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​Chapter One
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‘Into the Duck Pond’

In Brixham where I live there is a cove called Mansands.  It is surrounded on both sides by high cliffs with jagged rocks in the sea.  It would be a bit dodgy just to sail in without knowing what lurked beneath, it certainly has hidden depths, dangerous waters.  To walk to Mansands from Sharkham Point is equally challenging.  Once you have zig zagged your way through the woods you need to be pretty sure footed as the ground can crumble underfoot and you will skid down quickly.  The beach is pebbly and there is a stream that flows down the hillside creating marsh land, making it an ideal place for a bird sanctuary.

At first these binoculars were just an ornament that had been sitting on the white painted windowsill by the coats since Christmas just waiting patiently for some action.  Well, this day I was inspired to take them along for the ride.  Why? and with the weather being so rubbish.  With my bright yellow raincoat and matching hat, woolly gloves and white trainers, I was ready.  Himself had a fleecy hi-vis yellow waterproof jacket, what a right pair of visible nerds we are.

The coast path over the cliffs were once used by the local customs men to monitor the ‘goings on’ out at sea - and there were, regular ‘goings on,’ and not so long ago, how about last year?  But in 1736 smuggling and piracy was a statement of disapproval against the increase duties levied on goods entering the country.  Which upset a lot of people at the time.

On the cliff top stands a couple of white cottages overlooking the sea, built by French prisoners of the Napoleonic War.  These cottages have a commanding view over the bay, but even customs men need to be off duty sometimes, to close their curtains and sleep.  One cottage is called Crabrock and the other Ladycove, what stories they could tell, although I can always make up my own.

It is eight-o clock on a Sunday morning and there is no one about, not even another dog walker.  It’s just me and Whisky walking in a world of monotone shadows and twitching trees with the seagulls screeching yearnfully from above.  Whisky knows the route as we head off through the cliffside woods, a densely forested area where the tree roots rise like gnarled hands from the mossy earth.  All around me I sense the past, I can sense mystery, which can be unsettling at times.  I do it a lot, time travel in my mind.  In some ways it’s disturbing but it exercises my imagination.

Now we have cleared the woods, it is a steep climb down to the rocky beach below that is Mansands.  Having left the shelter of the trees, a determined and scrawly rain is coming down and though I am prepared for it, my South Wester granny hat that fastens under my chin is now choking the life out of me against the sometimes gale force winds.  The wind is howling, the trees are swaying, the waves can be heard smacking hard against the rocks, breaking up and reaching out like white claws before sliding back into the sea, as if regrouping and preparing for the next attack.

Whisky isn’t enjoying any of this, his eyes are screwed up, our pace quickens.  That’s enough, we will head for the bird hide below by the marshes edge.  We run on, I scramble to get the door open with some urgency, rattling the catch as we rush in and take refuge.  What a relief to be out of all that wind and rain, I sit down on the well-worn wooden bench to catch my breath.  I remove my rainhat and noisily shake the rain off.  Whisky looks up at me and gives me that look.  Well, we’re not going anywhere for the moment, not till that rain eases off.  He eventually settles under the bench, not a happy chappy and a bit spooked by the howling wind rattling at the door.

I look down at my now soaked binoculars and find a pathetic bit of tissue to wipe the lenses.  If only I had just worn them inside my coat, and why on earth did I decide to bring them on a day like this, honestly?  It is quite a fiddle to get them dry and into focus, I constantly faff, focusing and refocusing believing one more turn and it will be crystal clear, finally I manage it and pretty good they are too.

I am not zooming in on anything specifically.  I am looking for a bird to watch since I am here.  I follow a duck, a mallard.  I watch it disappear into a cluster of reeds.  Then I see something that really shouldn’t be in any swamp, well not in the swamps I know.  Whilst convincing myself I’m not seeing what I’m seeing, I tell Whisky to stay put as only one fool needs to do this.

My white trainers entrench and sink within their own footprint as I make my way forward to the edge of the marsh that now has become a large pond.  This is not a good idea, but nothing is going to stop me, not sense, reason, or comfort.  I am quickly sinking, and thinking is an extra weight I don’t need at this moment.  In front of me sticking up from the swamp among the reeds is what I identified as a rifle.  What the hell would a rifle be doing in swamp?  The ducks move out of my way, mouthy them ducks.

I open the door of the bird hut still holding up what is now looking ever so much like a rifle.  Whisky looks alarmed at the muddy vision striding through the door, I stamp my feet, he crouches even further away from me under the bench.  I reassure him all was fine.  Not from where he stands.

What am I going to do with it now and more’s the point how am I going to get it home? and why do I want to do that anyway.  Too late the decision is made, there really is only one thing to do with it and that is to feed it up my sleeve.  It’s not dangerous I assume, I mean there’s not much left of it.  With the rifle uncomfortably in place, I bend down and pick up his lead and walk like a wooden toy soldier through the rain.  Why.

What a mess! muddy wet trainers and filthy knees as though I had been walking on all fours which I had, and gloves so wet and dirty that I had put them in them in a doggy poo bag in my pocket.  The rain has penetrated my trainers there is a bit of squelching going on as I walk.  Why trainers when I have a decent pair of wellies by the back door.  Again why.

It is a relief to open the garden gate and let go of his lead.  I open the back door, bend down to remove his lead and jacket and let him head off into the kitchen.  Meanwhile I tentatively shake and let fall out of my sleeve a muddy rifle onto the lino floor whilst I remove my coat.  I unfasten my trainers and remove my muddy socks.  In bare feet I cross the kitchen and search under the sink for a bin liner and put all my muddy stuff inside and leave it on the floor by the washing machine.

I then carefully place said rifle on a bin liner on the kitchen table.  I really do need a shower but first I had better do something about this wet dog.  I quickly dry him down and feed him so he can head off to his basket whilst I head to the shower.  I am so enjoying my shower, my body temperature returning to normal.  There is a knock at the bathroom door.

‘Is that an old rifle on the kitchen table?’ asks a voice, not believing what he’d just said.

‘Be out in a minute’ I shout back.  ‘Would you put all that stuff in the washing machine for me, now I’m out the shower love.’  I put on my bathrobe and head to the bedroom to get changed. I later walk downstairs feeling human again, with a towel wrap on my hair.  There is no getting away from the object that looks out of time and place on the kitchen table.  Harlan puts a hot cup of tea on the table in front of me.

‘I see you’ve had a busy morning and where did you find that.’  He says pointing with his chin, calling it a rifle for the moment a step too far.

‘I was taking shelter at Mansands bird hide, when I suddenly noticed something sticking up amongst the reeds.  If I hadn’t been using those binoculars, I wouldn’t have seen it, at first, I just thought it was one of those elaborate stair rods, them, Victorian ones.’

‘Shall I have ago at cleaning it up?’ he asks, getting up from the table and searching under the sink for a kitchen bowl.  ‘Why on earth would there be a rifle be in a swamp and I wonder how long it has been there?’  He sits down with some warm soapy water and cloth; he puts on his glasses and starts to study it like a professor.  He gently wipes away the mud; we both watch as more of the wooden butt of the gun shines through each time.

‘Any inscriptions or dates?’ I ask, watching intently and cupping my mug of tea.

‘I believe there are some squiggles at the bottom here,’ he says, pointing ‘but they could easily be scratch marks.’

The back door suddenly bursts open and in walks Joan.  She looks up briefly from her phone.  Do you know she can walk from her house to ours without looking up once?  It’s a new skill acquired by this generation.

‘What have you got there, grandad?’ she says walking over, looking at us suspiciously.  ‘That’s a rifle, isn’t it?  What are you going to do with it?  Is it real?’

So, what we have here is a half-dressed teenager in a parka coat over pink pyjamas, in slippers and a phone that we’ve not seen her without since she was ten but now, she’s coming up sixteen.

‘Its real alright.  Your gran has just fished it out of the swamp at Mansands.’ 

She gives me a sideways glance as might an adult looking at a child who just has to get in to trouble if left unsupervised.

‘Do you think it’s worth something?’

‘I don’t know love; it’s not looking much at the moment’ says Harlan, his sleeves rolled up being careful as one might whilst getting familiar with a ticking bomb.

‘Do you think someone was murdered and they hid it in the swamp?’

Joan picks up her phone and takes a couple of pictures then starts to thumb text her friends.  ‘Are you going to tell the police?’  She says looking up briefly.  ‘You should take a photo and ask AI, that’s what I’d do.’ 

We thank her for her input; she nods in acceptance.  Her work here is done.  This is a passing through visit, as there is no maple syrup for pancakes at her house and seeing it as the sort of random thing we might have in our cupboards she thought she’d call in, she’s into pancakes.

For the moment and for the sake of wanting a quiet Sunday the said rifle is despatched to a work bench in the shed.  That night my mind obsessed with wild speculations of why a rifle should be in a swamp.  Was it there because someone was hiding evidence after a murderous deed, or was it hidden to stop someone firing it, this rifle has some explaining to do.  It is strange finding this rifle, it’s like it had shattered some temporal barrier and appeared in a time that it did not have any rights to be in.  And to think that all my mind could think about yesterday was what colour to paint the bathroom.

‘Did you sleep alright Agnes,’ asks Harlan entering the bedroom in his dressing gown with a dog following in his footsteps.

‘Enough to see me on’ I joke sitting up and reaching out to take the cup of tea off him to save him walking round the other side of the bed.

‘I’ve been Googling old rifles’, says Harlan as if it was a topic everyone spoke of in the morning.  ‘I reckon it was in circulation around the 1800s, though there’s not much to identify it by.  Looking at others that are similar, I’m guessing it’s a Baker rifle, a muzzle- loading flintlock.  But since most of the wood around the barrel has rotted away, it’s hard to tell.’

I look at the pictures he’s found on his phone.  I love having a lazy ten minutes with a cup tea in the morning it sets me up for the day.  I look over at the bedside clock radio and decide to spring into action.  ‘I had better get up and give himself a walk.’ 

‘I’ll take Whisky out this morning love.  I’ve got to get some plumbing fittings and have a another go at that leaky radiator in the hallway.’  Harlan’s not a natural DIY enthusiast but he does the basics and doesn’t like a job to beat him.

He is an accountant at heart, and he mostly works from home but does call into the office a couple of days a week if that.  It’s not his accountancy firm but he has worked there a good many years and is quite happy to sit at his computer all day.  He enjoys working with numbers.  Life begins and ends with numbers he can philosophise on numbers and their predictability.  Give him a spread sheet and the sun shines and the day has meaning.

It’s Monday morning and I am heading off to work at the local library.  Local history is my thing, for some it’s the romance section for others detective stories or cookbooks.  Other topics making the charts are those that help metal detectorists find a site of interest.  They are always looking for new sites to explore.

Berry Head always reveals loads of military finds, buttons and bits of hardware, spoons the most common find.  Never go to war without taking your own spoon.  There have been some amazing finds at Battery Gardens; there are so many enthusiasts that the local detectorists club have had to restrict membership.

Isn't all history a detective story of sorts?  You collate the facts and arrive at the truth or supposed truth.  There are many ways a truth can become shrouded in mystery:  have ghosts haunt it or better still have it cursed.  Then a truth can become a secret. 

That’s always worked for Brixham a good dose of mystery and legend has covered up many a smuggling operation.  Brixham has many secrets to tell and they are well kept, for instance how many books are published on smuggling?  Very few.  One thing I can say for sure is very few smugglers were caught and even fewer got tried for it.  I’m not saying this for certain but if a local magistrate was in on it, he would hardly send someone down for delivering his fine port without putting himself at risk.

We once did this bumpy boat trip round Berry Head and this chap kept pointing out sea caves and places known as drop off points for smugglers.  I have always been interested in all things pirate and smuggling because of the adventure and daring.  Though the reality was probably far grittier than my Disney version of these maverick adventurers.

After that boat trip and finding out about a pirate that once lived down the road from me, that was it, I couldn’t help it, I needed to know more.  To me, it’s what lurks beneath the story that interests me, who recorded it, how was it recorded.  If you want a Marxist view of history ‘consumption, culture and status’, a very organised and pragmatic view in my opinion.

That’s how you treat history.  And that why it’s so clever to shroud an event in mystery to avoid a truth being told.  That boat trip changed my perspective knowing about all the caves and tunnels being used by pirates and smugglers in a landscape that I had known all my life, I became aware just how one-dimensional and neutral my view was of my hometown.

Having found this rifle, I am intrigued and because I found it at Mansands Bay which was essentially used for smuggling, there’s bound to be a story behind it.  Goods were regularly brought ashore there often disappearing through a network of tunnels.  I know for a fact that the field where I walk Whisky has a network of tunnels beneath it.  It is said they lead from St Mary’s Church to Upton Manor and all appearing to intersect at old Bakery.  Which is right behind The Bell Inn pub, makes you think.

Some claim the tunnels were used for storing fruit from Upton’s orchard, but I think that’s a weak cover story.  What’s more there is supposedly a double chambered tunnel that’s a lot of construction work just to store apples.  I’m not buying that; I’m thinking spirits and not the scary ones.

The smugglers would have to be locals, the chances of it being operators from another area is remote as people in those days would be suspicious of a new face in town.  There was security in knowing the people you were trusting with your life.  They would probably have got together over a few bevvies, to discuss what goods to bring in and who to involve, and who’s got a boat free that day and the weather, that kind of thing.

I suddenly remember seeing something about a historical society on Facebook that meet at the Bell Inn every month, perhaps I’ll message them.  Can’t hurt, if I follow up a smuggling lead, around about the 1800’s who knows I might make some connections to the rifle.
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‘Hickory Dickory Dock.’

I walk into town, it’s barely light, making it feel early, shopkeepers are turning on lights, stacking the windows with veg and potted plants or pulling out their rotary stands of sunglasses that are not going to be the biggest seller today.  It’s a big coat day for sure, the weather a slight improvement on yesterday.  I swipe my entrance key to enter the central heated cosiness of books.  I shout a greeting to Eloise whom I could hear in the staff room, the sound of a teaspoon stirring in a cup.

‘Well, that was an interesting weekend’ I said hanging up my coat and stuffing my purse and shopping bag into the tall green locker that stands at the side of the sink.  ‘I only went and found an actual rifle in the swamp at Mansands, didn’t I.’

‘No way...’ she stops in the action of dunking a tea bag.  ‘Really, tell me! I hope you’ve got some photos on your phone.’  Then puts a mug down on the table in front of me.

‘Certainly have’ I say scrolling through my phone.  ‘What I’m most intrigued about are some marks on the wooden butt, they could just be scratch marks, but I don’t think so’ I said as I hand her my phone.  She then opens the picture to maximum magnification and point.  ‘See this, it looks like an elaborate L with squiggles each side of it.’ 

‘Maybe it’s someone’s elaborate initials.’ said Eloise studying it up close.  ‘Though it does look more like a long nose and two eyes.  I wonder if it belonged to the Revenue Men that were stationed up there’ she said handing me back my phone.

‘That’s my thinking, maybe a smuggling operation that went wrong or something.’ 

The library is now open for business I make myself busy, we catch up in passing a couple of times.  ‘Do you remember that Alexander Mayhew chap’ says Eliose.  ‘He was always in here doing research for his book.  He’s the man to ask, he’s into all that.’

‘That’s a thought, though we’ve not seen him for a while.’  I take my trolley of returned books and wheel it across the carpeted floor going from shelf to shelf reuniting books to their rightful place.  Sometimes its empty space still awaits its return, then it was up the lift to the next floor.

I do love surfing the shelves for my next read.  I do a general tidy up as I go along then I notice a cover of an Agatha Christie book.  I bring it out and study it, there’s a large L shape divide on the front cover, black on one side and white on the other, very Art Nouveau.  But it was the eyes, either side of the L, that had me thinking.  One eye was white on black the other black on white, interesting.

I take it to show Eloise ‘what do you make of that,’ I said passing her a copy of ‘Hickory Dickory Dock.’ 

‘Gosh how bizarre, what are the chances of that, it does look remarkably similar to the image on the rifle.  It’s not one I’ve read it, have you?

‘No, but I think I found my next read.’  As usual I have managed to max out my library card and fill my shopping bag with books.  The afternoon did drag a bit my thoughts were the only thing keeping it interesting.  Once it started getting dark again the traffic got busy as people headed home from another day of work.  With our coats on we go through all the security procedures - alarms, fire doors etc.

‘See you tomorrow and keep me updated with all that business.  I’ll ask Derek if he knows anything, he plays darts at The Bell Inn and knows the landlord there.  He’s always banging on about the history of the place.’

I am waiting outside for Harlan to arrive we need to get a bit of shopping.  As soon as Whisky sees me his tail is wagging and he pulls on the lead, anxious to greet me.  We call via the Co-op to get some milk I wait outside with him.  The streetlights shine on the cobbled road, a blast of wind blusters down the road from the harbour where metal ropes constantly clatter against yacht masts.

After a stiff uphill walk home, we let ourselves into the house and take off our coats and shoes; I walk in the lounge and close the curtains and put the table lights on and turn up the heating.  Harlan is cooking tonight; to be fair he cooks most nights.  Cooking is not my thing.  Whereas Harlan can’t wait to try a new recipe, it gives him joy, so out of kindness the task is all his.  He even likes shopping, I have been known to push the trolley, but he will read the back of packets.  I told him I have an attention deficit, if we’re not done in twenty minutes, I’m going to sit in the car and read.  I don’t claim to be perfect.

I wash and tidy the kitchen that’s my job.  We retire to the lounge and I’m going to settle down and start to read, it says, ‘Hickory Dickory Dock a Hercule Poirot murder’.  I Google the synopsis it all takes place on ‘Smuggler’s Island’, which is Burgh Island and which she used as a writer’s retreat.  A good many of her books it seems use smuggling and Devon as her central themes and why not.

Harlan passes me a glass of wine.  I must stop reading and put my book down but I’m enjoying the absolute peace of one to one with my book.  Later as I’m half watching television my mind is going over the rifle and the smuggling activities of Mansands.  Perhaps I should message this Bell Inn History Society via Facebook and ask them what they know.

‘Good evening’ I write ‘I’m doing some research on smuggling in the St Mary’s Bay and the Mansands area.  Does anyone think that the tunnels from Upton Manor to the church and intersecting at the bakery were a possible network for smuggling.  Does anyone have information they’d be happy to share?’  Later my phone buzzes, I pick it up; gosh it says my post has been removed by admin, I wasn’t expecting that.  Oh, dear I didn’t think I was being indiscreet or anything.  How rude.

***
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IT IS A BUSY MORNING at work, we had a delivery from another branch, I need to change some of the titles over.  I was deep in thought when I was patted gently on the shoulder, I turn around in surprise.

‘Oh, sorry can I help you?’  I said followed by one my best librarian smiles of service.

‘It was me that read your message last night’ said a deeply officious voice of an elderly man wearing a tweed cap.  ‘I’m sorry but I could not permit that, we are a historical society we do not deal in any way with those sorts of activities.’  My thought were - how ridiculous, but what I say is.

‘Oh dear, I’m sorry.  But how can such historical research affect anyone today?’ 

‘You’d think so wouldn’t you.... Your maiden name is Peverell isn’t it... You might find out things about your ancestors you wouldn’t want to know.’  I stare at him in disbelief.  He looks clearly angry and I have not a clue what he is talking about.

‘What do you mean by that’ I quipped in irritation.

‘But maybe it is about time you find out, just how your ancestors left my family destitute by their betrayal and greed.’  On that note he turns and leaves.  My chin drops, I am left reeling.  I am completely thrown, what an accusation!  I am flustered and I might say annoyed.  In truth, I am outraged and what the hell is he talking about?

I go over to the library counter and ask Eloise if she knew the man that had just walked out.  She says she does indeed and that I had been at the mercy Charles Spencer Westcliffe.  ‘Well, I’ve never heard of him.’ 

‘I surprised you haven’t, with your interest in local history and all that.  He is on the board of the directors at the Museum.  It has been known for some people to take exception to his attitude,’ I think she’s being sarcastic.  Well, I think he’s a rude, blustery, overbearing.....

It’s lunch time, I still feel mithered.  I thought I would take a walk down by the harbour side, there’s nothing quite like a walk to make you feel grounded.  I read that Dickens would walk into the early hours of the morning to chase his demons away.  I pace up to the breakwater keeping an eye on the time, half an hour is soon spent.  I had text Harlan the gist of the conversation.

I think some family research is in order was his reply, it sounds, like you’ve got a skeleton or skeletons in the closet.  I suppose if you’re talking pirates and smuggling that is an appropriate analogy.  But what an allegation to throw at someone.  Until now I have never thought about looking into my family’s history, that was their business.  But now I need to find out if there is any truth in this.
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‘Uncle Walter Raleigh.’ 

Whisky only got a short walk this morning as I want to get into work early.  I want to do some research into all this business, so who is this Peverell ancestor who supposedly left the Spencer Westcliffe ancestors destitute?  I can’t deny it, because I simply don’t know and I need to know.  I am a bastion of history but now this is personal.

It has been a nearly a week since my encounter with Mr Spencer flaming Westcliffe.  What connection has my ancestors got to do with his?  I am getting on well with my smuggling research and the activities in the area.  But I need to deviate and do some checking up on my ancestors’ activities at the time, and what they did to upset the Spencer Westcliffe’s?

As I researched into the smuggling activities at Mansands, I find out just how much smuggling was going on there.  It was a constant for over 200 years I’m surprised that some coves weren’t double booked.  Smuggling happened; I’m not being naïve it would have been a cut-throat business.  Though most Devonians didn’t see it as a bad thing: it was criminal yes, but not the worse of your crimes, it was just free trade.

Today being a Saturday, I will finish work at one.  Harlan is not working today he says he’s going to sign up to a couple of these genealogy websites this morning.  It has been a busy old morning at the library with lots of people about, the weather variable but mostly allowing for a bit of sunshine peeping out from behind heavy silver clouds.

‘Here Agnes’ said Eloise, ‘I asked mum about all this smuggling you’re looking into...she said you needs to be careful looking into things like that.’  Yep, I have met her mum Betty, I can just hear her saying that.

‘Did she say why’ I ask.

‘Only that it involved everybody, people would buy shares in a shipment, a co-operative if you like.  The more people invested the more chance no one would split on the other, for security like.  It wasn’t done to talk about it, you know.’

‘You did tell her I’m not out to do an expose on anyone.’  But I do get it, she’s not the first person I’ve spoken to that has given me that reaction.

It is a busy morning, and I am having to cope with a lot of noisy thoughts.  Mr Spencer Westcliffe implied that by researching smuggling I would find out something about my ancestors.  Which is exactly what I am going to do, but first I need to find out which ancestor he’s on about. 

My morning work is finished.  I walk to the carpark Harlan is waiting for me in the car.  A dog is sat in the front seat starring out of the window in anticipation of a sighting.  Harlan’s getting the backlash of his tail, with some persuasion and fussing I get him to go on the back seat so I can get in.

‘Go on, so what have you found out’ I say putting on my seat belt.  ‘I have been thinking about it all morning.’

‘Well, I’m not saying this with any certainty but there was an Agnes Peverell who was heir to the manor in Brixham that married a John Lupton.’

‘I had a feeling we’d be going down this road.  So, my ancestors were landed gentry.  If that is the case, it could easily be that the Peverell’s were in a position of power to be responsible for the ruination of Spencer Westcliffe’s family.  I am going to find evidence; I’m not taking his word for it.’ 

When we got home, I made us a brew and took it upstairs to the spare bedroom also known as the office.  I sit on the bed while Harlan shows me all the printouts, he’s done.  I scan read each one.

‘And if I am reading this correctly you might find you had a distant uncle Sir Walter Raleigh’ said Harlan with some teasing amusement about it.

‘Now you’re having a laugh,’ he hands me a piece of paper with a family tree on it, as you might court evidence.  I read it and hand it back to him, bemused.

‘I don’t know how I feel about that.  He wasn’t exactly a paragon of virtue, was he?  Did you know he smoked the first ever fag in this country, at a party at Greenway House, Agatha Christies place.  I’m not knocking him for that; it’s the other stuff.’

‘It doesn’t have to reflect on you.  I’m not saying you share the same DNA, he’s just in the mix that’s all.  And I won’t tell if you won’t’ he joked.

I was grumpy. I walk downstairs and sit at the kitchen table, Harlan opens a tin of soup, I was starving when I left work, now my appetite has gone.  Why am I so deeply affected, I can’t hold myself responsible, how woke is that!  I’m just being an irrational grump about it, I hoped that deeply held attitudes of morality came through from one generation to the next, obviously not.  I should be realistic about this, they were different times, different cultural understandings, that is a pathetic excuse for what went on.

The next day being a Sunday we’re sitting up in bed with a cup of tea and a dog wedged between us.  Whisky is waiting for that moment when he can spring off the bed high tail it down the stairs and wait by the front door.  But for the moment I just want to stay snug in bed with my cup of tea.

We look at his face and agree to get up and give
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