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* * * *

 

I was born four seconds before the strike
of midnight, on the 31st December 1900. As far as I know that makes
me the last person to be born in that century. My mother, god bless
her soul, she may well have been the first person to die in the
century that followed, because no sooner had I taken my first
breath, than she took her last.

My name is Reginald Joseph Weldon or Reg
if you want. That’s what most folks call me. I’ve lived through and
fought in two world wars, and I’ve loved just one woman in my life,
just one.

I met her the night before my eighth
birthday, and that brief meeting was only one of the events that
set my life hurtling on a course that I’d never expected, though it
was certainly the only good one, but I will get to all of that soon
enough. There are too many other things I need to say.

It’s 2002 now, so they tell me, 2002.
It’s hard to believe, isn’t it? A whole new century came and went,
without as much as a wave. If we’re counting, then that makes me a
hundred and one years old, and well, there doesn’t seem to be much
else to do at my age but count the days.

It seems strange to me that it has taken
over a hundred years to arrive at a place in my life where I find
it necessary that someone else knows about some of the things that
I’ve come to know.

As I lay in my bed at night, in this
hospital, I wonder how many days, or even hours that I have left to
tell my tales to whoever may one day hear them. It doesn’t really
matter though, just so long as I get to say everything I need to
say.

Get it all out.

I couldn’t write any of it down, not now.
My hands just don’t do what they are told to do these days. It's
Arthritis, apparently. That’s what the doctors say. It must have
crept in over the years without me noticing it.

I did try writing, even bought a brand
new pen and a journal and all that, but my hands hurt a lot,
especially when it’s cold. You know, I still remember a time when
the cold didn’t mean anything to me.

So I bought this new Dictaphone tape
thing. It cost a small fortune. One of the nurses - Emma I think
her name is - was kind enough to pick it up for me, said she was
going to the electronics store anyway. I’m not sure if she was. I
think that maybe she was just being nice.

They call it Angel ward, and do you know,
I couldn’t think of a more apt name than that. On this ward, all
they really do is spend their time easing the way out for those of
us who wouldn't be leaving there alive.

Angels, every one of them.

Why did I wait so long to say anything?
What possessed me to hide everything away without speaking a word,
right up until death was taking its first glances at me? I don’t
know really, but I do know that my time is nearing an end. I can
feel it approaching as the days pass, a light caress as I lay
sleeping, a sharp nudge as I’m sitting up trying to eat, and a
lingering glance as I struggle on my way to the lounge for my
afternoon read. It’s always there, waiting, just waiting, always
ready to remind me that it won’t be long now.

Not long at all.

I don’t think we ever really expect our
time here to end, I know that I never have. Maybe that’s it. Until
a few weeks ago when they told me what was happening to me, that
things were going to go bad, and pretty fast as well, I had never
even considered that one day it would all be over. I always
believed I would get my chance again, and that I wouldn’t miss it
this time.

I would be ready next time.

I remember a lot of things about my life,
and most of those memories are vivid, like they happened only a few
days ago. I think that must be my gift. We all have a gift don’t
we? Something we excel at, though I think not everybody discovers
what that gift may be.

There is one anomaly in my memories
though, one area of my life that I don’t recall so well, and that
is my first few years. I remember where I was born, but I don’t
remember much about the place.

The village was called Temperance, and it
was a tiny place, just a few miles off of what is now the M1
motorway, in Northamptonshire, tucked away in that ambling
countryside, that for most folks just drifts past you in through a
car window.

Don’t ask me to tell you about how that
place was back then, I spent a grand total of twelve months there,
oblivious to the world as all newly born are, before my Aunt took
me all the way London to live with her new husband, and that city
is where I spent most of my childhood, most of my life, really. The
town I was born in, and how it was before the war is a very vague
memory, and it would be so many long years before I went back there
once more.

I do remember that my father didn’t stay
around for very long after I was born. I like to think he loved my
mother too much to be able to cope with facing me once she was
gone, but honestly, from the small amount I’ve been able to glimmer
about him, from odd tales that I’ve discovered in passing
conversation with people that once knew him, I think that he just
up and went, and was glad to see the back of the both of us.

Before my Aunt died, when I was five
years old, she told me that my mother was probably the nicest,
happiest person that ever graced god’s earth, and that I was an
almost identical image of her. I never knew her, and I don’t even
remember her face, hell, I only shared this planet with my mother
for barely a few seconds, but I do know I never heard of anyone
that people liked more.

I do have a picture of her, a very old
one that has become worn and faded over the years, but the face
looking back at me doesn’t trigger any memories.

During my early years I was a trouble
maker of the worst kind. I had an attitude, to say the least. Where
that came from I don’t know. Maybe one of those psychiatrists types
would have an idea, but all I know is I was an angry child, always
on the look-out for trouble. And I can tell you this, that when you
go around looking for it, as I did for most of my early life, you
certainly find it.

I spent most of my younger years, the
ones that followed the death of my Aunt, hopping from one home to
another, obliviously moving from one family to the next, and
leaving a trail of destruction behind me. I didn’t pick up many
friends along the way, only a big, long line of folks that were
probably glad to see me gone, and not just a few that might have
liked to have seen something bad happen to me. It wasn’t until the
safety of a home and a family was taken away that my ways
changed.

One afternoon, not many days before my
eighth birthday, in December of 1908, my life changed. It happened
so fast that it took me a few days just for my head to catch up.
One moment I had been happily sitting there, thinking the random
thoughts of a child, and the next, a world far darker had descended
upon me. It was the first time I had ever had to run for my life.
It certainly wouldn’t be the last, but at barely eight years old
you are neither expecting such a thing, nor are you prepared for
it.

It was a year of bad weather where I
lived at the time, just south of London in a town called Hilmoor. I
remember the snow blizzards as clearly as if it had happened just
yesterday, they seemed like they were ten feet tall, though I doubt
that was the reality.

I was living with a family who were
related to me in some way, I think they were distant cousins,
though I couldn’t be sure of that. I was never told.

For the first time I seemed to have
settled in quite nicely, I got on well with their two sons, both of
them were a few years older than me, but I tagged along and joined
in with whatever games they decided we were going to play each day,
and they didn’t seem to mind a little kid following them
around.

The game they liked to play the most was
called "who did it", a tricky game to a child of my age, I thought,
and don’t know which of the boys invented it, or if they had
learned it from someone else, but I had never played it before.

It involved everyone sitting on the
ground, facing each other with a bunch of objects placed in the
middle, just within reach. It didn’t matter what they were so long
as they were small enough to fit in your hand. Rocks, pencils,
apples, twigs, a small toy car, anything was game.

You had to sit quite close to each other
so that everybody could touch the knees of those around them, and
on a count of three everybody had to close their eyes.

Next came the part I couldn’t get, at
least not for the start. You see the whole point of the game was to
take stuff, and to take it without anybody noticing you had taken
it. If you noticed someone taking something, you called out their
name and said "put that back!" and everyone would open their eyes,
and you put back whatever you had in your hand. When everything was
gone from the middle, you counted up what you had taken, and the
person with the most won.

I took me a long time to figure out that
both the other boys didn’t close their eyes all the way, they were
just squinting. Every time I took something I got called out and
every time they took something I never noticed. I didn’t suspect at
all that they might be cheating, but then I hadn’t figured out that
the whole point of the game was to fool the others. It was all
about deception.

We played that game most days, for hours
sometimes, and somewhere along the way I started to notice things.
When one of the brothers would move to take something there was a
rustle of clothes, or I’d feel the air move. I started to call them
out. The more I played the game, the better I got at taking stuff.
But I learned to fool them in a different way. When I took
something I took more than one thing, and when I got called out I
put one thing back and another thing dropped neatly in the pile
behind me.

Deception has many forms.

Soon I began to win every game, and the
brothers started to get irritated by that. I loved that game so
much, I found myself cheating so that I would lose and let them
win.

I think I learned some of the most
valuable lessons sitting on the ground out in the back yard with
the brothers, playing that game. How the mind could be tricked so
easily if you just thought a little out of the box, how you could
make someone notice something with the slightest of gestures.

The week before my ordeal it had snowed
so hard that we couldn’t find a patch of ground dry enough and we
had to find something else to do. So we made an igloo. Well, at
least they called it an igloo. In truth it was really just a hole
in the snow, with the sides made hard by patting them down with our
gloves. We had borrowed a few pairs of their father’s work gloves
for the job, though I’m not sure he knew about that. Anyway, we dug
into the snow about five feet, and made ourselves a little snug den
in there. We tried putting a roof of snow on it but it kept on
collapsing in on us.

You know that just a few months ago I
watched a television programme about Eskimos, and how they make
their homes, those real igloos. Well, I laughed until I cried as it
reminded me of the igloo we made, and I wondered if the Eskimos
really lived in those igloos, or if it was just something
traditional that had turned into an art form. Wish I’d known about
making snow bricks way back in 1908.

Alexander, who was the older of the two
brothers, found a piece of wood to lay on the floor, and some sack
cloth from their father’s workshop, and we laid out the place like
a little house, and sat playing trumps for hours on end.

The house was just on the edge of the
town, which wasn’t very big anyway, and the yard led to a dirt
track that ran for about a quarter of a mile behind the back yards
of the others houses in the same row, with tall trees and hedgerows
along both sides. Our little igloo was about a hundred yards over
the back fence and down that track.

I didn’t learn what it was that their
father did for a living, until the day after we made that igloo. He
seemed to meet a lot of people in his workshop, which was a brick
built affair, right at the bottom of their yard, with a sheet metal
roof that was rusted and near to collapsing in. We were never
allowed in that workshop, though the folks he dealt with often
arrived in a wagon, or on foot, to meet him at the back gate and
head into the workshop to discuss whatever it was they talked
about.

Most of the time they left carrying some
case or sack, and looking quite happy with themselves. But on rare
occasions, if you hung around outside the yards, around in the
alleyway you could hear them haggling over money, or arguing about
something.

The boys’ father, who I was told I had to
call Mr Holcroft, was a harsh man with a taste for whiskey, and you
could smell on his breath pretty much all of the time. I don’t
think he liked me very much. He always complained about having
another kid to feed, and how they barely had the money to pay for
their own kids. I heard him and his wife arguing occasionally about
it. He was usually complaining, and she was telling him that it
wouldn’t be for long, she was just helping out her friend in the
city for a while.

Truth was, over the months I was there,
the conversations that I heard changed somewhat. She started off on
the defence at the start, but eventually she began agreeing with
him, and then the conversations stopped entirely. Though I felt as
settled as I had ever been, I was aware that my stay there would
not be a long one.

Over the week before, there was a lot of
business being done out of that back yard. I think that Mr Holcroft
had chosen the wrong bunch of folks to try and deal with, not that
anyone he dealt with was the right type, because the afternoon of
the day after we made the igloo, whilst his two sons were out with
their mother, and I was the only other person around, things got a
little out of hand.

I was sitting up at the top of the yard,
just outside of the back door, whittling away on a piece of wood
with a knife I had found in an old toolbox that summer. Some of the
ground was still covered with snow, but much of it had melted over
the last couple of days, and although it was cold, I still
preferred to be outside than stuck in the house. I was amazed how
quickly the snow had come and gone.

All over the yard was a mass of junk.
There were old skeletons of machinery tools, and boxes of old metal
parts of some kind. I had guessed that he liked to tinker with
machinery, because he made a lot of drilling noises in that
workshop. At the time I just assumed that all the stuff in the yard
were just old bits that he never got round to using on his
machines, or whatever he made.

Mr Holcroft didn’t seem to mind us poking
around in any of the stuff in the yard, so long as we never once
tried to get into the workshop. One of the things I had found was
my knife, stuck in the ground underneath a rusted old bucket around
the back of what I think had once been a coal shed. I was surprised
that neither of the other boys had found it, and kept it to myself,
hidden in my boot, or at the bottom of the dresser next to my
bed.

That knife had a wicked looking blade
with a bone handle. At least I think it was bone. It certainly
looked it. The blade was curved in a way that I had not seen
before, almost like it was made the wrong way round. It had a
thick, cracked leather holder that even had a hook to attach onto a
belt – if you had one, and along one side of the wickedly sharp
blade were small curved serrations cut out of the metal. I was as
careful as anything with it, because of the way it cut through wood
as though it was just a piece of fruit. I had it in my mind that it
would cut through my skin just as easily.

I was trying to carve a toy knight, just
like one of those medieval ones I had seen in one of Richard’s
comics.

Richard was the youngest son of the two,
and was definitely the favourite. He was a clever kid and had
taught himself to read pretty quickly, whilst his older brother was
idle and lazy, and could barely make out his letters. I don’t think
Mr or Mrs Holcroft were the slightest bit interested in the fact
that I could read and write better than either of them.

Anyway, I had just finished carving what
I thought looked a pretty good likeness of the helmet that the
knight on the front cover of the comic wore, when the argument
started down in the workshop.

Two men had arrived about an hour before,
and they met Mr Holcroft at the bottom of the yard. On the way into
the yard they were all smiles and handshakes, though they looked a
little nervous.

 One of them was a huge man with a
barrel of a chest and a beard that could have been tucked into his
trousers. His head was bald although I don’t think he was really
that old. I just remember the winter sun almost glaring off of that
polished head.

The other man could best be described as
a weasel. He was a small, gangly man, much older I thought, and his
hair was long and greasy, slicked to his skull like wet grass. His
clothes were baggy, and his trousers were far too big for him,
making him look almost comical when his walked.

They weren’t outside for long, and
although there were words spoken, from where I was sitting I
couldn’t hear them too well.

About an hour passed whilst they were in
the workshop, talking, I could make out the drone of their voices,
but not what they were saying. There was also that click, click of
machinery noises that seemed to go with Mr Holcroft showing anybody
something.

Then there was a lot of shouting. Voices
started getting raised. Now I could hear quite clearly the
conversation, and the two visitors weren’t just arguing about the
price.

"Don’t you try and pull one over on me
Holcroft." It was the voice of one of the visitors, though until
they stepped outside I wasn’t able to make out which of the pair
was doing all the shouting.

"I’m not trying to, Eddie, if you’d just
let me explain this, then we can clear it all up."

"Clear it all up? Like the hell we can
clear it all up, that’s a pile of crap and broken."

"It just jammed, they do that
occasionally."

"What? They do that occasionally? I
haven’t seen one jam before. You’re pulling one on me. Look my
blood is all over the place now, cut my hand on the damn
thing."

"You just need to get used to them."

"Just need to get used to them? I’ll show
you about getting used to the damn thing."

My heart was beating at double the pace
by now. There had never been trouble in Mr Holcroft’s yard before,
not like this. I heard a great deal of banging, and smashing of
things inside the workshop, and then the doors burst open and Mr
Holcroft, his clothes ripped and blood coming out of his mouth and
a cut on his forehead, came running up the yard.

"Get inside boy, quickly." he shouted, to
which I panicked, stuffed my knife into my boot, and then tried to
scrabble into the back door, but we met in the doorway, and I was
bowled over into the hallway of the house, landing flat on my
back.

I turned to try and get out of his way,
because it didn’t seem like he cared what it was that was stopping
him from escaping, only that he got away, and I was just another
obstacle.

I didn’t have to worry about being shoved
another time, because just as he got his first foot in the door
there was one almighty bang and Mr Holcroft’s face exploded all
over the room. I felt a warm splattering of fresh blood, and god
knows what else, speckle all over my face. It covered a lot of my
clothes too. I wiped my eyes and lay there on the floor barely
yards from him, watching how his body seemed to still be trying to
carry on, even though his head was now almost completely blown
away. It hovered there for a few seconds, his legs stumbling, and I
would swear both arms reached out to break their fall when the body
finally pitched forward and hit the hallway floor, sending a cloud
of dust up into the air along with more of his bits, all across the
wooden floor boards of the hall.

Behind him, as the dust cleared, stood
the big fellow, with the first smoking gun I ever saw in my life
held in his hands.

"Hey Remy. This thing works pretty good
actually," he said, blowing the smoke from the two barrels and
holding it up to examine it.

"Well I’ll be damned. I guess Holcroft
wasn’t lying so much after all, too bad."

Remy, who turned out to be the gangly,
little weasel fellow, peered into the hallway and grimaced at the
mess that was the remains of Mr Holcroft.

"Damn, that’s nasty," he said, and put
his hand to his mouth, coughing.

Then he noticed me, sitting in amongst
the carnage, covered in dust. I was probably looking like a
frightened rabbit, but he just smiled at me, showing just two teeth
on his bottom jaw and nothing else but gums.

"Are you still alive boy?" he was
laughing now. "Guess you were lucky you’re down there."

He was looking up at the wall behind me.
I looked back, my ears still ringing, and saw that there was barely
anything of the wall remaining. The shotgun blast had torn clean
through the wooden panelling, even after it had gone through Mr
Holcroft’s head. I realised then that if I hadn’t stumbled and
fallen on the ground, I would have been torn apart like his head
was. I would probably have been part of the mess.

"Christ Eddie, look at the damn mess you
made now."

Eddie Shrugged.

"What we going to do with the kid?" said
the big guy. He was looking at me with his head cocked to one
side.

"Go and fetch the wagon, and fast,
someone might have heard."

He glared at me for a moment.

"We can’t leave him here. He’ll just
snitch on us."

"Right, I’ll be right back."

Eddie ran off down the garden in the
direction of the back gate.

It didn’t take them long to steal pretty
much everything in Mr Holcroft’s workshop, maybe ten minutes or so.
Remy tied me up, just like a turkey ready for Christmas dinner, and
bundled me into the back of the wagon, which Eddie had parked out
in the lane, and I was soon sitting amongst piles and piles of
shotguns and rifles, all taken from Mr Holcroft’s workshop. I guess
he did make machines after all, just not the kind that I thought he
made.

It was the first time I ever remember
being in a wagon, certainly in the back of one anyway. It started
bumping along the dirt track, draw by two weary looking horses that
looked like they were about fit to die. I wasn’t sure I liked being
in a wagon very much. I could hear the two thugs in the front
discussing it all. The guns weren’t the only thing they were
discussing.

"So what do you reckon we should do with
him? The Warehouse?"

"Hmm, we could do, or we could take him
down to the east side, and sell him there."

I could make out the difference in their
voices easily now, and Remy didn’t just look like a weasel, he
sounded like I imagined a weasel would sound too.

"Serious? To the Scrubber's place
maybe?"

"Why not? They’re always after new kids.
They pay a good price for a healthy one like that too, at least
that’s what I heard."

"I never liked those idiots though."

"What are you talking like that for? You
just blew the brains out of a guy because one gun jammed."

"He was pulling one on us, and you know
it."

"Of course he was."

"You listening in there boy?" called Remy
through the grate behind the driver’s seat, "You’re to be cleaning
chimneys in London pretty soon."

But somewhere along the way they changed
their mind, and we all ended up getting out of that wagon, just
around the corner from the place that they had called The
Warehouse. Except it wasn’t a warehouse at all, but what used to be
a butchers market in London’s East end. Now it had run into
disrepair and been abandoned, apart from its one use, some nights
of the week. On those evenings the old market was lit up again, and
busy, but everyone kept it quiet and low key, because although
people knew very well that it still went on behind closed doors, no
one wanted anyone to know that there was a slave market right under
their noses.

I was still trussed up like a prisoner,
and dragged along the alleyway at the back, past the throng of
street whores, homeless, and one small group of well dressed
gentlemen who had no place being there at any time of the day.

Eddie had a hold of me by the back of my
jacket, and his hand was a lot stronger than any resistance I might
have put up. The gangly old fellow, Remy, rapped sharply on a small
rickety old door that looked like it was hanging down off of its
hinges, and we waited for a few moment. There was a slight creak as
the door opened just a few inches, and I saw a young man’s face
peering out from the darkness. A muffled conversation later, and
then I was being dragged into the darkness of the building.

The darkness didn’t last long. I think we
went maybe ten yards down a corridor, past a few figures that I
could barely make out, and then we emerged into what would have
once been the main workhouse of the building. The dim, harsh light
of the lanterns that adorned the walls of this old derelict hall
were hard on my eyes.

I heard voices, many of them, and at that
time I had no clue what an auction was, but later in my life I
learned as much, and that’s where I was barely a few hours after
watching my foster father die at the brutal end of a shotgun that
he had crafted with his own hands. I was at an auction that was
different to most that took place in the city, this one dealt in
lives, human lives, and for the very worst, it was mainly children
of my age who were being sold off to the highest bidder.

As my eyes adjusted to the light I saw
there were many folks standing around in that vast hall. They were
all over the place, talking in quiet with each other between the
columned eaves, or sitting on the floor swapping bank notes, or
arguing.

The centre of the hall was well lit,
unlike the dark corners and arches that lined the place, where
folks held their secret conversations. No, instead, the middle was
lit by bright lanterns, lots of them, all the better to cast a
light upon the platform in the very centre, where the auctioneer
stood, calling out his bids, and taking stakes from customers who
preferred to sit back in the dark, unrecognised.

As I stood between my two captives, a
young boy - maybe a few years older than me - was being held still
in the middle of the platform, by a man whose size I've rarely seen
the like of in my life since then, he was a monster of a man, and
disfigured in some way that I couldn’t recognise, he didn’t seem to
stand right, like his bones were having trouble holding up the mass
of muscle and fat that constituted his upper body.

The bids were placed, and a few minutes
later the boy was taken off into the darkness, I presume to join
his new master.

I thought then that those two were pretty
scary men, but they were nothing like some of the other folks that
were loitering around in that place. There was one man who I am
pretty sure was thinner than was possible, I could see his face and
one of his arms in the lantern light, as he sat on an empty crate
smoking a pipe, and watching the proceedings.

You might think it wasn’t unusual for a
man to be so skinny at that time, there was a lot of poverty, but
with this man it was different, his skin was paler than most, and
there was a hole in the side of his cheek about the size of my
fist, the skin around it dry and cracked, peeling back to reveal a
grimace of teeth, and the side of his jawbone. More unsettling that
that though, was the relative comfort he seemed to have in sitting
holding his conversation with his companions, who were hidden in
the darkness around him, and every time he took a puff on that
pipe, smoke spewed out of the hole and drifted in a swirling column
up into the darkness. To me, a hole that size in your face should
have hurt, and I didn’t know what was wrong with him, I didn’t want
to know.

We were there for maybe half an hour
before I saw her for the first time, the girl that was to be my
first love, my only love. I saw her for only a few minutes. They
pushed her up on to the platform and she stood there with her head
hung low, her arms folded tight around her middle. I could see the
tears in her eyes, and sense the fear that she was so bravely
fighting. For the briefest of moments she looked over at me and I
didn’t think I’d ever seen such a pretty face, even behind the
dirt, and the tangle of her hair, that hung to her waist.

The bidding was furious, with several men
raising the price time after time, and others joining in, appearing
from the dark corners of the hall, to join in the chaos as hands
were raised faster than the auctioneer could keep track of. He was
a crooked looking man, with a balding head and lank, greasy hair.
In the harsh light I could see his pale skin glistening with sweat.
His eyes darted here and there as he attempted to keep track of all
the bids, raising the price by what I thought were random amounts
each time he pointed at another bidder, ‘Gentleman’ as he called
them all. I remember a wave of loathing coming over me, real hatred
as I watched. There was nothing gentle about any of the men in that
place.

Then it was over, almost as suddenly as
it had begun. Folks stepped back into the anonymity of the shadows
once more. She was taken from the platform and disappeared from my
view, into the darkness. For one moment she glanced back over her
shoulder, and I would swear that she looked at me once more.

Then she was gone.

It looked just like a hangman’s platform
to me, just like the ones I had seen in the picture books I
borrowed from the brothers. I used to sit reading them on the step
in the back yard. Alexander had a lot of them in a big box under
his bed and he didn’t mind me reading them, so long as I asked him
first. I remembered the picture of a bad knight being hung at the
gallows, remembered that it chilled me to look at the picture, and
I felt that same chill when I looked at the auction platform. There
was even a stump of wood, near the middle, that looked like it had
been cut off at about three feet. I swear that stump was the
remains of the hangman’s pole, or whatever it was called. I also
believe, even now, that the dark stains on the wooden boards were
blood, or something else left behind when someone was hung.

I had seen at least six or seven
children, mostly older than me, step up, or be pushed up, onto that
platform, before she had been taken up there. She vanished into the
shadows, pulled along by the man who had bought her, a tall, thin
gaunt of a man who thought looked like the wind could snap him in
two, like he was Ill with some wasting disease.

I decided that this was not a place I
liked, or a life that I wanted. I was only very young, but after
moving from house to house and family to family and seeing all
manner of folks, and their different, quirky ways, I was worldly
enough to realise that what was happening to me was not a good
thing. I had to leave very quickly, right now, if I could. There
was no way I wanted to find out where I was to be dragged off to
next.

Remy still had a hold of me very tight,
his grasp like an iron weight on my shoulder, fingers digging into
the soft bit of flesh underneath my collar, but the ropes they had
secured me with had been left to loosen during the journey, and
with a little shuffling I managed to let them drop at my feet. They
hadn’t tied them very well. I guess they didn’t expect me to
struggle. In a few minutes I was able to step over the rope and
free myself without them noticing. I gave the rope a little flick
with my foot, just a few times so that it wasn’t underfoot.

I lifted my foot up, and hoped to god it
was still there, nearly sighing with relief when my hand clasped
around that handle. How my knife had stayed lodged in my boot
without cutting half of my foot off I had no idea, but It was there
alright, and I clasped hold of it as tight as I could, pulled it
slowly out, and took a deep breath.

I nearly hesitated, nearly couldn’t do
it, but then from far back in the darkness, probably in some dingy
corridor of the warehouse that I hadn’t seen came a muffled scream.
No one around me even took any notice of it, but it was clear to
me, and it sounded like a child's scream.

I rammed the knife as hard as I could up
into Eddie’s belly. No hesitance now, just hatred and pure violent
instinct.

The shock hit me as the knife disappeared
nearly up to the hilt. Six inches of wicked, serrated blade
vanished into him, just like he was made of butter, and it was just
as easy coming out as it was going in. I pulled hard and nearly let
go of the knife as it whipped back out again.

The noise Eddie made, as he let go of the
scruff of my neck and keeled over to the ground in front of me, was
also nothing like I imagined it would be. I had heard a scream
before, but never the scream of a dying man whose belly was
spilling out over the floor in front of him. I hadn’t realised it,
but as I pulled the blade out, Eddie must have felt the pain and
pulled away, turning at the same time. His panicked struggle to
escape the pain opened up his own belly almost from hip to hip. All
those years of over indulgence came spilling out in front of him
with a wet slosh and a thud. I have no idea which bit of his
insides made that horrible noise as it hit the floor, but whatever
it was, it hit the wooden board so hard that it ruptured. Blood and
a nasty green and yellow gunk splattered everywhere.

I didn’t stay around to see what happened
next, though as I ran into the dark, trying to find a way to escape
this awful place, I heard screams – mostly Eddie’s I believe - and
shouts, and even laughter. I was pretty sure that at least a dozen
folks standing nearby got covered with Eddie’s guts and they were
probably freaking out about now, but I wasn’t staying around long
enough to find out.

I stumbled into the darkness, running
blind, turning corner after corner and darting around people. I was
sure I went the same way several times in my blundering attempt at
an escape. I could feel hands reach out at me, and shouts called.
Some were probably just in surprise, but others were to alert
anyone trying to catch me. I couldn’t find a back door, and was
panicking. I remembered that there were guards there that might
stop me anyway, so I ran for the next nearest exit I found, which
was out through an open archway and onto the walkway that ran along
the side of the river. I had to jump over a figure sitting in the
doorway, huddled up and dressed in rags. Fortunately whoever that
was either didn’t notice or didn’t care.

As the shouts followed me outside,
getting closer, I ran along the thin strip of cobbled ground at the
back of the building, looking for a way out. I could see that the
walkway ended in a sheer wall, and my heart nearly jumped into my
throat as I turned around and saw three angry looking men, one of
them Remy, jogging towards me barely twenty feet away.

There was no way out, I thought, but then
I saw it, the wall that ran alongside the walkway, separating it
from the river, carried on further, a small foot wide gap that
carried on past the sheer wall at the end, one that a boy might run
along, but a man would struggle with. I ran again, just as I heard
a clicking noise and saw at the edge of my vision that Remy had
lifted the gun that he had taken from Mr Holcroft’s workshop. I
took a hopeful leap onto the wall, but lost my footing, tripped,
and banged my knee. I reached out, but not fast enough, and toppled
over the wall, falling into those dark waters.

The pain of the cold water hit me as I
plunged into the flowing stream. I gasped for breath, my arms
flailing as I struggled to pull myself up. Just as I thought it was
all over, I managed put my head above the water, and fill my lungs
with air. There was a loud bang, and the water just a few feet away
splashed, something unseen whizzed past my face. I looked back
towards the warehouse to see Remy trying to reload the gun, but he
gave up as I drifted away, pulled by the strong current, down the
Thames River and out into the city.

I never saw Remy again, but I would
remember the curses he yelled at me that night. I would remember
those, my whole life.

For the first time, I was truly alone. As
I emerged from the river in another area of the city, utterly
frightened, cold and wet, I remember wondering if Eddie was okay. I
was only young, and it took a while for me to realise what I had
done. Eddie was not okay, and never would be again.

Before I was even eight years old, I had
killed a man. It wouldn’t be the last time, there were many more to
follow in my life, but it was certainly the one that haunts me the
most.

 

The pain today is especially sharp. The
doctor came this morning to visit, and he said that I would get
periods of time where it would be painful, and others where I might
think I was perfectly fine. It makes me wonder where they get all
this from. He can't be any older than maybe thirty years old. What
would he know about pain? Don't get me wrong, he has probably seen
a whole lot of people suffering, but to know what real pain is
like?

You know there are some things that I
believe are worse that physical pain - loneliness for one of them.
I spent a long time wandering London after I escaped from the
warehouse that night, and a lot of nights alone in the dark,
sleeping under bridges and down alleyways, watching people go by,
wondering who they were and where they might be going.

I often wondered during those days
whether anyone thought that of me as they wandered by. Not that
they would always see me. I did my utmost to keep out of sight,
keep in the shadows and disappear whenever someone came by, but
that didn’t always work.

It was rare during those days to meet
anyone who cared much about anyone else. Everyone was far too busy
suffering in their own way in that overcrowded and run down city.
Yeah, it had its beauty to, but when you walk a few streets along
and turn a corner, you start to see the uglier side, the side that
most normal folks wouldn't even have known was just a short
distance away.

But, saying all that, I did occasionally
meet some good folks, just like the folks of a place that I would
never forget.

The Running Ground.

My stay there was much shorter than I
would have liked, but the folks there, and the community of it all,
have stayed with me my whole life.

There are some things you don't ever
forget.

 

The Running Ground was a patch of land
that ran between the arches of the railway and a shoe factory, just
a dozen acres of overgrown ruins that had once been a street.
Running through the middle of it was what I imagined had once been
a cobbled road with pavement on either side, but that was all
broken up and overgrown with weeds now. Rows of what once had been
buildings played house to the teeming homeless. Immigrants, the
old, the disabled, and plenty of people just down on their
luck.

It was a pretty ugly place to live, but
it was where I called home, for a while. After what must have been
months of wandering London alone, it was good to see at least a few
friendly faces.

I’d spent most of my nights since that
night at the warehouse, living under bridges or huddled in some
dark corner in a derelict building. My days were spent scavenging
what I could find to live on, scraps and dustbin leftovers mostly.
Yes, there were restaurants and markets to scrounge something from,
but unless you were living on those streets back then you couldn’t
know just how many people were in the same situation. London was
heaving with the homeless and the destitute.

One day I had decided to move on, move to
a different area. I’d been stealing from the same few dozen shops
and market stalls for months, and the owners could spot me
coming.

It was by accident that I found the
Running Ground. It was late at night and I was trying to find
somewhere to hide away from the rain. It was beating down with a
vengeance and had been for three days. My clothes were soaked all
the way to my skin, and the cold bit me all the way to my bones. I
snuck into a rundown building through one of the bottom windows
that had been smashed, and when I realised the place was unoccupied
I made my way up the stairs to one of the back rooms. I’d sat under
an archway in the alley directly across from the house for at least
an hour, just trying to spy out whether anyone was in there. I’d
seen nothing. I also hadn’t seen the rooms downstairs, all stacked
high with boxes and wooden cases.

Before I lay down to try and sleep I
looked out of the back window. There, sprawled as far as I could
see, was the shanty town that was the Running Ground. From my view
up in the window it looked like a maze of huts and junk. In between
the huts, dotted here and there, underneath the tall brick archways
of the railway, were fires burning in old barrels, or roughly built
brick circles. The homeless folks gathered around them in their
droves.

The old man had risked his own neck just
coming in after me, though I guessed he was much more used to
moving around unnoticed than I was, because I didn’t even hear him
coming up the stairs. How he had seen me, I will never know.

"Boy," he said, though it sounded more
like a dog's bark.

I span round. My heart was pounding.

"Out, quickly. You can’t be in here."

He turned and moved back towards the top
of the stairs, glancing back at me several times with an irritated
look.

"Don’t just stand there gawping at me
boy. If they find you in here it will be Breaker’s Alley for
you."

I didn’t know what Breaker’s Alley was,
and by that name I wasn’t sure I wanted to either. I gathered my
few things and rushed down the stairs after him.

We went out the back door and climbed
over the wall. From the window upstairs it had looked small, but it
rose at least seven feet tall at the very back, and there was no
back gate. Fortunately there was a small stone shed that was part
collapsed. I copied the old man and jumped up on it, shimmied to
the back wall, and hauled myself over.

Hands grabbed me out of the darkness, and
pulled me through tall grass and thorns. I tried to cry out, but
someone clamped their hand over my mouth. It wasn’t the old
man.

They let me go once they had dragged me
through a gap in the huts and hauled me into a half-stone,
half-wooden shed. I looked around at my captors. Two old men and a
young woman, maybe in her late twenties, all dressed in layer upon
layer of dirty rags and scrap clothing.

I pulled my legs in close, ready to run
if I had to.

"Are you trying to get yourself killed,
young man?"

It was the woman who spoke, her voice was
soft, warm even, and the look she gave me reminded me more of a
cross-but-amused mother, than a stranger.

"No. I’m sorry."

I wasn’t sure what I was making excuses
for.

"That building," she said, pointing
behind me, "Is a safe house for contraband, owned by The Breakers."
She looked at me like she was expecting me to react in some way,
like I should have known what she was talking about.

"I’m sorry. I didn’t know," I replied,
lowering my head. At the same time I was looking for the nearest
exit.

"No point saying sorry to us," she
continued, "It’s not us that will kill you if you’re found in
there."

A door opened in the darkness opposite
me, spewing in the light from one of the many fires that I had seen
out of the window. The old man who had hurried me out of the house
stepped inside the shed to join us, nodding to the others.

"All clear." he said, "No one about."

The woman turned back to me.

"You are very lucky child. Now go," she
said, indicating towards the still open door.

As I got up and headed towards the door,
still nervous of the people around me, she called out.

"There is food over the way. Look for the
big man with a huge beard over near the arches. Don’t worry, he is
friendly enough."

So it was that I stepped out into the
main street of The Running Ground for the first time, and to say
that that place changed my life would be an understatement. Ever
since my narrow escape at The Warehouse I had been living day to
day, struggling just to find something to eat. But here, amongst
some of the strangest and most destitute folks I’d ever met, was a
haven of sorts.

There must have been a thousand people
living in that slum when I arrived. To this day I don’t know how
long it had been there, but I heard one old tramp say once that he
had been one of the first, and that had been before the turn of the
century, before I was born. Huddled in makeshift huts, some of them
even two or three stories high – don’t even ask how those things
stayed standing – were people from all over, and every walk of
life.

It didn’t take me long to find the food.
I just followed the smell of cooking.

The Chef, as they called him, was an
Indian man, and he was the biggest man I have ever seen in my life.
I think he was seven feet tall at the least, probably taller. I
never did learn his real name, only that he had come to England
with his parents when he was a child, brought by a family who owned
a lot of land in his home country. His parents had died when he was
even younger than I was.

He took one look at me and filled a metal
bowl full of some hot stew from the barrel that he was cooking it
in, tore off a chunk of dry, stale bread from a box next to it and
handed it to me, pointing at a bench nearby where some other
children were sitting, eating. I didn’t ask what the stew was,
didn’t much care. It was hot and it filled me up. The bread was
like eating a rock, but I didn’t complain. I was so hungry, and no
one bothered me as I sat there, quietly stuffing my face as fast as
I could.

When I finished the stew I took the plate
back over to The Chef and asked him where I clean them. He just
smiled, took the bowl, filled it up a second time, and handed it
back to me. I must have looked quite comical standing there with my
jaw nearly bouncing off the floor, because he just laughed.

"When you done. You wash in the barrel,"
he said, in between his laughter. He pointed at another barrel that
was propped up against the arch wall a few feet away.

There were a lot of strange folk living
on The Running Ground, but amongst them were a lot of good people
to. Apart from the odd few, most of them stuck together, sharing
everything they got their hands on, which was mostly scavenged from
bins, run down houses, or scrap-yards.

It turned out that most of the food that
kept everybody alive was stolen from all over London, or pulled out
of market bins. There were a lot of mouths to feed, and anyone that
was good at taking stuff without been seen soon found themselves
pretty high up on the pecking order.

I fitted in almost immediately. I was
small, quiet, and fast. Within a week I was friendly with a lot of
the folks that lived in that dingy slum. All I wanted most of the
time was a full belly and some place to sleep. The first I could do
myself, but somewhere safe to sleep meant I had to get things for
other people.

It was easy enough to grab something when
the owner of a market stall or a shop wasn't looking, but soon they
would start to suspect why you were hanging around, and most of
them had been robbed enough times by street rats like me that they
just sent you on your way even before you got near. I learned to do
things a different way.

There were some busy streets in London,
and if you were small you could disappear into the crowd and be
barely noticed, so long as you didn't stink too badly. That
certainly made a difference. So here is what I would do. Once in
amongst the crowd you just start walking along, up and down the
street, changing direction every now and then to stay with the flow
of folks, and you would keep your hands busy. Into this pocket
there, or this bag over here. Most of the time those pockets would
be empty, or you put your hand into a bag and come out with nothing
useful, but if you carried on, eventually you would swipe something
good. I had watches, purses, lockets, a whole lot of keys,
jewellery. The list was endless.

I was an extraordinary pickpocket.

Did I ever get caught? Well of course I
did, but if you are fast - like I was - you just kept walking when
the shout went up, and you dropped whatever it was that you had
just taken. You never, ever, ever kept everything you had taken
that day on you. Oh no, because when you got caught you had to be
carrying nothing, and of course you had just dropped whatever it
was that you took, so when folks started looking around, it usually
turned up and whoever was shouting about thieves looked stupid
themselves.

I used to stash my finds somewhere
nearby, somewhere out of the way and hidden, like a hole between
some bricks, in an alleyway, anywhere that wasn't going to be
disturbed, that I could go to without being watched.

There was at least a dozen shops hidden
away in back streets that would take whatever you stole and hand
you a few coins. I knew every time I sold something that It was
worth a lot more than what I had just been given, but it didn't
matter, those few coins bought me the food from the shops that I
might have stolen from at one time.

I never sold my knife.

It was always tucked into its little
holder, hanging off of my belt under my jacket.

I used to keep hold of some of my "finds"
and take them back as gifts to folks I liked on the Running Ground,
or I'd hand out a few coins. That bought me a bed in nearly every
shack in the place, but mostly I slept at the back of Chef's
place.

One very hot day in 1912, about four
years after I first started living at the Running Ground, some
policemen came by. They were looking for someone, someone who it
seemed had been poking around in the buildings that ran along near
the street, like the one that I had snuck into to sleep in.

They roughed up a few people, and even
gave Chef some grief, but in truth, nobody knew who it had been.
One of the old boys said he had seen a bunch of young men - street
folk - hanging around the front a week or so before, said they
hadn't been back since. He gave the policemen a description of them
as best he could, before they beat the crap out of him anyway, and
threatened him with the Breaker's Alley. Then they went on their
way.

I never did like the police, at least not
those ones. I'm sure that lots of policemen were doing their job
and were good people, but those ones, they were as bad a bunch of
men as could be. Evil I would say.

After they had gone I sat near the old
boy that they had harassed.

"What did that man mean by the Breaker’s
Alley?" I asked.

He turned and frowned at me, like I was
intruding somewhere I shouldn’t have been, but then his expression
softened.

"Is just what they call it," he said,
"though that isn’t the name on the street sign."

"Then why do they call it that if it’s
not the name of the street?" I asked.

He just looked at me solemnly and told me
that it was where people got broken.

"What do you mean they get broken?" I
asked.

"Just trust me son, you don’t want to
find yourself in the Breaker’s Alley at the wrong time. Don’t want
to find yourself in there at any time really. Some things are best
not seen."

"So what’s the street really called?" I
asked.

"Hemley, I think," he said, "Hemley
Alley."

"Strange name for a street." I said.

"Tis indeed," said the old man, with a
half hearted smile.

I was going to ask more, but I could tell
that I was irritating him. The policemen had scared him – scared
them all – pretty badly, and I thought he just wanted to be left
along to his whiskey.

About two weeks after that I discovered
for myself what the Breaker's Alley was. I didn't mean to, and I
never ended up there on purpose.

As I said before, I was a great
pickpocket, and it hadn't gone unnoticed amongst the Running Ground
folks. Unfortunately, it seemed that the same bunch of thugs that
had broken into the store houses and stolen from the Breakers had
also spotted me going into a pawn shop, just down the street. I
would guess that they had been watching me as well, without me
noticing them until it was too late.

I was making my way home when they jumped
me. I left the same shop one evening, just as it was getting dark,
and turned into the alleyway at the back.

There five of them, none of them as fast
as me, but they were strong, and they had me surrounded.

"What you got there lad?" said one of
them, he was shorter than the rest, and had a mouth full of missing
or rotten teeth. He smiled at me and I could tell there was no
friendliness in that smile.

"Nothing," I said, trying to judge the
gaps between them, see if I could make a run for it.

"Oh, I don't think you've got nothing,"
he said, "I think you've got a pocket there full of coins, and I
think you're going to hand it to me."

He stepped forward and grabbed me by the
shoulder, pushing me against a wall, pinning me. He went through my
pockets but couldn't find anything. He stopped smiling at me, and
didn't notice as my hand slipped to my belt, my knife out of its
holder.

"Where are they son?" he asked, through
gritted teeth. "You best hand them over now or I'm going smash you
up."

He reached forward again, grabbing me by
both shoulders and pushing hard.

It was only the second time I had used
the knife. I'd taken it out a couple of times since that night at
The Warehouse, but I'd never actually had to use it on anyone since
then. I don't think he even noticed the blade jab up into his arm,
not for a few seconds. It was as far as I could reach with my
shoulders pinned. Then he started screaming, and blood was pouring
out of his arm and going everywhere. He let go of me and stumbled
back, just enough for me to dart by him and run for the gap between
two of his thugs. The first of them was too distracted by all the
blood spurting out of RottenTooth's arm, but the second one made a
grab for me. One hand shot out towards me and snatched the back of
my jacket. It didn't stop me running. I lashed out at his hand, and
then just kept on going, glancing back quickly as he also started
screaming.

I'd cut of all four of the fingers on his
hand.

I ran and ran, as fast as I could,
through the alley ways that I thought would lead me to the Running
Ground, and they followed me, I could hear them not far behind me,
and I could hear the bellowing yells. I was normally good at
disappearing into these alleyways, but somehow I just couldn't
shake them. They knew this place as well as I did.

Then I turned a corner, and ran headlong
into two men blocking the way. They grabbed me and threw me to the
floor. I hit the ground hard, stunned, opened my eyes and looked
down the alleyway. Behind me I could hear RottenTooth's gang come
around the corner and soon there was shouting, but I wasn't paying
attention to that. It was nothing to the horror that I saw before
me.

There were at least a dozen men in the
alleyway, most of them moving past me quickly, joining in the fight
that was going on behind me, just a few feet away, was a body. I
didn't recognise her, but I knew by the way she was dressed that
she was a street prostitute, now lying dead in a pool of blood that
was gradually spreading. Behind her was just one man who was
holding onto a girl that I recognised.

She was tied up and gagged, but I could
still see her eyes. It was the girl from The Warehouse, the one who
I had dreamed about for so many nights after.

Next to the man was another prostitute,
she was standing against the wall holding her head, I could see she
was bleeding for a cut over her eye.

She was looking around, dazed, but then
something happened, I think maybe she got her senses back for a
moment, and saw that only one man was between her and escape. She
launched herself at him, kicking him and punching him. The girl
fell over as the man struggled with both of them, but then he
reached to his waist and pulled out a gun.

The noise was so loud that it left my
ears ringing, but I knew I didn't have time to wait. I had to react
now.

I ran forward, my knife still in my hand.
The prostitute hadn't even hit the ground when I rushed forward and
stuck the blade straight into the man's throat. I don't think he
even saw me coming.

I stumbled as he fell backwards, dropping
his gun and hitting the ground, gargling. I hissed at the girl to
run. She was gagged and tied by the hands, but her feet were still
free, so we took off up that alleyway as fast as we could, only
stopping when neither of us could run another yard. We collapsed in
the doorway of a boarded up building. I had no idea where we were,
but it was dark and there was no one around.

I helped her take the gag off, and
removed the ropes from her hands. We sat there, breathing heavily,
both too shocked to say a word.

"I'm Reg," I said, when I finally got my
breath back.

"I'm Marie," she said, looking at me
through those huge, stunning, frightened eyes.

She was the same age as me except for a
couple of days. She told me all about how she had been bought by
the owner of a brothel on London's east side. She was still too
young to ply that trade, and had not been the most cooperative girl
that the owner had bought from The Warehouse. Fortunately the man's
wife had taken a shine to her, and set her to work in the kitchen
and the wash room. The owner, a man called Norton, had insisted
that there were customers that would have paid a lot of money to
spend time with Marie, but his wife had insisted and he eventually
gave in.

That night she had been heading over to
the brothel, taking some clean sheets and clothes over for some of
the girls, when the Breakers had caught them.

"They were going to kill us," she said,
"and I don't know why."

Marie knew the name of the area on the
outskirts of London that she had come from, even gave me a detailed
account of how she had been snatched one day. It was a place called
Gravesend. I said I had to go back to the Running Ground and tell
Chef what had happened, but then I would help her get home.

Chef listened quietly whilst I told him
all about what had happened, everything from how I'd got caught by
RottenTooth and then ran into the Breakers by accident.

"You hide up here, and stay quiet," he
said, and then went off to have a word around, to find out what was
happening.

He came back about an hour later and told
me to get my things together fast. It seemed that one of the
Breakers had recognised me, and now they were looking for me and
Marie.

"You have to go," he said. "The man you
stabbed, well, he is dead, and he was their leader, and they are
out for blood. They will find you if they come here, and kill you
both. They are looking now, and it will not be long before they
come here. "

"But they'll hurt folks when they come
here." I said.

Chef smiled and ruffled my hair.

"You don't worry too much about us. You
get yourself away now."

I bit back the tears as I quickly said my
goodbyes to folks. Then Chef walked us to edge of the Running
Ground and shook my hand as he said goodbye.

"We will see each other again Reggie boy,
we will. I have a good feeling about that," he said, hugging me so
hard I could barely breathe.

"I hope so," I replied.

It took us a week to get to Gravesend.
Not that it was far, but neither of us knew how to get there and I
was too wary to ask anyone we passed for directions, just in case
the Breakers were somehow trailing us. The last thing I wanted was
to get Marie back home, only to have them turn up.

It was a week that I will always remember
fondly. We spent most of our days travelling around the south of
London, looking for street signs that might help us. At night we
would sometimes find an abandoned building and break in, other
times we just slept under a bridge or in a dark corner in some
alleyway. Two young kids wrapped up in rags could disappear quite
easily in all the litter and junk that was piled up in the
alleyways.

It was a beautiful sunny day when we
eventually walked into Gravesend and found the street that Marie
used to live on. Along the street, right outside the house that she
had lived in was the same horse drawn cart that her father had
owned back when she was taken.

We stood holding each other tight for a
long while before I eventually pulled away and told her to go. It
was nice that she was reluctant to do so, but I could see that her
eyes were sparkling with joy as she said goodbye and ran up the
street.

"I won't forget you ever, Reggie," she
said, before she ran to the house.

"I won't forget you either," I said
quietly. I don't think she heard me.

She stopped at the gate and looked back,
waved, and ran to the front door. A moment later and I heard cries
of joy coming from inside the house. I smiled, turned away, and
started walking back towards London.

I never did tell her what I saw a few
nights before we said goodbye, as we huddled together in a doorway
on a particularly cold night.

 

It was bitter cold. The wind was howling
down the alleyway, and the best that we could do was to huddle
close together in the doorway of the run down building. I looked
through one of the windows, hoping that it might be a good place to
break in a sleep for the night, but I saw rats. Marie was so tired
that we couldn't keep looking.

She fell asleep, leaning on my shoulder
after just a few minutes, but I was wide awake, I just couldn't
seem to drop off. We were hidden well enough behind the bins that
were propped up in front of the doorway, so the chances of anyone
finding us were quite small, but that wasn't enough for me. I only
felt safe if we were tucked away in the dark, at the back of a room
in a building.

I think it was about an hour after Marie
fell asleep that I saw them, and I would day that there were a
dozen of them at least. Dark figures, dressed in robes of some
kind. They didn't look like they were even walking along the
alleyway. They just kind of drifted along. I couldn't see their
feet underneath all those long robes.

My hackles went up immediately, and I
instinctively put my hand down to my knife, still tucked in its
holder at my waist, but they either hadn't noticed us, or they
chose to ignore us.

Until the last one passed us by.

She walked by at least a few feet, and
then stopped, turned slowly around to face us, and pulled the hood
off.

It was one of the dead prostitutes, the
ones who had been killed in that alleyway. Except she wasn't dead
anymore, no way, she was standing there as lifelike as she had been
just before the man with the gun shot her in the head.

I didn't know what to do. The others
stopped as well, some of them just standing still, others also
turned to face us. It was then that I realised that there was
something very different about them, something that sent a chill to
my bones.

Their skin was as pale as a dead man,
eyes as dark as night, and not one of them had any white to their
eyes, just an endless darkness, like shiny black orbs, glowing
fiercely in the moonlight.

The dead prostitute looked at me, and
then she looked at Marie, who was still fast asleep on my shoulder,
then she smiled, and I saw something else that had changed.

Fangs.

That's right. She had what I can best
describe as fangs. Two long and pointed incisors that had no place
in a human mouth, at least not naturally.

I thought we were about to die, but I was
wrong. She simply nodded in Marie's direction, smiled at me again,
turned and carried on walking off.

The rest of the group continued on their
way, leaving me with my heart beating like it was about to explode,
and Marie still sleeping on my shoulder.

That was what I never told her about.

I really wish that I had.

 

I've often asked myself, why didn't I
just stay in Gravesend? Why didn't I just stick around there for a
while? I sure would have liked to have spent more time with Marie,
but you know, I was a dirty street boy, and once she was all
cleaned up and healthy again, well, I don't think her folks would
have been keen on her hanging around with my type, if you know what
I mean.

There was also something about Gravesend
that didn't fit with me, I did take a wander around there before I
walked back to London, and I decided that there just weren't enough
places for me to hide.

 

Today a gentleman named Alexander Winters
has come to join me in the hospital, he isn't as old as I am, but I
like to think he looks older. Seems he may not be a permanent
resident though, and has been through most of what I have been
through already, except he appears to be on the road to recovery.
He used to be a cobbler, or at least that's what he says. I don't
know what they call shoe workers these days. Probably something
like a Footwear Operative or a Leisurewear Executive or something
like that. They do seem to like their names these days, don't
they?

He is a genial enough old boy, likes to
talk a lot, which is good, since I don't. I think I'm getting used
to this Dictaphone though.

It's good that it doesn't answer me
back.

That name - Winters - that takes me back
a long, long time. I had a friend with exactly the same last name
once, though he was a much bigger man. I keep meaning to ask if
Alexander might be related to him, but when the moment comes I
don't know how to put it into words. Such a long time ago to
remembering some of these things, yet they all seem like they
happened only yesterday to me.

After I left Gravesend, and Marie behind
me, I headed straight back into London, though not back to The
Running Ground, no, I could never go back there again, not unless I
wanted to get myself, and maybe others, killed.
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Diary of the Displaced (Dark fantasy Novel)
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UK  Amazon
USA  Smashwords  Nook

There is a place where nightmares come true. It is a dark and
terrifying place that is hidden from the world we know, by borders
that only the most unfortunate of souls will ever cross. James
Halldon woke up in the dark, alone, without any food or water, and
without a clue where he was. And it only got stranger.

*

The Broken Lands 

Amazon
UK  Amazon
USA  Smashwords  Nook

The Journal of James Halldon continues with the second novel in
the series.

After escaping from The Corridor with DogThing, Rudy and Adler,
James discovers that the world awaiting him outside is just as
harsh as the one he had left behind.

The horrors that he had escaped from, that lurked in the
darkness, would continue to haunt him in the bright sunlight of The
Broken Lands.

Will he find a way to recover his memories?

Who was the creature that hunted him in The Corridor?

*

Chasing Spirits (Dark fantasy Novel)

Amazon
UK Amazon
USA Smashwords Nook

There is an old man sitting in a bed on Angel ward, telling
stories. He says he has to tell someone, because he is dying. He
says he doesn't care if you believe the tales are true or not,
because he is not sure that half of them ever happened at all. Reg
Weldon claims that he has seen things that would make your spine
shiver and your skin crawl. He claims a lot of things…

*

The Last to Fall (Dark Fantasy Novella)

Amazon
UK Amazon
USA  Smashwords  Nook

In 1926 Joseph Dean was just getting ready to hang himself when
the man named Joshua stepped into his cafe and changed his life. He
made Joe an offer - one that would mean travelling through the door
to another world to find something that had been lost for nearly
two hundred years. Joe would discover a lot more than that in the
years that followed.

*

Whispers of the Displaced (Short Story
Collection)

Amazon
UK  Amazon
USA  Smashwords  Nook

A companion book to Diary of the displaced - a collection of
seven Paranormal Fantasy and Horror Short stories.
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At Last, goodbye (Short Story)

Amazon
UK  Amazon
USA  Smashwords  Nook

Ten years after the apocalypse destroyed the world that she
knew, a survivor returns to her home town, hoping to piece together
the bits of her past that have troubled her so much ever since.
Sometimes the past is best left behind us, but sometimes we all
need to say goodbye.
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	The Last to
Fall - Joe Dean #1 (Sample) (2011)
In 1926 Joseph Dean was just getting ready to hang himself when
the man named Joshua stepped into his cafe and changed his
life.

He made Joe an offer - one that would mean travelling through the
door to another world to find something that had been lost for
nearly two hundred years.

Joe would discover a lot more than that in the years that
followed.

The Last to Fall is a Dark Fantasy novella of 20000 words and
the first in the series of Joe's travels in another world.

For anyone who has read Chasing Spirits, this is a chance to
hear a familiar voice once more.



	


Diary
of the Displaced - (Entire novel) (2011)
There is a place where nightmares come true.

It is a dark and terrifying place that is hidden from the world
we know, by borders that only the most unfortunate of souls will
ever cross.

James Halldon woke up in the dark, alone, without any food or
water, and without a clue where he was.

And it only got stranger.

"Of all the places I had to end up, it had to be here."

Diary of the Displaced is a Paranormal Fantasy novel, giving a
detailed account of his struggle to survive, whilst trying to
understand the strange, dark, terrifying world in which he is
trapped.

If it's dark when you wake up, and you can hear growling, then
close your eyes and maybe it will go away.

But maybe it won't.



	


The
Broken Lands (Diary of the Displaced #2) - Sample
(2011)
The Journal of James Halldon continues with the third novel in
the series.

After escaping from The Corridor with DogThing, Rudy and Adler,
James discovers that the world awaiting him outside is just as
harsh as the one he had left behind.

The horrors that he had escaped from, that lurked in the
darkness, would continue to haunt him in the bright sunlight of The
Broken Lands.

Will he find a way to recover his memories?

Who was the creature that hunted him in The Corridor?
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