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To Begin With...

––––––––

Something cold and wet hit the back of my neck. 

Looking up, I could see only blackness. An icy draught blew across my face, making me wince.

Blinking, I shook my head. Was this a dream? Was I in the middle of some outlandish nightmare? Struggling to focus my thoughts, the last thing I could remember was seeing someone, though I couldn’t remember who. 

‘Uh.’

The voice was so unexpected, it made me jump, and a sudden pain shot up my leg.  The coarse surface of whatever I was sitting on had scraped my ankle. Realising it must be a rock, a ledge of some sort, I shuffled my legs away from the cold stone. 

‘Suzi?’ I whispered. ‘That you?’

Another drop of water landed on the back of my neck, prompting me to lean sideways out of its line of fire.

‘Here,’ said Suzi, a tremble in her throat. 

Turning my head, I looked in the direction her voice seemed to come from. ‘Where?’

A movement close by, then she grunted, and I felt her arm touch mine.

‘At least we’re not dead,’ she said with a grim laugh.

Blinking again, I moved my head around, peering into the darkness, but it was impossible to make out even the smallest detail of our surroundings. 

‘Where are we?’ I said, noting how the words echoed back at me.

Suzi leaned against me, and I made to reach out to her. Only then did I appreciate the ropes holding my arms fast at my sides. 

‘Oh, God...’

‘What?’ 

‘There,’ she said. ‘Look...’

Turning to face forward, I saw something emerging out of the darkness—a blurry glow, waving from side to side. Narrowing my eyes, I stared, striving to make out details, a shape, anything, but all I could see was the dim light, moving ever closer. Unable to drag my eyes away, I watched as the figure of a man came into focus. Taking long deliberate steps, he strode slowly towards us through the gloom. One arm hung at his side swinging a lantern, while in the other, a gnarled fist grasped something long and silvery that glinted in the half light. My gaze slid up to his face. The two dark holes where his eyes should be stared dully back at me.

‘It’s him,’ Suzi murmured. ‘He’s coming back. And he’s got a knife—a really big knife.’
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There had always been rumours of buried treasure in Skeleton Cove, but no-one believed them. At least, no-one with half a brain. I mean, okay, maybe hundreds of years ago a bunch of smugglers or swashbuckling mutineers had hidden a bag of sovereigns in one of the many caves that pebble-dashed the cliffs along the beach, but if they had, someone would've found them by now, wouldn’t they?

In any case, me and Suzi had spent the whole of one summer making a detailed search of every cave-like hidey-hole all the way from Skeleton  Cove to Coomer’s Bay and up as far as the Black Cliffs (where we weren’t allowed to go), but all we found was a load of animal bones and a makeshift tent used by tramps. And yes, we knew about the so-called pirate gravestones that stood along one wall of the graveyard, but Mr Taylor had always said the skulls and crossbones carved into those memorials were there to frighten away graverobbers.

Me and Suzi reckoned Mr Taylor had spread those rumours himself to stop kids like us nosing around the graveyard. And like I told you in that story about The Demon, Mr Taylor isn’t around any more, so we don’t have to listen to his rubbishy tales.

Beaky Beaumont, who’d taken over Taylor’s classes usually talked in a funny voice, like a character from a Charles Dickens novel. He dressed strangely too, and often wore a dark overcoat or a long black cloak that looked like something out of an old horror movie. He had what he liked to call a ‘sense of fun’, and on that particular day (the one when we first heard about Calico Jack), he was well into his stride.

‘And while I can see from your glazed expressions that some of you may not share my interest in local history, there are those who recognise...’ He paused and turned his gaze on me. ‘The smell of a good story.’ He gave me a sly wink. ‘Mr Starkey, for instance, will, I’m certain, delight in creating a tale featuring a plethora of perilous pirates, hidden gold, and sunken galleons.’

I offered a dopey grin and shrugged. 

‘And so,’ he went on, ‘your homework for this weekend...’

A collective groan erupted from my classmates, but Mr Beaumont had a trick up his sleeve. Slipping a hand into the pocket of his tweed jacket, he held out a crisp one-pound note.

The groan transformed into an ‘Oooh!’ as every pair of eyes took in this new information.

‘Yes indeed, you lucky people—one whole pound to whoever produces the most entertaining tale at our next session.’

‘How many words, sir?’ piped up Fat Bob.

The teacher considered this. ‘Let’s say not less than five hundred and not more than a thousand.’

‘A thousand?’ yelped Bob. ‘That’ll take bleedin’ years.’

The whole class fell silent and all heads turned to look at my tubby friend.

‘I mean...’ he began.

Beaumont seemed to glide down the aisle between the desks to where the offending pupil sat. He halted and stood there, beaming down at the boy.

‘Sir?’

Leaning forward so his nose was almost touching the top of Fat Bob’s head, Mr Beaumont said, ‘On this occasion Robert, we shall overlook your discourteous explosion. But I’ll expect great things of you come Tuesday.’

‘Why Tuesday, sir,’ squeaked Harriet Slackbottom.

Mr Beaumont rolled his eyes exaggeratedly. ‘Don’t tell me you have forgotten Monday is an in-service day? I should have thought such vital data would have remained at the forefront of your tiny minds.’

Another ‘Oooh’ ran around the class. This was a treat indeed—an extra day off school.

‘Can’t we get a day off from homework, sir?’ said Fat Bob.

The teacher grunted, but instead of inflicting a slap to the back of the head, a painful squeeze of the shoulder with his claw-like grip, or even the least excruciating of his punishments—the flicking of an ear lobe—he returned to his desk.  He was in a good mood.

I leaned across to Suzi Q, and whispered, ‘Bet he’s seeing that Miss Greener tonight.’

Suzi grinned. Isobel Greener had taken over The Cod Piece when its previous owner Mr Lunnan, or Moony Mick as we liked to call him, had disappeared one Friday night after a thunderstorm. Miss Greener wasn’t as slapdash about things as Moony Mick had been and kept the shop clean and tidy. Best of all, though, she changed the oil in the fryers every single week, so there was no danger of finding a mouldy fish-head peering up at you from a bag of chips.

As it was Friday, and the food from The Cod Piece had finally made it into what my mum referred to as ‘acceptable’, me and Suzi could get fish and chips from the shop on the way home from school.

Leaning over the counter to watch Miss Greener wrap up our suppers, I said, ‘So you doin’ anything tonight then, Issy?’

The woman looked up from her task with narrowed eyes. ‘Why’s that then, Jeff-er-rey? Goin’ ter arsk me out, are yer?’

‘Oh, er...’ I started.

She handed the two fish suppers over and gave me a hard stare. ‘And since when d’yer get ter call me Issy, yer cheeky sod?’ She laughed, so I knew she wasn’t offended. 

‘No,’ I said. ‘Just wondered if you were goin’ out with Beaky... I mean, Mr Beaumont again?’

Issy shook her head. ‘None of your bleedin’ business,’ she said, taking my money and dropping it into the cash register. Then, folding her arms, she leaned against the wall. ‘You like him, don’t yer?’

‘Better than Mr Taylor,’ said Suzi.

Issy nodded solemnly. ‘Ah. Heard all about that, I did. Sounds like the pair of yous nearly got yerselves killed.’

I sniffed. ‘Could’ve been worse.’

She waved a hand at me. ‘Go on, sod off. An don’t go summoning up no demons.’

Outside, Suzi nudged my arm. ‘What’d she mean about summoning up demons?’

I tore off a piece of battered haddock and stuffed it into my mouth. ‘Beaumont musht have told hersh about Nathaniel Darke and all that shtuff.’ 

‘Don’t talk with your mouth full.’

‘Yes, Ma.’

We concentrated on eating as we made our way to my house, but I couldn’t help wondering if Issy Greener knew more about that whole Demon affair than we did. After all, Beaumont was part of the Ministry of Protection, a top secret organisation that looked into all the weird stuff and creepy goings-on in Skeleton Cove, but as he hadn’t really said very much about it to me and Suzi, we knew no more than when we’d first found Beaumont’s file at the school.
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Any further thoughts about the Ministry went out of my head as we arrived home. Mum was making decorations and needed a hand tying on the silver wires that would hold each of them onto the Christmas tree. It’d be another week before I’d venture into the cupboard at the top of the stairs to bring down the tatty artificial tree we used every year, but making our own decorations was a family tradition. 

After that it was time for Give Us a Quizzing Clue, so Mum made a pot of tea, and we all sat down on the sofa to watch it.

As we waited for the programme to start, I told Mum about the story we had to write for homework. 

‘Pirates, eh? That sounds interesting,’ she said, sipping her tea. ‘Your dad used to have a few books about local history, smuggling and the likes. Should be up in the attic if you want to have a look.’

I glanced at Suzi and knew we were both thinking the same thing—the books might give us enough information to be able to write our stories without putting in too much effort. Then we’d be able to spend the weekend doing something more interesting. Though I always enjoyed writing stories, I preferred spending my free time with Suzi. For a girl, she was good fun.
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The only way to get up into the attic was to use the wooden stepladders from the shed. It took me and Suzi quite a while to manoeuvre them through the kitchen, up the stairs, and onto the landing underneath the hatch. Opening the ladders, I shoogled them around until they were directly underneath, then, instructing Suzi to stand on the bottom rung for safety, I climbed up.

Pushing the hatch up and over to the side, I clambered onto the small square platform at the top of the stepladders and straightened up, poking my head and shoulders through the hatch. Reaching over to where I knew the switch was, I flicked on the light. A single bulb hung down from the central joist above me, casting a dim glow over the space. Dad had boarded over most of the floor, so we could walk on it, but there were gaps at the sides that we’d have to avoid if we weren’t to stick a foot through the ceiling. 

I was about to help Suzi up through the hatch, when there was a loud ‘pop’ and the bulb went out.

‘Great,’ I muttered.

Suzi was halfway up the ladders. ‘Your mum’ll have spare bulbs, won’t she?’

I shook my head. ‘Nah, not for this one—it’s an odd size. I remember my dad saying he’d have to get some more. But then he...’ I sniffed. ‘You know.’ 

She nodded and was silent for a moment, then, ‘What about candles?’

There was no way Mum’d let me loose with candles in the attic, but I knew there was an old tin lantern in the shed that we used during power cuts. It had glass sides that stopped the candle from falling out, so it would be safe enough for what we wanted. Five minutes later, I’d helped Suzi up and onto the floorboards and placed the lantern with its flickering flame in the centre of the floor space. 

Suzi gazed around appreciatively. ‘This is great—we could play up here.’

I gave her a pitying look. ‘Yeah, if we were five.’

Suzi punched my shoulder. ‘I was just sayin’.’ She stepped across to one of the piles of cardboard boxes that covered the majority of the floor space. ‘Where do we start?’

I gazed around. ‘Some of them are marked. Here...’ I crossed to a pile of particularly dusty boxes on the right-hand side of the attic. Dad had written on some of them with a marker pen. There were ‘Bedsheets’, ‘Jeff’s toys’, ‘Comics’, and then a few more that said, ‘Books—Not to be Opened’. 

Why my dad didn’t want the boxes opened was mostly likely to do with not wanting them to get damaged, and we weren’t going to do that. ‘Here,’ I said, passing one of the boxes across the floor to Suzi. ‘You look through that one, I’ll take these two.’

The attic was cold, so I didn’t want to stay up there too long. Within a few minutes we had identified a pile of ten books that looked promising. 

‘Come on,’ I said, sliding the stack over to the open hatch.

When Suzi didn’t reply, I glanced over at her. Hunched over a large book with yellowing pages, she peered at an image.

I crawled over to where she sat. ‘Anything useful?’

Closing the book, she held up the cover for me to see:

A History of the Most Notorious Pyrates, by Jonathan Starke.

‘Let’s have a shufti.’ I reached out to take the book, but Suzi pulled back.

‘No,’ she said in a low voice. ‘We should leave this one. It’s a bit creepy.’

I sighed. Suzi was great, but sometimes she could be too much of a girl. ‘Don’t be daft, give it here.’ I grasped the corner of the book and pulled it into my lap for a closer look.

It was about twelve inches square, heavy, and smelled musty, but as I flicked through the first few pages, a strange feeling washed over me. A shiver ran up and down my spine, and the atmosphere in the attic seemed to change, like when a door opens in one part of the house and causes a through-draught somewhere. 

An image caught my attention on the right-hand page—it was an old woodcut featuring a grim-looking man dressed in old-fashioned clothes and holding a sabre. He was standing at an odd angle with his face turned away, as if he didn’t want the artist to see what he looked like. The funny thing is, as I stared down at the picture, the man’s head seemed to swivel towards me in some weird kind of slow-motion movement. Blinking, I looked at Suzi.

‘See?’ she said. ‘Creepy.’

When I turned back to the image, the pirate was facing away again, looking out across the bay toward a ship on the horizon as if he’d never moved.

A sudden draught blew up through the hatchway causing us both to shiver. ‘Did you see—’ I said, but Suzi was getting to her feet.

‘Let’s go downstairs,’ she said, her voice barely a whisper.

‘All right. But I’m taking this one too.’

Suzi gave me a stern look, but I ignored her and added the old book to the pile at the side of the hatch. Whatever I’d imagined, it was just that—my imagination. When I looked at the book in daylight, I’d see it for what it was—a musty old tome about pirates and smuggling that’d turn out to be dull and boring.

Naturally, I was wrong.
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It was after ten o’clock by the time I got downstairs the next morning. Mum was already well into her Saturday baking routine and had a batch of pasties in the oven.

‘Time d’you call this?’ she said. 

I rubbed my face. ‘Didn’t sleep much.’

She put a floury hand to my face and gave me a pat. ‘Aw, poor love. Been dreaming about those pirates, eh?’

‘No, couldn’t get to sleep.’ In fact, I had been dreaming about pirates, or to be precise, one pirate in particular—the one in the image that had seemed to be moving when I’d first looked at it. But it wasn’t the dreams that bothered me. It was the fact I now knew something I hadn’t known the night before. I knew the pirate’s name.

Helping myself to a glass of orange juice and a bowl of Shreddybreak, I sat at one end of the kitchen table, watching Mum cutting out gingerbread men (or gingerbread people as she called them), and lining them up on a baking tray. 

‘They for tea?’ I asked.

‘Actually, I was making them for your pal Jimmy.’ She gave me a sideways glance, rubbing her nose with the back of her hand. ‘You hadn’t forgotten he’s coming for tea?’

‘Course not,’ I said, with what I hoped was enough enthusiasm to cover my memory lapse. After what she called ‘all-the-carry-on’ with the Demon, Mum had taken to offering ‘that poor soul’ Jimmy Brick a meal at ours every couple of weeks or so, since she considered his own mother to be a bit of a liability (whatever that meant) and didn’t feed her son properly.

Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for Jimmy to come around now and then, but we always ended up talking about Mr Taylor and everything, and it was getting a bit tedious. But at least Suzi would be there to keep us company as her folks would be visiting her Uncle Norman, who’d broken his ankle a few days before and wasn’t able to look after himself properly. It occurred to me it’d be a good idea to send Jimmy over to his house instead, then the two ‘poor souls’ could look after each other. 

But that was mean, and I knew it. 

I finished my breakfast and did some washing up for Mum before going over to Suzi’s place. She’d taken home half the pile of books from the attic, and I’d taken the others, but the only one that interested me was A History of the Most Notorious Pyrates. Even though there was something strange about it, I knew I wouldn’t be able to resist.

Having gone to bed early to look through the books, I’d found most of them were to do with long-dead sea captains and fishermen, rather than pirates, so had soon put the others aside and grabbed hold of the one that had given me a fright earlier.

Of course, when I say it’d given me a fright, what I mean is it felt as if there was something about this book that was special. Examining it again in the warm yellow light from the lamp on my bedside cabinet, it looked and smelled just like any other old book. Then, flicking through the pages, a piece of paper dropped out onto the floor. For a moment, I held the book up, trying to see which section the paper had come from, but there were no well-thumbed pages that stood out from any others. Leaning over, I picked up the sheet of foolscap and spread it out on the counterpane.

As I’d suspected, it was in Dad’s handwriting. Written in pencil meant it had faded in parts, making it hard to read. Mostly, it looked like notes he’d taken about some of the characters mentioned in the book, except that halfway down the page, he’d underlined one name. Trouble was, the faded writing made it almost impossible to make out more than a couple of letters, and even those were hard to define.

Underneath the name (if it was a name), Dad had written a series of dates that started in the 1600s and went right through to the time when I was a small boy. If I could work out what the dates meant, maybe I’d discover what my
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