someone closed it off?’

‘Maybe too draughty. It’s probably too large to work well as a fireplace. Hmm, that’s interesting.’

‘What?’

‘It looks like … hold on …’ He reached in, as I had done, his whole arm and shoulder. It looked as though he was groping around at the back. ‘No, can’t quite reach. Well, I guess when we knock this brickwork out we’ll be able to see.’

I suppressed a smile at the way he’d said ‘we’. I hadn’t even talked through what I wanted done on the house yet, nor had he quoted. And I was fairly certain I’d use Seaway Renovations, as their quote had been very reasonable. Yet I liked Nick, already, and not just because he’d helped out with Mir and the kittens. ‘So tell me – what did you spot in there?’

He shrugged. ‘Not sure. Looks like there’s some sort of metal backplate to the fireplace. Which is odd. Anyway, as I said, we’ll see.’ As though realising the assumption he was making that I was going to employ him, he blushed a little. ‘I mean, when you open up the fireplace, whoever does it, you’ll see then.’

I smiled. ‘Right, I should talk you through all the work, I guess. Come on, let me give you a tour. I only moved in a couple of weeks ago, and this place looks as though it hasn’t been updated since the Seventies. But I fell in love with it as soon as I saw it.’

‘It certainly has potential. Right then, lead the way.’

I’d first seen the house four months earlier. I’d not been in the best state at the time. Steve and I had decided to separate – actually we’d been drifting apart for a long time, but somehow we hadn’t wanted to admit it was over. Besides, neither of us could afford to move out and pay rent.

But then Mum died. That brought it home to me that I needed to move on. You only get one life to live, after all. We had a long, tearful conversation and agreed to call it a day. Mum had left me a big wodge of money, and it meant that I could afford to start looking for my own house. We put our marital home on the market too, and Mum’s money plus my share of that meant I had a reasonably large deposit. Just as well, as my salary wouldn’t allow for too big a mortgage.

I can’t remember how many houses I looked at online, or even how many I trudged round in the company of an estate agent. Far too many. And none felt right – too big, too small, too modern, too ugly, in the wrong location.

Until this one. This eighteenth-century cottage whose front door opened directly onto the pavement. This crumbling stone building, with mossy roof tiles and cracked rendering, with an archway that once would have provided access for horses and carts to the back yard, around which were a few outbuildings including a garage. This rambling ruin with its overgrown garden backing onto the marsh, its Sixties kitchen and bathroom, its peeling wallpaper and rotting carpets. The previous owner – an old man – had lived in it for many years on his own. After he died his family had just left the house empty for a couple of years before finally putting it on the market. And then no one had wanted to buy it, given its condition. Until I saw it, and somehow, it spoke to me. There was potential in that big back room, with its view across the marsh to Christchurch Harbour. There was charm in the wonky roof line and low ceilings. There was history in this house; it had a past and I wanted to give it a future.

I’d wanted a new start. I’d wanted to build myself a new life. Why not give this old cottage a new life too – we could be rebuilt together.

Nick made a few notes as we walked around the house, nodding at my ideas, suggesting a few of his own, tapping on walls to see if they were solid or just studwork, peering at the view out of the upstairs windows. ‘You could knock through here, make this small room into an en-suite bathroom to that big bedroom at the back,’ he said. ‘And then open up this landing a little – that bit of wall isn’t really doing anything. You’ll get light to it from the window on the stairs, then. And what’s the attic like – can I take a look?’

I hadn’t been up there myself, but I had a stepladder in the garage, and Nick was able to get up using that. ‘Needs insulation, and then it could be boarded as storage. You’ve got a few roof tiles missing. Chimney looks sound from here.’

I was warming to Nick. He seemed to know what he was talking about. But I was worried about the quote – he’d already suggested a lot more work needed to be done than Seaway had included.

‘If you’re worried about the cost, we can probably split the work into essentials and non-essentials,’ Nick said as he climbed down from the loft, as though he’d read my mind. ‘Do the essentials – repairing the fabric of the house and giving yourself a couple of decent rooms to live in – first. Pick off the rest bit by bit. Doesn’t all have to be done at once.’

‘I like that idea.’

‘So what I’ll do, is give you an itemised quote, and mark the things you really need to get done sooner rather than later. Millie, I’ll be honest, I’d absolutely love to work on this house for you. We get a lot of jobs building extensions onto 1980s houses, or converting bungalow lofts into bedrooms. I’d love to be working on an older house, especially one where the owner wants to be as sympathetic to its history as you do. That fireplace … Anyway, it’ll take me a few days to get the quote sorted out. In the meantime, if you’ve anything more you want to discuss, here’s my card. Ring me any time.’ He smiled, and I noticed how one side of his mouth went up a little more than the other. A quirk that made the smile seem even warmer, more genuine, than it obviously was.

‘That sounds perfect. Being honest back, I’ve already had one decent quote for the work but I wanted others for comparison. I’m definitely impressed by you, but you understand …’

‘Of course. You’re right to get a few builders in to look at it. They’ll all have different thoughts as well, which might help you have more ideas. Well, I’ll get the quote to you as soon as possible, and I’ll look forward to hearing from you.’ He paused a moment, looking thoughtful. ‘Even if you don’t decide to employ my firm, I’d love to know what’s in that fireplace.’

I showed him out, and waved as he drove off, then wondered what on earth I was doing. You wave off old friends who’ve come to visit; not builders you’ve just met, with a strange obsession about your fireplace. Suddenly I had a horrible thought – what if Mir had taken her kittens back into the fireplace while we’d been upstairs? I rushed back in, but thankfully she and the little ones were still in the same box, which I’d tucked into a corner behind a pile of boxes where I hoped she’d feel safe. Just in case, I found a flattened cardboard box and taped that firmly over the hole in the wall. Mir watched, a resigned look on her face. I think she’d decided it was too dirty and draughty in there for the kittens anyway.

   


Chapter 2 – 1783

There was to be a run tonight, landing contraband. Esther Harris felt a surge of excitement tinged with trepidation rush through her at the thought. No matter how many times she’d taken part, she always found it such a thrill to be involved, even though she was well aware of the dangers. Probably half the people in the town were involved, she realised, in one way or another. She and her family perhaps more so than many, as her father was the landlord of The Ship at Anchor pub, on Stanpit. They preferred the term ‘free traders’ rather than smugglers.

‘What time is the run tonight, lass?’ Pa asked her, as she put away a tray full of tankards on the shelves above the bar.

‘Ten o’clock. There’ll be a half moon. Hoping the Revenue men aren’t around to see us.’

Pa was wiping tables. ‘Thomas Walker was in earlier. Told me they’ll keep away, as long as they get the usual.’

Esther nodded. There was a deal in place, with the Revenue men, or with most of them, at least. If they were given a portion of the haul so they could claim to have seized it and could fill in their reports accordingly, they’d turn a blind eye while the rest of it was being landed, stored and distributed. It had worked that way for as long as Esther had been involved.

‘Can we trust Walker?’ Esther’s older brother, Matthew, asked. ‘I know he gets a cut, but I don’t fully trust any of them. If it paid them more to turn us in, they’d do it at the drop of a hat.’

‘Walker’s sound,’ Pa said, with a glance at Esther. She felt herself blush. She knew Walker liked her, but she also knew he wasn’t the man for her. Not while Sam Coombes lived and breathed.

Matthew shrugged. ‘If you’re sure. As long as there aren’t Revenue men from elsewhere, we’ll be safe, then.’

Pa straightened up and groaned, a hand to his back. ‘I’m going to have to stay here again. Back’s too painful to go down to the beach. Esther, you’ll have to go in my place.’

She went over to him and put her arms around him. ‘I guessed I would. It’s all right, Pa. I’ve done it enough times. I know what to do.’

‘And you’ll both be careful?’

‘We will, Pa,’ Matthew said, with a grin at Esther. He loved the life – the night-time landing of goods, the camaraderie among the free traders, and the frisson of fear that one day they might be caught.

Pa nodded. ‘Well, I’ll be in the cellar and I’ll be able to help at this end.’

Esther kissed his stubbly cheek. ‘Thanks, Pa. I’ve some mutton stew for our dinner. I’ll warm it up now, while we’re quiet.’

Most of the men who’d normally be in the pub at this time were home, eating their own dinners or resting before the night’s activities. It was like having two jobs for many of them – farming, labouring or plying a trade during the day; working with the smuggling gangs at night. Not much chance to rest, but the rewards were worth it. Without the income from helping the free traders land and distribute goods, many local families would be in deep poverty. They accepted the risks in return for a better way of life.

They closed the pub at nine that night, locking and barring the front door. If there were to be any celebrations after a successful run, they’d take place at the Haven House Inn down at Mudeford Quay, rather than at Luke Harris’s hostelry on Stanpit. Esther took a rushlight through the secret entrance to the cellar – not the cellar they used for legitimately bought supplies but the other one – and Matthew followed her closely. It was always a little tricky negotiating the entrance, and she knew her Pa would struggle coming down later, with his bad back and all, but he’d manage, as he always did.

In the hidden cellar, tucked below and behind the main room of the pub, a few brandy kegs were still stacked against one wall since the last run. At this time of year contraband might be landed two or more times a week, depending on weather, tides and other factors.

Esther put the rushlight into a holder on the wall, and retrieved a bundle of clothing from a sack in the corner. This was when it got exciting – the moment she exchanged her skirts and bodice for a pair of breeches, a shirt and jacket. She twisted her hair into a bun and tucked it into a blue cap that she always wore when working with the smugglers.

‘You ready, Blue?’ Matthew asked, using the nickname the free traders called her when she was dressed like this.

She grinned. ‘I am. Let’s go.’ Putting on the clothes felt like putting on a different persona, one she enjoyed being, despite the dangers that came with it.

Matthew retrieved the rushlight from its holder and pushed aside an empty beer barrel on one side of the room. Behind it was their other secret – a wooden door that led to a tunnel. They went through, down the rough steps carved into the earth, and ran along in a half-crouch. Esther was tall for a woman, and the tunnel ceiling was low. Pa was a large man – another reason he preferred not to do this part of the job anymore.

The tunnel led behind the pub, under their stables and outbuildings and common land at the back, to the edge of the marsh, where it then sloped upwards to the other entrance, hidden in a dip and surrounded by reeds. The first part of the tunnel was lined with brick, but most of it had only wooden supports holding up the earth above. Pa had told Esther and Matthew how his father had built it, decades earlier. Pa had always meant to improve it, adding a brick lining throughout its length, but he never had.

‘Must start work soon on strengthening this part of the tunnel,’ Matthew said as they passed through it. ‘Pa’s not going to do it, so I will.’

Reaching the end, Esther peered through a peephole in the small wooden door to make sure all was well, and then quietly pushed it open. There’d been dry weather and no abnormally high tides lately, meaning the tunnel entrance was dry. Sometimes it partially flooded, and she’d have to wade through knee-deep water from the lowest part to the end.

A hand reached around and pulled the door wide, then caught her arm to haul her out. ‘Well, Blue, here you are! I thought I’d wait for you here, and we three can go together. The coracle’s awaiting us. Evening, Matthew!’

Esther grinned, and threw her arms around the man who’d waited for her. ‘Sam! Thank you for waiting. We’ve a clear night, by the looks of things.’

‘A fine night for smuggling,’ Matthew said, clapping Sam on the back. ‘We’ll be celebrating later, eh Sam?’

‘I hope so!’ Sam replied.

Esther gazed at the half moon that provided enough light for them to see by, but hopefully not enough for Revenue ships to spot them. Across the marsh and the harbour, over on Warren Hill, there would be a spotter, waiting to signal to the smugglers’ ships when the coast was clear. It was a clear, cold night, and she was glad of the coarse woven jacket that was part of her boy’s costume. ‘Come on, we should get going. Ten o’clock is the agreed time, and it’s well after nine already.’

Together they moved quickly across the marsh, following a known route that kept them for the most part hidden by tall reeds. It wasn’t far to the channel where Sam had pulled his coracle up onto a bank. They jumped in, and Sam silently rowed out along the channel, into the harbour and around to a beach, where he landed it along with other coracles. Esther had kept her eye on Warren Hill throughout, and then she saw what she’d been waiting for. ‘There it is, there’s the flink!’ She’d spotted the tiny flash of light from the spotter, which meant the ship could come in to the beach.

There was one ship tonight, a two-masted lugger. Its shallow draught together with the high tide meant it would be able to come right up onto the beach for unloading. That was always easier and quicker than if it had to anchor out from the shore and its cargo be unloaded into rowboats. They went on foot along the beach to the spot where it was due to land. There were many other men, mostly keeping out of sight in the sand dunes, also waiting for the ship to come in. Among them was John Streeter, who owned the ship, and he nodded to them as she passed. ‘Well, Harris and Blue, it should be a fine haul to restock your father’s cellars tonight. Tell him I’ll be along to see him tomorrow.’

‘Yes, sir. He’ll be glad of a chat with you,’ said Matthew.

‘His back still crook?’

‘It is, sir.’

‘Ah, poor man. Not good being a publican when your back’s crook. Coombes, you’re working on the wagons. Harris, I want you loading the wagons before you sort your own kegs, all right?’

Matthew nodded. ‘Of course, Mr Streeter. Ship’s on her way, look.’ He pointed out to sea. Esther could just make out the dark shape of a sail on the horizon, as the lugger tacked its way towards the shore. There was a long sandbank, a spit that led from Warren Hill and Hengistbury Head some distance across the entrance to the harbour. The ship would need to head eastwards first and then come back on the landward side of it to the beach. Streeter employed the best ship captains who knew and understood the shifting sandbanks well. Their knowledge had saved many a cargo from the clutches of the Revenue cutters, whose captains were not as experienced.

As the lugger approached, men emerged from their hiding places to await its arrival. There was an atmosphere of cautious anticipation. The men – batmen with their stout cudgels ready to defend the smugglers if necessary, wagoners and tubmen – all would be handsomely paid for their night’s work. Many would earn the equivalent of a fortnight’s wages tonight, just for a few hours’ work landing the contraband. Esther felt her excitement bubbling up as usual, and hopped from foot to foot on the sand.

The ship – Esther could now see it was the Phoenix – expertly tacked into the channel between the spit and the mainland, and then the captain dropped an anchor at the same time as lowering the sails and turning the ship to beach on the sand. Once the goods were unloaded, they’d use the anchor as a pivot point to float the ship off the beach once more to make their getaway. As soon as the lugger was beached, the waiting men ran into the shallows and formed a human chain, passing kegs of brandy and packets of tobacco handed down from the ship to the shore, where they were loaded up onto wagons. Esther took her place in the chain on the beach. Matthew and Sam were loading wagons. As each one filled, it was driven away by one of the wagoners. Tubmen took two kegs, strapped one on their front and one on their back, and hurried away. Everyone worked in silence, only a few grunts indicating their efforts could be heard. John Streeter stood by the wagon chain, supervising. It was all going like clockwork.

A shout went up – ‘Revenue man!’ – and everyone froze. Esther scanned the beach to see who it was. If it was one of the Revenue officers who were complicit in their trade, all would be well. But not all of the riding officers based at Christchurch were sympathetic, and sometimes the smugglers were visited by new patrols from out of the area.

‘It’s all right. It’s Walker,’ said the man next to Esther in the chain. ‘Come to collect his share.’ It was Will Burden next to her, she noticed. He was a local fisherman, and a friend of both Matthew and Sam. She flashed him a smile.

The unloading continued; everyone relaxed now that they knew it was a friendly Revenue officer. Esther saw the man approach Streeter, dismount from his horse and say a few words. He’d leave with a couple of kegs of brandy for himself, and the knowledge of where a small stack of contraband would be left for him to ‘seize’ for his records, and to stop his superiors from being suspicious. Although those on the beach knew his direct superior – Joshua Jeans – was as complicit as any of them. He may be the chief Revenue officer, and one-time mayor of Christchurch, but he was as corrupt as they came.

As Esther watched, Thomas Walker turned to survey the activity on the beach. She kept her head down, turning away, and prayed he wouldn’t recognise her. He knew, of course, that her father took in contraband, hid it somewhere and distributed it as well as kept some for use in the pub but he didn’t know that Esther came down to the beach to actively help with the unloading. And that was the way she wanted it to stay. Walker was helpful to her father, but he could, if he wanted, make things very difficult for them. And he might decide to do just that if he spotted her dressed as a boy, blatantly helping the smugglers. It was not the way to keep him on their side.

Thankfully he didn’t stay long at the beach. Of course, he wouldn’t want to be seen there by other, more honest Revenue officers. That would take some explaining. When Esther risked a glance up the beach and saw Streeter standing alone once more, she breathed a sigh of relief. Walker had gone. They had almost finished the unloading. The last few kegs were passed up the chain, and then the landing party waded back up the beach and into the sand dunes. The ship’s sails were quickly hoisted and a moment later the lugger turned on its anchor that was then hauled aboard, and it was afloat, sailing along the Run and into the harbour. The Phoenix would moor up at Christchurch Quay, and no doubt within a few days it would be off again, crossing the Channel to Cherbourg on another run.

There were hardly any men left on the beach. All had quietly melted away into the night. Streeter nodded to Esther as she looked around for her brother. ‘Good job, tonight. Just your pa’s load to take and you’re done.’ He pointed to a number of kegs stacked beside a dune, then he too disappeared.

Matthew joined her. ‘Let’s get the coracle loaded. Nearly finished, eh Blue?’

‘She did well tonight, Matt,’ said Will Burden as he too headed towards the dunes. ‘As strong as any fellow, she is.’

Esther waved at Sam, who was leaving with a wagon of goods to be hidden elsewhere, then followed Matthew to load up the little boat. She was exhausted – her back and shoulder muscles screaming in pain from having hauled so many kegs of brandy that night, but they had to finish the job. It didn’t take long to load the remaining contraband into Sam’s coracle, and Matthew rowed it through the Run on a slack tide, across the harbour and up the little channel into the marsh. They unloaded, stacked the kegs just inside the tunnel entrance, then Esther ran back up the tunnel to check that all was well at the pub end and that her father was ready to receive the goods. She tapped on the door and Pa opened it immediately. He’d been sitting in the cellar with a rushlight and a pipe, awaiting them.

‘All good, lass?’

She nodded. ‘All good.’ She whistled along the tunnel to Matthew, and a minute later he was there with the first two kegs. This was the part of the operation she liked least. The excitement was over, she was tired and aching, and there was still work to be done bringing kegs along the tunnel and storing them. There was minimal risk now – it was unlikely that any Revenue men would call at this hour – but even so they needed to be quiet and careful. That was the reason they brought the contraband in through the tunnel from the marsh and not by road to the front door. No one watching the pub would see or suspect any activity going on at all.

Once it was all brought up to the cellar, Pa hugged both her and Matthew, grinning at them. ‘Another successful run. Well done, both of you. You’ll be glad of your beds tonight, I’ll warrant.’

‘I certainly will,’ Esther said, but Matthew put his cap back on.

‘I’m off out to celebrate. There’ll be drinks down at the Haven House courtesy of Streeter, I reckon. I’ll be back late – don’t wait up.’

‘All right, lad. See you in the morning then.’ Pa nodded, and Matthew let himself out of the front door of the pub while Esther made her way up to bed, where she collapsed gratefully.

Esther slept soundly and woke only when her Pa began pounding on her door. ‘Lass, up you get. We need to open the bar. Your brother’s not back from his celebrations yet.’

She groaned and hauled herself out of bed, washing and dressing quickly. Trust Matthew to stay out all night. He’d turn up around lunchtime, she guessed, with a sore head. Meanwhile she’d have to do all the heavy work of the pub that morning, to save Pa’s back.

Later that morning, just as she was opening the pub, Will Burden came bursting in, looking dishevelled and red-faced, panting. ‘Did Matthew get back here?’

‘No. Not seen him yet,’ she said. Her stomach turned over with fear. Something was wrong, she could see it in Will’s eyes. ‘What happened?’

‘We were celebrating last night, in town. Got a bit rowdy in the street.’ He sat down and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and shook his head. ‘Stupid, but we were so buoyed up after the run, you know? We ran into a troop of militia and they arrested us. Me, Matthew and a couple of other lads. We spent the night locked up. They had no good reason to arrest us but I think they just wanted to do something, being too late to stop the goods being landed.’

‘Oh no! But you’re out now?’

‘I am. But …’

‘What? Tell us, lad!’ Pa had come out from behind the bar to hear the news.

‘There was a press gang waiting as we were released. I got away – I’m a fisherman and they don’t take anyone with a regular job. But Matt – they said he was unemployed, even though he said he worked here. They took him, and one of the other lads.’

‘A press gang!’ Esther clapped a hand over her mouth. Matthew would be away for years, forced to work on a naval ship.

Pa sat down heavily. ‘Oh, Matthew. Stupid boy. And how are we going to cope without him? Just you and me, lass. And me with my back failing. But we can’t afford to stop doing the runs and storing and distributing the stuff for Streeter.’

Esther put a hand on his shoulder. ‘We’ll cope, Pa. I can do Matthew’s work. We’ll be all right.’ It’d be tough. But there was no choice. She thought of Sam. He would help them, she knew. He would do all he could for them, and somehow they’d manage.

They sat in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts as the horror of what had happened sank in. Esther noticed silent tears flowing down Pa’s grizzled face but she did not allow herself to cry. One of them had to stay strong. Without Matthew the years ahead would be very difficult for them both. She realised how much she’d always relied on him being there, her big, strong, jolly brother. And now, all she could do for him was hope and pray that he survived his years in the Navy, and returned to them in time.

   


Chapter 3

After Nick left, I decided to walk again around the outside of my property. He’d said a few things I wanted to think about – there was evidence of a blocked-up window I could reopen, and what was I going to do with the outbuildings in the yard? On my way to the front door I pulled back the threadbare carpet in the hallway. Nick had asked about the subfloor. Underneath the carpet were large flagstones, worn smooth presumably by the passage of countless feet over the centuries. I smiled to see them. They were just the sort of original feature I’d like to bring back to life. In a sitting room they’d be too uneven, but in the hallway where I wouldn’t place any furniture, they’d be perfect. I went out of the front door, which was old and in need of a coat of paint, and spent a few minutes standing on the pavement gazing at the house. Its render needed patching up, and it’d need painting. And most of the window frames, which were wood, needed repairing or replacing.

Across the street was a row of more modern bungalows and small houses, built in the last century, set back from the road. As I stood there, a woman came out of the front door of the one directly opposite mine, with several shopping bags in her hand. She looked to be about five or ten years older than me, and I knew there were a couple of school-age kids living there. Embarrassed, I realised I had not yet knocked on their door to introduce myself, though I had spoken to both my immediate neighbours on my side of the road.

Now was my chance. I jogged across the street, lifting a hand to wave at her, and went part way up her driveway. ‘Hi! Been meaning to call and say hello. I’m Millie – I bought the old house opposite you.’

She smiled warmly and came forward to shake my hand. ‘Hi, Millie. I’m Sharon. I live here with my husband, Brian, and you’ve probably heard our two kids, Jasper and Tabitha, as God knows they can be noisy enough!’

‘I’ve seen them out playing. They were up and down your driveway on scooters yesterday evening.’

‘Yes! Their current obsession. Well, they’re at school right now. I was just going out shopping, but would you like to come in for a coffee? I’ve plenty of time. It’d be nice to get to know our new neighbour. That house has been empty far too long.’

‘That would be lovely!’ I followed her inside. It was a large bungalow that had had an attic conversion – a neat dormer window on each side suggested two rooms had been added up there. An open-plan kitchen and sitting room stretched across the back of the house, with patio doors leading to a tidy garden complete with trampoline and swing set. The decor was modern and bright – a good match with Sharon, I thought. I considered my own ripped jeans and shapeless T-shirt, and decided I probably also matched my house’s current decor. Tatty and in need of updating.

‘Coffee? Or tea? I have herbal teas if you’d prefer?’ Sharon gestured to a shelf full of various types of tea in tins and boxes.

‘Just regular builders’ tea for me, please. Milk and no sugar.’

‘Coming right up.’ She filled a shiny kettle and clicked it on, took two brightly coloured mugs from a cupboard. She chose a herbal tea for herself.

We sat on a couple of armchairs that faced out into the garden to drink our tea. ‘I love sitting here watching the kids play on a sunny evening, with a glass of Merlot in hand. You must come over for supper some day soon?’

‘I’d like that.’ It would be good to make some local friends.

She smiled. ‘It’s wonderful to have someone living opposite us. That house has been empty for ages. Actually I think it was empty when we moved in – the old man had already moved into a nursing home I believe. And then the family were so slow to sell it after he passed on. Do you have great plans for it? I haven’t seen inside but I imagine it needs a bit of TLC?’ She gave a little laugh as I nodded vigorously.

‘You could say that. I don’t think it’s been touched for about fifty years. I want to keep as many original features as I can, while making it suitable for modern living. A tall order, but the place has such character. There are worn flagstones in the hall as though it was a really busy entrance. It makes me shiver thinking about all the people who passed that way over hundreds of years, if you know what I mean.’

She shrugged. ‘Well, I can give you some recommendations of builders, if you like. We had the attic converted here, after we moved in. The kids have their rooms upstairs.’

‘That would be helpful. I’ve had a quote already, and another chap came round this morning. But it’s always worth getting a few quotes.’

‘Oh, definitely. Who’ve you seen so far?’

‘It was Marshall Construction who came round today, and I’ve had a quote from Seaway Renovations. They seemed very reasonable so I might well stick with them.’

‘Seaway. Hmm.’ She frowned.

‘What is it? Have you heard of them?’

‘Oh yes.’ She bit her bottom lip and took a sip of tea before continuing. ‘You should make sure you read their reviews on Google before deciding. A friend of mine used them, and unfortunately their workmanship was not up to scratch. They left the job half done, and she had to pay a fortune to get someone else to finish it. The fellow who runs it has been sued a few times. I’d think twice, Millie, before employing them.’

I raised my eyebrows. ‘Well, thank you for the warning. I’ll definitely check them out. Hopefully the other lot – Marshall – will give a good quote too. Have you heard anything about them?’

She nodded. ‘Yes, the Marshall name is quite well known round here. There was a mayor named Marshall, for a couple of years. Des Marshall. Bit of a character, by all accounts. The kind who has a finger in every pie, even the less than kosher ones, if you get my drift. I think he’s the father of the chap who runs the construction company. No idea if the son is like the father.’

‘Do you know if they’re any good? The builders, I mean?’ I’d liked Nick’s wonky smile and kind eyes, but of course those features didn’t get houses built or renovated.

Sharon shook her head. ‘I don’t know. We used a company called, let me think, oh yes. Broadacre Construction. They were good. I can certainly recommend them. Do check out all the ones you’re interested in. There are some dodgy dealers out there, unfortunately. And you’ll want a company that specialises in older properties.’

I hadn’t thought of that. ‘Yes, that’s a good idea.’

‘Wait a minute, I think I have some details …’ She got up and darted out to another room, coming back a minute later with some names and phone numbers written on a piece of paper. ‘There. I knew Brian had some builders’ details. He’s so organised. It’s why I married him, ha ha!’

‘You look pretty organised yourself,’ I said, with a smile. ‘Not like me. I’ve got stuff all over the place.’

‘Do you have anyone to help you unpack? I mean … or are you living alone?’

I’ve been reticent about telling people about my change in marital status. But Sharon was a new friend, meeting me in the post-Steve era. I could open up to her, I realised, and she wouldn’t judge, not knowing Steve or anything about our background. ‘I’m on my own. I was married – still am, technically, though we are in the process of getting a divorce.’

‘Oh I’m sorry.’ Sharon put a hand out and patted my shoulder. ‘It’s a difficult time.’

I smiled. ‘Not really. Not for us – it’s all perfectly amicable. We were together a long time. We met at school, and started going out together when we were 14. We married at 22 – mainly because everyone kept asking us when we were going to tie the knot. It was what everyone expected so we just kind of went along with it. But if I’m honest, we grew up and grew out of each other. He’s still my best friend.’

‘Oh, that’s sad. I always think it’s so romantic to marry a childhood sweetheart. Brian and I met in our mid-twenties, via mutual friends. So boring. It’s nice that you and—?’

‘Steve.’

‘—you and Steve are still friends. Is he local?’

‘Not really. But he’s not far away. We lived in Southampton. I wanted a new start, somewhere different, so I chose to move here.’

‘Where you can go on a date with a new man and not worry you’ll bump into him, or mutual friends.’

I nodded. ‘Well, yes. Though at the moment I can’t imagine dating. I suppose that’ll come, in time.’

Sharon tilted her head on one side. ‘Well, look. I’m delighted you’re here, and I think we could be great friends. I don’t work, so I’m at a loose end when the kids are at school, and you’re just across the road …’

‘I’m starting a new job next week, though. I got a transfer from my old job – they have an office in Bournemouth so I’ll be based there.’

‘Lovely! What do you do?’

‘Office admin. We’re a small supplier of luxury food stuffs. Hampers, gift boxes, top-end chocolates and alcohol gifts – that sort of thing. We sell to boutique shops and direct to customers, via our website. I mostly handle orders and invoices.’ I rolled my eyes dramatically. ‘Dull, I know. But it pays the bills.’

‘And buys you a characterful old house by the coast!’

‘Well, it was more my inheritance from Mum that paid for the house.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear you lost her.’

‘Thank you. Her dying was a bit of a catalyst, I suppose. Made me – and Steve – rethink what we wanted from life. We stopped needing to worry about how she’d take our splitting up. And yes, it provided the funds for me to be able to buy my own place.’

‘I think it’s wonderful how you’re able to look at it all so positively. You’re an inspiration, and I’ve only just met you! Well, Millie, welcome to Stanpit, welcome to Mudeford. It’s a lovely area. Have you had chance to explore much yet?’

‘Not a lot! I’ve been busy unpacking and making the house liveable and talking to builders. I walked into Christchurch town centre. That’s about all.’

‘Then I must show you around a bit more. How about a walk tomorrow morning? It’s set to be fine, and once I’ve got the kids to school I’m free.’

‘I’d like that.’ Look at me, I silently said to all those who’d thought I’d never do it, that I never could do it: look at me. I’ve moved house, started the process of finding a builder to renovate it, and made a new friend. Striding out, on my own, an independent woman doing what I want, not what everyone else expects of me. For the first time in my life.

We made arrangements for the following day, and I left feeling very happy with myself. I spent the rest of the day phoning other building companies including the ones Sharon had recommended, and setting dates for them to come to look at the work needed. Mir, thankfully, was still happily settled with her kittens in the box by the sofa. Sharon’s kids would probably enjoy meeting the kittens, I thought, in a couple of weeks when the kittens were bigger and more playful. Maybe Sharon would even home one of them.

I also did as Sharon had suggested and Googled Seaway Renovations. As she’d said, there were poor reviews, and worse – newspaper articles about court cases in which they’d been sued for poor and in one case dangerous workmanship. There was enough there to make me decide not to use them. I made a mental note to thank Sharon. It was good to have met a neighbour who was already looking out for me. I checked out Marshall Construction too, and found only positive reviews. Hopefully Nick’s quote would be a good one.

The following day was bright and sunny though there was a chill wind. A typical April day that felt as though it could change at any moment to cloud and rain. I put on a warm coat and woolly hat, and as agreed with Sharon called on her at ten o’clock. She was wearing a smart wool jacket with matching cloche hat.

We set off to the marsh first of all. Beside













   


To be the first to know about Kathleen’s new books, sign up to her mailing list here!




A Letter from Kathleen McGurl

[image: Author photograph of Kathleen Mcgurl]
   
Thank you so much for choosing to read The Storm Girl. I hope you enjoyed it! If you did and would like to be the first to know about my new releases, click below to sign up to my mailing list.

Sign up here!

This was a fun book to research and write, as it was set in the area where I live. I could simply walk down the road to Mudeford Quay and gaze across the harbour to where the battle took place. I found myself walking around with half my head in the past, in my book. It’s a lovely part of the world, and I am lucky to live there.

I hope you loved The Storm Girl and if you did, I would be so grateful if you would leave a review. I always love to hear what readers thought, and it helps new readers discover my books too.

Thanks,

Kathleen

https://kathleenmcgurl.com/

https://twitter.com/KathMcGurl

https://www.facebook.com/KathleenMcGurl




Acknowledgements

For this book, I firstly need to thank someone I don’t know – Mike Powell, author of the little booklet 1784: The Battle of Mudeford. This book, which I managed to get hold of from our local library, was absolutely invaluable in helping me tell the tale of smuggling in Christchurch and the skirmish between the Revenue ships and smugglers. It’s wonderfully researched from primary sources and puts the lead-up to the battle into context, as well as describing in detail the events of that night and their consequences. Thank you, Mike. Your book is out of print but if ever I come across a copy to buy, I will snap it up, even though I’ve read it cover to cover several times.

Secondly, I must thank the staff at Christchurch Library who dug out Mike’s book as well as several others on local history and smuggling in Hampshire and Dorset, and put them aside for me to collect. This was during lockdown when the library was not open to the public. Many thanks to them, and all other librarians who kept the country supplied with books during a difficult period.

Huge thanks are due to my editor Abigail Fenton, whose insightful comments really helped make this book the best it could be. Thanks, Abi. I love working on books with you!

Thanks also to all the team at HQ – copy editors, proofreaders, cover designers and marketing team. All do a wonderful job. I still find it hard to believe I make my living from writing, but I do, and it’s in no small way helped by the team at HQ. Thank you all.

As always my husband was immensely supportive throughout the writing process. I disappear into my writing cave and he just calls me out when dinner’s ready. Thank you, Ignatius!

Our sons were living with us during the lockdown while I was writing this book, and I bounced several ideas off them while we went for many walks in the locations described in the novel. Thank you, Fionn and Connor. Special thanks to Connor who came up with the idea of a cat in a bricked-up fireplace; that was the starting point for the book.

Finally thank you to all my readers. It’d all be a bit pointless without you. Thanks for buying my books, and I hope you continue to enjoy them!

   


[image: HQ Book Library image]
   
Dear Reader,

We hope you enjoyed reading this book. If you did, we’d be so appreciative if you left a review. It really helps us and the author to bring more books like this to you.

Here at HQ Digital we are dedicated to publishing fiction that will keep you turning the pages into the early hours. Don’t want to miss a thing? To find out more about our books, promotions, discover exclusive content and enter competitions you can keep in touch in the following ways:

JOIN OUR COMMUNITY:

Sign up to our new email newsletter: http://smarturl.it/SignUpHQ

Read our new blog www.hqstories.co.uk

[image: Twitter Logo] https://twitter.com/HQStories

[image: Facebook Logo] www.facebook.com/HQStories

BUDDING WRITER?

We’re also looking for authors to join the HQ Digital family! Find out more here:

https://www.hqstories.co.uk/want-to-write-for-us/

Thanks for reading, from the HQ Digital team

[image: HQ Logo]




About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers (Australia) Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia


http://www.harpercollins.com.au


Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, ON, M5H 4E3, Canada

http://www.harpercollins.ca


India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201 301, India

http://www.harpercollins.co.in


New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers (New Zealand) Limited

P.O. Box 1

Auckland, New Zealand


http://www.harpercollins.co.nz


United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF


http://www.harpercollins.co.uk


United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007


http://www.harpercollins.com

Dublin

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1

D01 C9W8 Ireland

http://www.harpercollins.co.uk



OPS/images/img_0006.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
ONE PLACE. MANY STORIES





OPS/images/lg2.jpg





OPS/images/lg1.jpg





OPS/images/cover.png
A heartbreaking choice.
A secret kept for centuries.

URL

0





OPS/images/img_0005.jpg





