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‘Here lies William Cole, who was drowned on the
20th of March 1756 aged 19 years’



The new headstone darkened in the rain. The raw earth was sodden. A great storm lashed the graveyard. Out on the German Sea, boats were tossed on the crests of great grey waves. Wind tore at their rigging.

The earth of William Cole’s freshly dug grave ran with water. Mud slid down the steep hillside towards the edge of the cliff where Charles Howard, riding officer of His Majesty’s Excise Office, sat on horseback, staring out to sea. The night was black. He saw no sign, and knew there would be none until the storm abated.

The rain did not let up. It lashed the gravestones in the bleak churchyard and swept against the ruined walls of the abbey close by. William’s grave gurgled; the wet earth shifted to expose the coffin lid. Was it the wind groaning through the gaping arches, or the disturbed soul of the drowned man?

Howard turned up the collar of his greatcoat and cursed the storm. He watched for a single shaft of light to pierce the gloom – a signal to the Eagle from the smugglers on shore. His horse shifted uneasily. He reined her in and kept his watch.

Behind him, the open grave yawned wide.



Part One


One

Though I had little heart for it that night as the storm raged, I stood beside the hearth and sang.



‘We cast our nets in Skinningrove Wyke

And fishes we caught nine,

We had three to fry and three to dry

And three …’



‘Tell the girl to stop that noise!’ Thomas Hague snarled at my father, who was landlord at the Anchor Inn on Saltersgate.

‘Maggie!’ My father dismissed me from my place by the fire and so I gave up singing willingly enough.

‘What’s the matter, Tom? You’re usually partial to a song from a pretty girl.’

This was my pa speaking, above the babble of voices in the inn and the wild roar of the storm outside. The wind blew smoke down the chimney stack and filled the room.

‘There’s a time for singing, which is not now, when boats in the harbour are likely to be dashed against the jetty and the Eagle waits offshore for the storm to blow itself out.’ Hague leaned forward to rattle his pipe against the chimney breast.

‘I hear the Mary Ann is lost,’ someone said through the thick blue smoke. His face was only half lit by the oil lamp on the wall. ‘She leaves two widows and a grieving mother on Boulby Bank.’

‘All three men went down with her,’ another confirmed.

There was a break in the chatter. Rain spattered the windows, the wind rattled at the door.

‘“We cast our nets”,’ I hummed, only to stop myself thinking of the three drowned souls. A storm at sea is like an angry beast which devours all in its path.

‘Aye, sing on, little Maggie!’ Zak Trattles said to me with a lopsided leer. ‘It cheers a man to hear the voice of an angel rising above the storm’s might.’

But Tom Hague glowered at me across the room, calling for more ale, which I poured from a stone jug.

‘… Believe me, William Cole’s ghost walks tonight,’ he told Mally Truefit, taking her on his knee and snaking his arm around her slender waist. ‘You may hear his bones rattle by St Mary’s churchyard if you venture out into the storm.’

Mally was uneasy, though she made a show of mocking him. ‘Is this ghost truly that of young William?’ she asked.

‘Certainly,’ he breathed in her ear. ‘He bears about him a pistol and a knife as long as my arm from elbow to fingertip which he used to slit a militiaman’s throat before the sea claimed him at last!’

‘Why, Tom, how can you believe in such old wives’ tales as ghosts walking abroad at night?’ Mally struggled to free herself. ‘I took you for a bold man of the sea!’

‘This is no tale,’ he went on in a low, earnest voice that made the hairs on my neck stand on end. ‘As true as I stand here, there is a skeleton risen from the grave in that churchyard on the east cliff! The flesh is already rotted from the bones. William walks down the steps towards the town!’

Mally shuddered. My father drew her roughly away from Hague and sent her to join me behind the bar. ‘You see you frighten the wits out of her,’ he told the smuggler. ‘And she only widowed a month since.’

Hague laughed. ‘George, I see you show a kindly interest in Mally!’ he scoffed. ‘And who can blame you for taking pity on a lonely widow?’

I glanced from my father to Mally, who straightened her bodice so that it came down low at the front. She pinned up some stray locks of fair hair, blushing as she did so.

‘Do you believe William’s ghost walks tonight?’ I asked her earnestly. I pictured the dead smuggler approaching down the abbey steps, through the narrow streets, his white bones rattling. He would come upon me as I slept and waken me with his terrible grin.

Mally shook her head. ‘Don’t listen to Hague’s stories, Maggie,’ she whispered back. ‘He has his own reasons for frightening us, believe me!’

Nearby, Zak Trattles agreed with Mally. ‘His mind is on the Eagle and her cargo,’ he predicted, blinking his one good eye while the other socket gaped. ‘Not on bones buried in the churchyard!’

‘Hold your tongue!’ Mally warned as Hague glanced our way. He noted the tall figure of James Peacock standing in the low entrance. The exciseman had come in from the storm, shaking off his greatcoat, which soon began to steam from the warmth of the fire.

Hague’s mood darkened. ‘What brings you from keeping respectable company at the Angel?’ he demanded.

‘Into this den of thieves, you mean?’ Mr Peacock replied, taking off his hat and hanging it on a hook behind the door as if Tom Hague meant nothing in the world to him.

He went and sat at the opposite side of the fire to Hague and a smirking, sly man named Ned Bonnet, who was always in Hague’s company, following him like a shadow, unless he was chasing the little flither pickers with their raised hems and blue petticoats, who are no older than I, and I am but thirteen years of age.

Flither pickers are the girls who walk out on to the rocks when the tide is low. They gather limpets to bait the fishermen’s lines, and I would not do their hard labour for twice the meagre money they are paid. I had rather work for my supper alongside my father, bringing ale from the cellar and singing on occasion to soothe the fishermen who have been far out to sea and who face danger nightly to bring in their catch.

They do say I sing sweetly, and this I have from my mother, who caught a fever and died when I was two years old, and so I have no memory of her.

Ned took up his tune from Hague, sneering at Mr Peacock’s efforts to warm his hands by the fire. ‘Is it the ghost of William Cole that makes you shake and shudder so?’ he mocked.

‘I bested the thieving scoundrel when he was alive.’ The exciseman grunted his reply, recalling for his audience that he had sent Cole to the assizes in York the year before he died. There the magistrate had pressed Cole into the King’s navy for concealing two great ankers of French brandy in his mother’s house at Town End. ‘Fear not – his spirit will not trouble me from beyond the grave!’

Everyone looked to Hague to judge his response, but the villain ignored the jibe. ‘Where’s the girl?’ he called to my father, busy bolting the door against the wind. ‘My humour has changed for the better. Tell her she must stand by me and sing a cheerful song.’

At this my heart thumped and I attempted to hide my slight frame behind Mally and her wide, rustling skirts, for I did not care to get too close to the most notorious smuggler on the north-east coast of England. Hague would as soon stick a scaning knife in a man’s back as give him the time of day. Besides, he has a sharp look about his features, enough to cut you with a glance, with his long, thin nose and mean slit of a mouth. His forehead bears a scar from temple to brow.

But my father called me. ‘Child, you will sing for your supper after all!’

There was no escape, so, with Cole’s ghost rattling at the door behind me to come in, and with Hague and Ned Bonnet to greet me ahead, I stepped out to sing.

My song was of lovers whose families stood in their way. He was low-born, she the daughter of a wealthy man, and so they met and wooed in secret. I sang the words in a pure voice, telling how the maid swore to forsake her rich life and elope with the penniless whaling man who sailed the frozen northern seas.

Behind me the fire crackled. Hague listened contentedly, tapping his toe to the tune.

However, the tale ends badly. The maid catches a fever and falls ill, and when the time comes for the lovers to elope she lies on her deathbed and he must stand below the window calling her name in vain, which his poor ghost does to this day.

‘Enough!’ Hague growled as I came to a doleful end. ‘Do you call this a song to cheer a man on a stormy night?’

‘’Tis a song of love,’ I replied, for though I am afraid of Hague, I have a quick tongue and a ready answer for all. ‘A love song warms the heart, for sure.’

‘If a man has a heart to warm,’ Zak muttered, loud enough for folk to hear.

Mr Peacock, still sitting by the hearth, praised my voice. ‘Maggie lives up to the family name,’ he told my father. ‘She sings sweeter than any nightingale.’

‘Aye and George keeps her closer than any caged bird,’ Ned Bonnet leered, looking for a glimpse of my ankles, as if I were any ordinary flither girl.

I stared back at his broad, rough face spoiled by angry red boils. My gaze was even and defiant.

At this moment there was a heavy knock on the door and a rattling of the latch.

Behind the bar, her head still full of ghostly tales, Mally jumped in fright. She turned to my father.

‘Open the door,’ he said calmly.

So she hurried across to slide the bolt, and in strode a stocky man by the name of Charles Howard, a riding officer for Mr Peacock, whose job it is to patrol the cliffs, looking out for signals from the ships that hover offshore. The wind and rain followed him into the room.

Howard took in the company, noting Hague and Ned gathered hugger-mugger by one side of the fire and Mr Peacock to the other. ‘No signal as yet,’ he told the latter in a loud voice, meanwhile keeping a beady eye on the smugglers. ‘The storm tide rides high against the rocks. And my horse suffers from the wind and rain.’

‘We will give her food and shelter at the Angel,’ Peacock replied, striding across the room for his hat and coat. ‘I will walk there with you.’

I wondered that they let Hague know their plan, for now it was clear that there was no watch kept along the east cliff and the Eagle might land her smuggled goods unhindered. Then again, perhaps it was a trick which the excisemen played.

Charles Howard took a mug of ale from Mally and supped it down before they left. ‘I rode by the open grave of William Cole,’ he reported with a knowing look at Zak and Mally. ‘The rain has washed away the earth, thanks to the poor work of the gravediggers.’

‘Hah!’ Hague’s cold laughter rose above the gasps.

‘What did I say? Will Cole comes for you, sir, from beyond the grave!’

And though none wanted to believe him, all imagined the pale white figure of the ghost on the dark hillside, making its way to its old haunts – to the inns and quaysides, through the crooked streets and tumbledown yards, past the smokehouses and pigsties and down the dark alleyways in search of those who had wronged him.



It was late and all had left the inn, save Mally, Zak Trattles, Hague and Ned Bonnet. I longed for my bed, but I knew there was still much to do.

‘The tide has turned and is taking the storm with it,’ my father told Hague with a knowing wink. ‘We will have a peaceful night after all.’

Hague had drunk his fill of ale and was in no hurry to leave.

Bonnet, though, was eager for action. ‘It is time to give the signal,’ he insisted. ‘I will light the lamp and bring Hart and Penny to wait in Gin Yard.’

‘Not yet,’ Hague insisted. ‘We will delay an hour and keep the excisemen out of their beds!’

In the battle of wits between Mr Peacock and the smugglers, Hague liked to amuse himself.

As Mally had said, on a night such as this he would spread stories of ghosts and foul spirits abroad to keep simple folk in their houses and leave the streets empty for him to go about his business.

Then he would likely as not mislead the excisemen over the time he would row his boat out to the ship where he would take on board kegs of brandy and gin from France, parcels of tobacco from the New World and counterfeit coins made in Holland.

Still under cover of darkness, the men would row back with their cargo to land in any one of a hundred narrow coves hidden from the excisemen’s view. From there they would send their goods before dawn on pack-horses across the wide moor that rose above the town, bringing a quantity of spirits, tobacco and perhaps tea back home with them to store in the cellars and tunnels that wove like a honeycomb under the streets and houses.

‘Cat and mouse!’ Hague would say of himself and Peacock. ‘And His Majesty’s cat will never catch this mouse, though he spends his whole life in the attempt!’

My father yawned now and made signs that he was on the side of Ned Bonnet and was ready to act. ‘The captain of the Eagle will grow uneasy if he waits longer. Let Ned send the signal now.’

The flickering fire had cast Hague’s features into shadow, but I could see that he was the only one amongst us who remained alert and listening, as if it were midday.

He noted Zak and Mally lingering at the bar and straight away told my father to send them out. ‘We will wait until midnight,’ he declared as the door closed on them. ‘Then we will act.’


Two

It was my role on these nights to open the secret door from the ale cellar into the concealed tunnel that went from the inn under Saltersgate and ended in a dark storeroom inhabited only by rats and spiders. I would stand ready with oil lamp in hand and key to the secret door hanging from my waist, waiting for the sounds of a single pack-horse wending its way in darkness down Saltersgate and stopping at our door.

Then all would be flurry and bluster as the parcels of tobacco and kegs of spirits landed with mighty thumps on the cobbles. My father, standing guard, would unlock the main door and Hague and Ned would burst in, staggering under the weight of the smuggled cargo. Down into the cellar it would come and I would turn the lock and thrust open the door on its rusty hinges, leading the way with my lamp to the damp, pitch-black storeroom beyond.

By no means did I like this work. Indeed my heart would almost jump clear of my ribs for fright, what with the excisemen lurking nearby and always the chance that we would be caught. And the ghosts troubled me, though my head said there was no truth in them. Besides that, the rats in the cellar scuttled under my skirt, between my feet, their sharp claws rattling against the stone flags. They entered my sleep and ran through my dreams for many nights after.

Tonight, however, Hague seemed in a mood to be perverse. He talked long with my father, always glancing in my direction, my father shaking his head at first, then seemingly giving way to Hague, as all men must.

Hague has within these three years bludgeoned two townsmen to death with an oar sawn off at the end for this purpose. There are no soldiers in town to defend us, and so we must fear for our lives if we cross Hague and refuse to do his will.

‘Maggie, you will go out this night with Ned and help set the signal to the captain on board ship.’ My father spoke reluctantly. He is a plain man who cares for me in his way, and would not have me put in danger.

I frowned and drew back into the shadows. I could see Hague watching me through narrowed eyes and Ned’s horrid, slack-jawed grin.

‘Put your shawl about your shoulders,’ my father insisted gently, coming to me and handing me the garment. ‘No harm will come. The business will be carried out as usual.’

‘I had rather stay here,’ I protested weakly. Then I made an excuse. ‘I fear William Cole’s ghost will seize me and drag me into the world beyond.’

Hague laughed. ‘Ned here will protect you. I fancy he likes you, Maggie!’

This made me shudder and shrink further. Then it was Ned’s turn to laugh and seize me by the arm, almost lifting me off my feet as he rushed me out into the dark night.

‘Bring her with you to Gin Yard!’ Hague instructed before the door closed.

As soon as I could I wrenched myself free from Ned and ran ahead. ‘I will come with you to light the lamp,’ I declared. ‘But you must not lay hands on me, or I will scratch and bite like a cat!’

‘Oho!’ he cried, blundering after me. ‘Bold words. Yet I could seize you and snap you in two if I had the mind, Maggie. You are so thin, and not like a cat at all, but like a dark-eyed rabbit caught in a snare!’

‘Do not touch me!’ I warned, glad to turn the corner on to the bridge across the river, then into the shipbuilding yard on Bagdale Beck, where we were to set light to the spout lantern which would shine clear out to sea.

This done, we received a short, clear signal directly back from the captain of the Eagle, and all was ready for Hague and his men to row out to the ship.

‘Come!’ Ned ordered, taking me once more by the arm.

We hurried back across the bridge to meet Hague and his accomplices in Gin Yard, overlooking the harbour. Hague stood with a lantern, his collar pulled up around his sharp face, his eyes flicking restlessly here and there.

‘Ah!’ he said, spying me and dragging me forward to show off to Solomon Hart and Jim Penny, who were as vicious a pair of rogues as the town of Whitby could boast. ‘Here is little Maggie Nightingale come to entertain us with her songs as we row out to sea!’

The news sent a fresh arrow of fear through my body. ‘I will not!’ I declared. ‘I will not set foot from this shore!’

No more said than Hague lifted me clean off my feet and dashed me down in the boat by his side. The three other men climbed in after us.

‘I am not sure of George Nightingale,’ Hague explained as the three seized their oars and began to row. ‘I have a suspicion that he means to inform against me one day, yet with his daughter in the boat with us, it will not happen this night at least.’

At this I stifled a startled cry and gripped the side of the boat. Though it rocked and there was only darkness ahead, I knew I must stay quiet, for there was no escape. I sat and silently cursed Tom Hague for his cruelty to me and my father, dreading the waves that were to come.


Three

Thick clouds hid the stars above. The strong tow of the tide speeded our way across the waves towards the Eagle, which we could not see though we knew she was there.

‘Give us a sign, damn you!’ Ned Bonnet cursed, pulling at his oars with all his might.

Water slapped against the sides of our shallow-bottomed boat, spraying up into our anxious faces.

‘How will we find the ship without a light to guide our way?’ Jim Penny complained, almost ready to turn about and head for shore.

Hague sat beside me, looking and listening. He glanced over his shoulder at the bulk of the cliffs behind, judging that the men must pull twenty strokes to the right and then keep in a straight line with the outline of the abbey. ‘It will bring us to the ship soon enough,’ he insisted.

Sure enough, a black shape loomed ahead – the hull of a great two-masted sloop rolling in the waves, waiting for the arrival of our tiny coble. Hague stood up, cupping his hands around his mouth to yell to the men on board the sloop. ‘Captain Rijks, we are ready to receive your cargo! Lower away!’

And now we drew close enough to see men on deck, busily lowering ropes over the side, and at the ends of these ropes hung the kegs of spirits and parcels of tobacco wrapped in sailcloth. They swung over our heads, waiting to be untied by Hart and Penny, with Ned and Hague keeping the boat steady as they worked and myself sitting in stark terror at what they were about. Three seven-gallon kegs were safely stowed. A fourth was on its way when there was a flash of bright red light from the cliff and the sound of thunder cracking.

‘Cannon fire!’ Hague cried, before the shot landed in the sea with a mighty splash not thirty paces from us.

Another flash followed, and again the mighty bang. Hart and Penny ducked low in the boat, while Hague and Ned made haste with the final keg of spirits. This time, the aim was better than before. The cannonball sped from the cliff top towards the Eagle and landed not ten yards from us.

‘Damn those militiamen!’ Ned spat and snarled more curses towards land as our small boat rocked and all but capsized.

I crouched low in the prow of the boat, sick with terror, my clothes wringing wet from the seawater that washed over us.

A third and then a fourth cannon was fired, lighting up the cliff so that the ruins of the abbey glowed behind.

The captain of the Eagle leaned over the rail and bade us make haste away. ‘Take what you have and make good your escape,’ he yelled to Hague.

‘If I take a shot in the side and the ship is holed, we’re dead men!’

So Ned cut the last rope and let the keg tumble into the boat. It rocked so hard that I thought we should capsize, and so I prayed for my soul and called out my father’s name in desperation.

Hague thrust me aside and called up once more. ‘Never fear, Captain Rijks, I will throttle the man who betrayed us to the militia and brought this cannon fire raining down on our dishonest heads!’

I struggled up from the floor of the boat. ‘It was not my father!’ I cried. ‘You must not harm him!’

Hague struck at me with his strong forearm and I fell against a wooden keg. He ordered the oarsmen to haste away from the tall ship, which set its sails and began to pull away, out of reach of the cannons. Meanwhile, we hurried off into the darkness, making for the secret coves where the militia could not discover us.

‘Too close for comfort,’ Hague muttered, gazing up at the last of the cannon fire.

I sobbed in the darkness, my mind battered by dreadful thoughts, my eye on Hague’s long knife carried in a leather scabbard fixed at his side. The men rowed hard.

Sick of my crying, Hague reached down and put a hand over my mouth. ‘Your father is safe,’ he muttered. ‘I would bet my life on the name of the traitor, and George is not his first, nor Nightingale his last!’

‘Who then?’ Ned heard the bottom of the boat scrape on to pebbles and quickly leaped out with Hart and Penny to drag us on to the shore. Overhead, black rocks loomed.
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