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My name is Duncan Black Wood. You’ve probably never heard of me. And you may be wondering: shouldn’t this book belong to a MacAllister? You’d be right. But that’s just the first of many questions that will haunt you as you progress through these pages.

What I write here is not just any story. It is the account of my life and how I made my mark on eternity. Do not expect comfort in the following lines; they were written with trembling hands and fragmented memories. Take a deep breath and allow yourself to see the shadows of the past that few would have the courage to face.

I was born on the last day of 1916, a freezing Sunday, on the outskirts of Greenock, a small coastal town in the Scottish countryside. It was a white morning, covered in snow, when my first cry echoed inside a small barn. A few bales of straw and the warmth of two sheep were my mother’s only comforts during that lonely birth. There were no celebrations, only the sound of the biting wind and the fragile cry of a newborn.

The barn seemed isolated from everything, a refuge where time and the world seemed suspended. Outside, chaos raged mercilessly over humanity. World War I spread its claws of iron and fire across Europe, leaving a trail of devastation. That year was cruel; the battles of the Somme, Verdun, and Ypres turned lands into open-air cemeteries. In this scene of despair, I came into the world.

I was the eighth and last child in a peasant family struggling to survive. Although we were thousands of miles away from the trenches, the war affected us in other ways. The shortage of men to work and the lack of food made our situation desperate. My older brothers, Alasdair and Stuart, still children, accompanied our father on a never-ending journey. From factory to factory, they sought any manual labor that would guarantee a little food and the hope of bringing something home.

What we called home was about an hour’s walk from the center of Greenock, isolated on top of a hill overlooking the valley. It was simple and sturdy, built with local stones, but it was still our refuge. The low ceiling, supported by dark wooden beams, creaked under the weight of the years. At the entrance, a small room with a fireplace was where we gathered to share the warmth on the coldest days.

The cottage had two modest bedrooms: one for my parents and one for us, the children. In the shared bedroom, the beds were hay mattresses covered with blankets that my mother sewed from rags my father found in town. Each of us had a cramped space, and the blankets were treasures, especially on nights when the cold wind blew through the cracks in the wooden windows.

The kitchen was simple, with a solid wood table and the essentials for meals. My mother spent most of her day there, planning how to stretch what little we had to feed so many mouths. In the small pantry, she kept jars of salt and dried herbs, used to season bread and stews with the skill of an old alchemist. On rare days when there was game meat, the smell of haggis spread through the house, bringing a comfort that seemed to promise better days.

Next to the hut, the barn housed our two sheep, whose wool and milk helped keep us warm and fed. There were also a few farming tools and an old handcart, worn out by time and the roads traveled. Everything was modest, but for us, that space was the center of our world.

When my father and older brothers were away, my mother led the work at home. With the help of Henry and William, she took care of growing oats, potatoes, turnips, and a few other vegetables from the region. The seasons passed, and each harvest was awaited with hope.

I started working as soon as I could walk. In the bitter cold, I helped my brothers gather firewood and feed the sheep, ensuring that the animals remained nourished. When the days grew warmer, my role changed: I scattered small seeds into the rows of soil that they carefully plowed. What we put on the table depended on what we could get from the land. Sun or snow, we worked tirelessly. The work was hard, but there was a strange peace in the repetition of the movements, as if each movement brought a sense of order to our lives.

Living close to the land, I developed a fascination with the cycle of life. Seeing a seed sprout and turn into food was almost a miracle. This connection also taught me to recognize the flora around me. I learned to distinguish which plants were edible and which should be avoided, a knowledge that matured early and would mark my life in unexpected ways. But that is something to explore further.

In the rare moments of rest, my brothers and I were able to just be children. Henry and William, closer to my age, were always by my side. When Alasdair and Stuart joined us, they also seemed to have regained the lightheartedness of childhood. They brought stories from the city, created games, and filled the grayest days with life.

Our favorite game was cowboys and Indians, with good guys and bad guys. I always played the sheriff: fearless, fair, and incorruptible. They took turns between loyal allies and outlaws, changing sides as the game demanded. We ran among the trees, hid behind logs and rocks, wielding branches as if they were weapons. Any mound of earth became a village to be defended or plundered.

In those flashes of freedom, the weight of the world disappeared. Hunger and the work that awaited us at dawn did not exist. All that mattered was the sound of our laughter and the dust that rose as we ran.

My mother was the heart of our family. Born in Paisley, a city steeped in history and tradition, she carried memories that seemed straight out of a fairy tale. She spoke of the flowers around the lakes, the peaceful parks, and the sunny afternoons that seemed to go on forever.

On winter nights, when the snow fell incessantly, she would sit with us to create a warm shelter against the cold that seemed to invade everything. Her voice, soft and full of hope, carried us away. She told stories from her own life, which not only warmed our hearts but also gave us hope that better days would come.

Once upon a time...

In a land called Paisley, where the days were golden and the nights were full of stars, there lived a girl who believed that the whole world was magical. The flowers danced to the rhythm of the wind, and the River Cart whispered ancient secrets to those who knew how to listen. The girl loved to walk along the riverbank, listening to its stories and imagining grand adventures.

It was there, near the water that sparkled like silver in the sun, that she met a handsome young man. He walked in a funny way, but he had a mischievous smile and eyes that reflected the sunlight, as if he carried summer inside him.

The two soon fell in love and, together, felt that the world was big and full of possibilities. However, as in the best stories, not everything was easy. One day, the girl discovered she was expecting her first babies, Peter and Thomas. Her heart overflowed with joy, but her parents were very angry, as they had other dreams for their daughter. They wanted her to follow a perfect path and were not ready to accept this news.

So, on a stormy night, when the rain sang sad songs and the wind howled at the windows, the girl was kicked out of her home. She walked alone down the dark road, tears mixing with the rain and streaming down her face. At the height of the storm, the young man with the mischievous smile appeared. He wrapped her in a warm embrace and said, ‘No matter what happens, we will face everything together.’

With her heart warmed, the girl knew that no matter how dark the nights were, love would be the light that guided them. So, together, they decided to move to a new land called Stirling, where the hills were green and the fields were full of promise.

The journey was long and tiring, but hope shone like the first stars of dusk. When they arrived, they believed that every flower that bloomed was a sign that they were on the right path. And it was there that, little by little, the family grew; after Peter and Thomas came Alasdair, Stuart, Iain, and Henry, each one like a new season bringing new laughter and discoveries.

Even when the work on the land was hard, the little moments together made life seem full of magic. However, as in every journey, the sky does not always remain clear, and sometimes the clouds return to cover the sun’s rays.

In a gray autumn, the strong and fearless man, father of the family, made a difficult decision. He knelt beside each of his children and said, ‘I’m going to war. I will fight for a better world, where you can live free and without fear!’ Everyone’s hearts were heavy, even though hope did not abandon them. And so he left, confident that in the trenches he would plant the seeds of a brighter future for his family. Inspired by their father’s bravery, Peter and Thomas, now teenagers, were drafted and left soon after.

The months that followed were sad and difficult until the arrival of little William brought unexpected comfort, like a gentle breeze in the midst of a storm. And then, after a year, as in the best stories, their father returned home.

He had fought bravely in a deadly battle, and, although he had lost a leg and his body was scarred, he returned as a true hero. The whole village gathered to welcome him, and his eyes, proud as ever, reflected the peace of one who had fulfilled an important mission.

In recognition of his bravery, he was given a small piece of land in Greenock. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to start over. On this new piece of land, nestled between hills and streams, this story would continue to flourish. Life was not easy, but it was full of hope.

On a clear, cold morning, with the sky tinged gold by the first rays of sun, the last child was born: Duncan. With his arrival, the family was finally complete, as if all the pieces of a fabulous puzzle had fallen into place.

Each of his siblings welcomed him with joy, and together they grew up discovering that even the simplest things, like the smell of wet earth or the warmth of a hug, were full of charm.

And so, dear ones, we learn that love and courage are like rainbows that appear after storms. No matter how long and dark the night may be, there is always a light waiting to guide us.

All we need to do is believe in the magic of the world and the bonds that unite us, strong as the roots of the oldest trees. No matter what happens, there will always be hope at the end of each journey.

That story was all my siblings and I knew about our past. Our mother always ended with the same words: ‘Now, close your eyes and remember: each one of you is a little piece of that magic. Good night, my darlings.’ Those words, along with the warmth of her kisses, lulled us into dreams where everything seemed possible and evil never reached us.

But at dawn, reality hit us with all its harshness. The sparkle in my mother’s welcoming eyes at night gave way to a heavy, sad look during the day. There was something heavy in her expression, an invisible burden that made each day a struggle to get through.

I remember her sitting by candlelight, sewing. Her movements were slow and careful, as if she were trying to mend not only the fabric but also the pieces of herself. Her gaze wandered to something distant, perhaps a memory or a dream that never came true. In her discretion, I saw the weight of all the absences she endured.

The war took more than the present from us; it took what was never lived. My brothers, Peter and Thomas, left before I was even born and never returned. Their lives were lost in distant battles, leaving only names and memories that time began to erase. Iain, on the other hand, was not taken by war but by a mysterious illness that took him from us too soon. His absence left a void that no other child could fill. And, in addition to the loss of her sons, there was also my father.

In the bedtime story, he was a hero, a veteran marked by bravery in the Great War. But the reality that surrounded us was quite different. He was a cruel man, far removed from the heroic figure she so extolled. He lost his right leg in an explosion at the Battle of Loos and had a deformity in his left arm, which predated the war. Still, his physical limitations were minor compared to the evil that consumed him.

From an early age, I realized that there was something about him that wasn’t right: he was unpredictable and violent. In his rare moments of sobriety, he would talk about the French front: torn bodies and the smell of blood, memories ingrained like a scar on his soul. Sometimes I would see him staring at the horizon, his eyes glazed over, as if he were still in the trenches, surrounded by enemies.

The discipline he demanded was relentless; the punishments, brutal. Any mistake, no matter how small, led to severe punishment. It wasn’t long before the metallic smell of blood and the screams of my brothers pierced the walls of our shack. I would cower in a corner, listening to the crack of the rope he used to punish us cutting through the air, trying to guess who would be next.

There was something disturbing about the way he talked about ‘control,’ an obsession that seemed like a constant internal battle. When he drank too much, he would mutter disconnected phrases about ‘cleaning up the streets’ or ‘giving women what they deserve.’ These words, even though they were confusing to my childish mind, planted a fear that I still couldn’t understand but could sense.

Over time, that fear turned to hatred. The aberrations he committed were like echoes of something darker, a truth that remained incomprehensible to me, but I knew it was there, waiting to be discovered.

The few stories about my father’s past were shrouded in mystery, like a sealed book. When I asked my mother, she would look away and change the subject. On rare occasions, pressed by my insistence, she would confess, in a low and cautious voice, that he had come from Whitechapel, a London district surrounded by macabre secrets. From there, he left young and in a hurry, seeking a new beginning in the isolated fields of the Scottish countryside.

During the nights, before going to sleep, my brothers would whisper horror stories between our makeshift beds. The scariest one was about a murderer who roamed the alleys of London, disemboweling his victims. It was disturbing to imagine that these crimes had taken place near where my father had fled. Every fragment of these stories sent a chill down my spine, the kind that makes your eyes widen and keeps you awake.

In the early hours of the morning, when silence reigned, I would lie down staring at the dark ceiling, my mind filled with questions that would never be answered. What had my father done before hiding on the farms of Paisley? What secrets did he carry, hidden beneath a past that no one dared mention? These questions piqued my curiosity.

As absurd as the idea that my father was connected to the Whitechapel murders seemed, there was something about the way he moved stealthily and the brutality of his fits of rage that evoked the image of that nameless monster. The thought of a connection between him and those stories took root in me like an insidious poison, feeding a fear I couldn’t explain or shake off.

The brutal moments I experienced with him shaped my soul. Every blow and every word of hatred carved my personality, hardening me through pain and the need to survive. I learned to be cautious, to walk on tiptoe, always alert to signs of danger. In my world, a distraction could mean a beating, and I couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

But one night, something worse than any beating happened. I was eleven years old. My father, drunk as usual, came home filled with inexplicable hatred. The smell of smoke and alcohol permeated his surroundings. An empty bottle of liquor slipped from his hands and shattered on the floor. His gaze, filled with rage, met that of my poor mother.

The silence hung heavy in the air. A second, which seemed suspended, preceded the act. His right hand rose and struck my mother’s soft face with tremendous force. The sound of the impact reverberated throughout the house. Her fragile body fell backward, like a puppet with severed strings, and her head hit the floor with a dull thud. Blood slowly spread across the floor.

Her last breath carried the weight of untold stories, of the nights she protected us from the cold with her frail body. Her eyes, once full of life, met mine in a final flash of clarity. In that instant, I saw all the love she held, all the fear she hid, and all the truth she never had the courage to reveal fade away forever.

I stood paralyzed, fighting the scream that wanted to escape my throat but wouldn’t come out; the fear of being killed was stronger. I watched the grotesque scene unfold while my father stood impassive, without remorse. Just a familiar emptiness, a darkness that I was beginning to understand.

His cruelty became even more palpable. He forced me and my brothers to dig the grave to bury what was left of our mother. The scene was surreal. Under the pale moonlight, our hands trembled as we held shovels and hoes. With heavy hearts and eyes clouded with tears, we faced the brutality imposed on us.

The calm of the night was interrupted only by the dry sound of shovels hitting the hard ground. With each blow, it seemed that the soil was reluctant to give way, as if the earth knew it should not welcome the body of the woman who gave us life. The noise of the tools echoed inside me, a cruel reminder of the monstrosity we were performing. We sobbed, fearing the man who watched us with cold, watchful eyes.

As the grave deepened, the stillness became unbearable. No one dared to look at each other. When we weren’t staring at the ground or the shovels in our hands, our eyes wandered into the twilight of the night, trying to find answers that would never come.

When we finished, exhausted, the grave was ready. Our mother’s body, still warm, was placed there without farewell. I looked at her one last time. Her eyes, fixed on a distant point, were beyond our reach. The smell of death mingled with the scent of fresh earth, an aroma that would stay with me for the rest of my life.

We began to cover her with earth. Each handful fell on her like an invisible blade, destroying what remained of our childhood. When the last shovel of earth was thrown and the ground leveled, the stillness returned. Tears streamed down our faces. The cold night air bit our skin, but the pain inside us was much more intense.

Then our father’s voice cut through the silence with its usual coldness. He took a step forward, his eyes flashing between anger and satisfaction.

‘That witch from Bargarran got what she deserved.’ He gave us a threatening look. ‘If any of you open your mouths about this...’ He paused, staring at us one by one, engraving our fear in his memory. ‘I swear to God, I’ll gut you like pigs.’

His words hung in the air, poisonous, permeating our bones. There was no doubt he would carry out his threat. There, any hope of redemption or justice was buried along with our mother. Without another word, he turned and went back inside the shack, leaving us frozen in horror at what had just happened.

That episode broke me in ways I cannot describe, but it also marked the beginning of a path of no return. The evil my father carried seeped into me, shaping who I would become. My brothers, carved by the same circumstances, faced the chaos in different ways. In the early days, some became rebels, defying the rules and getting beaten even more. Others hid in the shadows, developing a keen insight and calculated serenity.

As the months passed and our father’s violence intensified, my brothers began to flee. Alasdair, Stuart, and Henry disappeared like ghosts in the early hours of the morning, escaping from that invisible prison. Only William and I remained. He was two years older, but there was little he could do to protect us. Our young age did not shield us from our father’s fury. Without our mother to make little into enough, hunger began to stalk us like a relentless predator. The work in the fields, once shared among all, became unsustainable.

On a cold night, when the air was almost unbearable, the silence of the house seemed oppressive, broken only by the rumbling of empty stomachs and the faint crackling of wood in the fireplace. Then I heard the dry sound of wood hitting the ground outside. Irregular, dragging footsteps advanced toward the door. The hinges creaked as it opened, and my father staggered inside, leaning on crutches that always seemed about to give way under his weight. The characteristic smell of alcohol filled the room. His bloodshot eyes found William before he even had time to lift his face. The storm was about to begin.

‘Where’s the food?’ He yelled, his words laden with contempt.

William didn’t answer right away. He shifted slightly in his chair, as if searching the floor for an answer that wasn’t there.

‘There’s nothing.’ His voice was low, almost resigned.

My father narrowed his eyes, confused. Then he snorted, leaning heavily on one of his crutches and striking a chair with the other, pushing it aside.

‘What do you mean, there’s nothing?’

‘There’s nothing to prepare, Dad.’

‘What’s the big deal about going out and getting something? Can’t you even do that? You useless bum!’

Before I could even blink, he lunged at William, grabbing him by his worn coat. The slap came fast and brutal, making his head spin to the side. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of his lips, but he didn’t fight back. He just wiped the wound with the back of his hand, his eyes fixed on the floor, hoping that would be all.

From the bedroom door, I remained paralyzed, unable to intervene. I always stayed that way on these occasions, mute and invisible, watching the storm pass without being hit. But that night, something changed. An ancient anger, suffocated by years of pain and submission, burst forth like a river finally breaking through a dam.

Without thinking, my hands grabbed the nearest object, an iron poker, heavy and cold to the touch. In a single movement, I raised it above my head and brought it down with all my strength against my father’s skull, who was still yelling at William. The impact was sharp and nauseating. He collapsed to the floor like a freshly cut log. For long seconds, all I could hear was my own ragged breathing and the frantic pounding of my heart.

William stared at me, his eyes wide, the blood in his mouth glistening in the flickering light of the fireplace. He tried to say something, but the words came out garbled and slurred. When he finally managed to speak, his voice was little more than a whisper:

‘Dunc... what have you done?’

‘I saved you! He was going to kill you!’

‘Is he... dead?’ He murmured, his eyes fixed on the fallen body, waiting for any movement.

‘I don’t know. But we can’t stay here to find out. If we do, we’ll end up gutted and buried with Mom.’

I looked around. Every corner held memories of what we had suffered: the screams, the punishments, the constant fear, and the hunger. The walls seemed to vibrate with our memories, and at that moment, the only solution that occurred to me was terrible, but liberating.

‘We have to end this,’ I whispered.

‘You mean...’

‘The house... has to disappear. With this monster and everything we’ve been through here.’

William pressed his lips together, his jaw muscles tense. For a moment, the shock seemed to push away the panic, giving way to something deeper, more human.

‘But... what if he’s alive? What if he can still get out?’

‘What if he can?’ My voice came out steady, more so than I expected. ‘If he wakes up, he’ll kill us!’

William looked back at the body, breathing heavily, his fists still clenched.

‘Dunc... I don’t know. This isn’t just running away. This is...’

‘Justice!’ I replied.

He remained motionless, searching for an alternative that did not exist. Then he exhaled, a slow breath of surrender.

‘You’re right.’

That house was a prison, a place that had crushed us physically and emotionally since the day we were born. Only fire, relentless and purifying, could erase the scars on our souls. In the darkness of dawn, with our father unconscious and the decision made, we began to work in silence. We gathered a few belongings that could be useful for the escape, took the oil from the lamps, and spread it throughout the rooms, driven by the urgency of those who knew there was no other choice.

The flames rose quickly, voraciously, consuming everything in their path. We stood there for a few minutes, motionless, watching what we knew to be reduced to ashes. The heat licked our faces, but what really touched us was the new, raw, almost frightening feeling of freedom, like waking up from a nightmare that had lasted too long.

While the house still burned like a hellish furnace, we headed into the unknown. In the distance, the night grew silent again, and each step on the dark road reinforced that there was no turning back. There was no home and no past, only an uncertain future. It was then that a thought arose, concrete and inevitable.

‘Paisley,’ I whispered.

William nodded in agreement but said nothing at first. His eyes rose briefly to meet mine, and I could see a whirlwind of emotions in them: fear, relief, guilt, and perhaps even a little hope. He swallowed hard before looking down again, focusing once more on the road ahead. For a long moment, he remained silent, lost in thoughts I could only imagine. Then he finally spoke, his voice low:

‘Since we’re going to Paisley... what if we used Mom’s last name? Black.’

‘Duncan Black,’ I repeated the words aloud, trying them out, feeling the weight of the name. ‘You’re right. Better than carrying that monster’s name.’

William smiled, and something inside me warmed at that gesture. Twelve miles separated us from a new life. The unknown road, full of silent promises, did not frighten me; on the contrary, it attracted me like a flame attracts a moth. And with my brother by my side, I felt that, for the first time, we were free to build our own future.

––––––––
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Our mother’s stories from the past were sparks that ignited our imagination. They gave us the energy to face the long hours of travel between rural Greenock and the city of Paisley. During the walk, I dreamed of the comfort that place would bring us. I saw myself in a cozy home, with a bed just for me, large and soft, without straw poking through the sheets and piercing my skin. I thought of the warmth of a crackling fireplace, a sturdy roof that didn’t leak on rainy days, and walls that held laughter instead of howling wind.

William, on the other hand, had other desires.

‘When we get there, I’m going to run through the paved streets, climb the tallest trees in the parks, and explore every hidden corner of Paisley. I want a life full of discoveries and adventures! I’ll meet new friends, we’ll take on challenges, and who knows, maybe we’ll be famous in the city,’ he said, his smile widening with every word.

Finally, we saw the city. The sky stretched above us, vast and gray; the streets were full of life, and the narrow alleys were dazzling and intimidating. Centuries-old buildings rose before us, and anticipation weighed heavily on our tired bodies. We were exhausted; our thin bodies, due to the stress and lack of food in recent months, could barely support themselves. Soon, we felt the indifference of the big city watching us like two strangers with no name, no history, and no home. No one there knew what we had done or what we had been through, and that was the only certainty that brought me relief.

The year was 1928. The Great War had ended a decade ago, although its scars were still visible. Our mother’s homeland was a contrast between wealth and poverty. Elegant carriages and powerful automobiles drove through the main streets; on the other hand, in alleys and side streets, men in worn hats and tattered coats looked like fragments of an era that had promised much but delivered little. The smell of burning coal permeated the air, and the aroma from the kitchens made our stomachs growl in protest. We were hungry, and every piece of bread we saw in the hands of passersby seemed like a cruel taunt. Two brothers adrift in a city where anything was possible, yet nothing was guaranteed.

Soon, the new reality hit us: we had nowhere to go. The old towers and bridges, majestic in the distance, now seemed like possible shelters from the intense cold of the approaching night. We walked aimlessly, trying to understand where we were and what we would do next. The dark and dirty alleys were home to others like us, forgotten by society, crushed by war and misery. We saw ragged children begging for alms, women selling what remained of their dignity, and men who seemed to have lost everything, even hope. Looking at these ghostly figures reinforced my determination: I would never be like them.

On that first day, we wandered around, trying to find shelter and food, but luck did not smile on us. When night fell, we huddled under the large trees near Paisley Abbey, feeling the late autumn cold bite our skin. There was no fire, just the two of us and the twilight. Sitting side by side, with a few rags as blankets, we shared a piece of bread we had found in the trash of the old abbey.

In the days that followed, we knocked on doors, asking for work and food. No one cared. Until, on the third day, we found shelter in the grounds of a small church. An elderly gentleman with small eyes and thick hands with bulging veins welcomed us with an expression that, at first glance, seemed kind.

He introduced himself as Reverend Ronald and promised us food and a safe place to sleep, not inside the church, but in a shed in the back, where he kept old tools and broken furniture.

‘God always takes care of His lost children,’ he said, his voice soft as he placed a thin, damp blanket over us.

That night, for the first time in days, our stomachs didn’t growl with hunger. The reverend offered us a shallow bowl of watery soup and a piece of stale bread. It was little, but enough to appease the emptiness inside us.

‘Maybe things are getting better,’ William murmured before falling asleep, curled up next to me.

We spent the first three days busy with tasks around the church: cleaning the wooden benches, organizing old donations, and carrying firewood. We were never allowed to enter the private quarters or speak to the congregation. We obeyed in silence.

On the third night, I woke up to the sound of footsteps in the hallway. William was fast asleep beside me when I saw the reverend standing at the door. A candle lit his serious face. He just watched me for a few moments before disappearing into the darkness.

It was on the fifth night that I discovered the true price of our shelter.

Ronald appeared in the shed late at night. I pretended to be asleep when he approached. First, he went to William’s side; then he came to me.

His touch on my leg paralyzed me.

‘Wake up, boy,’ he whispered, his voice now different, rougher, less paternal. ‘I need help inside.’

My heart was beating so hard that I thought William would wake up. Ronald pulled me by the arm, forcing me to get up. I glanced quickly at my brother, praying he would continue sleeping.

In the sacristy, away from any witnesses, I met the real reverend. He locked the door, told me to organize books on a high shelf, and then began:

‘You’re lucky, you know? Many boys like you end up on the streets, with no one to guide them. I could teach you many things... about obedience, about faith. About the price of gratitude.’

His words dripped with venom. When I finished with the books, he pinned me against the wall, his heavy, rancid breath on my face. My legs were shaking, but I was paralyzed. He held me there and spoke softly:

‘No one needs to know about this, kid. Just obey. And in return, you and your brother will have food and a place to stay.’

I could barely breathe. When he let go of me, I almost threw up. His cold eyes assessed me, making sure I understood the message. Then he left, leaving me alone in the darkness.

I returned to the shed trembling, unable to tell William. I couldn’t bear to see his hope shattered. I kept it all inside me, like a poisoned secret. But I realized it wasn’t just the reverend; other men from the church began to watch us strangely, asking questions and offering favors that gave me the chills. Their kindness hid something sinister.

One night, unable to bear another minute in that place, I decided we had to escape. I shook William until he woke up, my fingers trembling as I tried to explain what was happening. He asked no questions. He just trusted me, grabbing our few belongings as we escaped through the back door, leaving that false sanctuary behind.

We went back to wandering the streets, our clothes filthy and our stomachs empty, receiving suspicious looks from the residents who followed us around every corner. The big city was definitely not made for boys like us. We survived on scraps, always on the lookout for any opportunity.

It was on one of those afternoons, rummaging through the discards of a bakery, that we sensed their presence even before we saw them.

‘Looking for something?’ A voice sounded behind us.

We turned slowly. Two boys were standing at the entrance to the alley. The older one stepped forward, a crooked smile spreading across his face.

‘You’re new here, aren’t you?’

The other laughed, sizing us up with sharp eyes.

‘Need help surviving?’

His tone was mocking, but there was something else there, a provocation disguised as interest. We didn’t answer. They didn’t attack us either. They just waited, studying us, like predators assessing their prey. Before we knew it, we were caught up in their game.

The oldest was Sam MacGregor. He had a round face and a deep scar that ran from his ear to his chin. He commanded a gang of orphans with the precision of a general and the coldness of a gangster. His small, dark eyes absorbed all the light around him.

At his side was Jimmy Boyle. Smaller, but no less dangerous. His mischievous smile hid a cruelty that seemed greater than himself. He spoke with the accent of the docks, where his criminal father had been murdered years before.

Those boys were wolves, and if we didn’t learn to run with the pack, we would be devoured by the city. William, always good at connecting with people, quickly made his mark. He knew how to talk, how to please, and how to make people laugh. I, on the other hand, like any good observer, kept my distance.

The first few days were a constant test. Sam watched us like a hawk, provoking us and gauging our reactions. Soon he gave us our first task:

‘I want five loaves of bread from Cochran’s Bakery on Bridge Street. Without getting caught. If you can do it, you’re in. If not... don’t even bother coming back.’

The bakery was famous for its owner, a hard-faced man who always kept a loaded shotgun behind the counter. Two boys had already paid dearly for trying to rob him. One lost three fingers.

William, with his knack for planning, came up with the strategy. We waited for a busy morning, when the Thread Mills workers lined up to buy bread. I would pretend to trip and knock over empty boxes; at the same time, he would enter through the back.

When the moment came, I acted quickly. The boxes fell to the floor with a crash, drawing the shouts of old Cochran. While he cursed at me, William opened the back door and disappeared into the bakery.

Minutes later, he came out the side with six loaves of bread hidden in his coat. Steam still rose from the fabric, and the fresh smell of flour surrounded us like a prize. Cochran was too busy telling me to leave to realize what had happened.

Sam watched us closely, his gaze assessing every detail. He smiled, but that was only the beginning. To truly belong to the gang, we still had to face the real initiation ritual.

On a cold January night, Sam took us to the crypt of an abandoned church on Abbey Close. The place was gloomy. Burnt candles scattered small pools of wax on the stone floor, and the smell of mold permeated the air. Fallen crucifixes were piled in dark corners, as if even faith had been abandoned there.

In the center of the basement, Sam prepared the ritual. He held a rat by its tail, and the creature struggled futilely.

‘This is how we seal our loyalty,’ he said, a crooked smile appearing on his face.

With a swift movement, he slit the rat’s throat and squeezed its body over a pewter cup. The blood dripped, dark and thick, mixing with stolen beer. William took a step back. It was the first time I had seen fear in his eyes since we fled Greenock.

‘Whoever drinks belongs to the family forever,’ Sam continued, holding out the cup.

The cellar was silent. I could hear my own breathing and the rustling of William’s clothes as he fought the urge to run away. But we gave in. I’ve never forgotten that taste.

Our gang wasn’t just about sinister rituals. There was a system, hierarchies as rigid as the machines in textile factories. The newbies were called ‘mice,’ spies who spent their days peering through windows and cracks. The middlemen were the ‘cats,’ quick at stealing and escaping. At the top were the ‘wolves,’ Sam and Jimmy, who commanded with authority, and no one dared question them.

The city was full of other gangs. The ‘Devils of Cart’ ruled the riverbanks, charging tolls to anyone who wanted to fish or swim. The ‘Ghosts of Abbey,’ on the other hand, preferred cemeteries, looting the belongings of newly buried corpses. Whenever I thought of them, I felt a chill.

We were different. Our heists were precise and orchestrated. Sam created a code of whistles that imitated birds. A robin was ‘lookout.’ A titmouse warned, ‘Time to run.’ Within weeks, the entire High Street was under our surveillance.

Between thefts, we were children. We played ball and cricket in the alleys, laughing as if the world wasn’t falling apart around us. Sometimes the guards chased us, but they never managed to catch us. When it was hot, we went to the River Cart, in open defiance of the Cart Devils. We dove in fully clothed, splashing water and laughing like madmen. For a few moments, we were free.

The streets were changing. Once dark and hostile, they were now our playground. We knew every alley like the back of our hands. The river, with its hidden banks, was our favorite escape route. That life, dangerous and unpredictable, was starting to seem fun.

One of our best adventures was breaking into the Paisley Theater. The laughter and applause coming from inside were like an invitation. We would sneak in among the audience, always avoiding the security guards’ gaze. The thrill of watching plays, comedies, dramas, and musicals contrasted with the adrenaline rush of theft. It was hilarious: outside, we were thieves; inside, we were part of the audience.

During the day, we developed new tactics. Dunn Square, with its unsuspecting tourists, was a gold mine. On High Street, among elegant shops and bustling pubs, we worked as a well-oiled team. At night, we would gather in Fountain Gardens, dividing the loot under the shade of the trees and planning our next moves.

Then came the big plan. To steal a shipment of fur coats on High Street.

‘It’ll be easy! No one will notice!’ said Sam, confidence written all over his face.

Everyone agreed without question. That night, the cold cut like a knife. The wind blew through the deserted streets of Church Hill, whistling between the facades as if warning us of something. But no one paid any attention. William walked beside me, taking short steps; at the same time, I kept my eyes on the shadows cast by the streetlights on the cobblestones.

The store was small and dark. The dusty windows betrayed the abandonment of the night. Sam led the way, forcing open the back door. When it gave way, we entered one by one. Inside, the space was cramped, with crowded shelves. The smell of leather and fur filled the air. Every step was calculated. I found a thick fox coat hanging in the corner. It felt strange in my hands, accustomed as they were to the rags I usually wore.

That’s when I heard the scream.

‘Thieves!’

I turned around. The shop owner was there, small and thin, his eyes wide and a cane in his trembling hands. For a second, no one moved. Then everything fell apart.

The boys surrounded him. He tried to defend himself, but the blows came from all sides. The cane fell. The sound of punches and kicks was nauseating.

‘Stop!’ I shouted, but my voice died amid the chaos.

Then a whistle sounded from outside, sharp and clear.

‘Guards!’ someone shouted.

Panic set in. Footsteps echoed all around us. We dropped everything and ran. The gang scattered, each seeking an escape route. William and I dashed together through dark alleys, the sound of whistles hunting us. On the way, something froze us: the sharp sound of batons crushing flesh and bones, followed by short, desperate screams.

‘They got someone...’ I whispered.

William shrugged and kept running. When we reached Fountain Gardens, the silence was far from comforting. Memories of Greenock came flooding back to me like a punch in the stomach: beatings, screams, and fear. That sound of violence was impossible to forget.

The next morning, we found out who had been captured. Tommy, one of the smallest boys in the gang, disappeared for a whole week. When he returned, his body was covered in scars, and he could barely talk about what he had suffered.

That event marked the beginning of the end. Fear turned into a constant tension that hung over all of us. The gang began to disintegrate rapidly: members defected to rival groups, seeking protection or better opportunities. Disputes over territory and the spoils of theft intensified daily, making the streets even more dangerous.

William was no longer the same. He grew closer and closer to Sam, and his speeches, once full of dreams, now revealed only blind and relentless ambition.

‘We’re scraping by on crumbs,’ he said one night. ‘This has to change.’

So, under my brother’s influence, Sam’s new plan emerged, bolder and more dangerous: to break into the Thread Mills warehouse. It wasn’t thread or fabric we were after. The target was the workers’ February wages, kept in a safe to be distributed the next morning.

‘Just think,’ Sam said, his voice low but firm. ‘Enough money to get us out of this life of misery.’

A different kind of chill ran down my spine. It was too risky for a gang that only stole from drunks or small food vendors on the streets. But William was mesmerized, ecstatic that we were putting his idea into practice. The gleam in his eyes was unsettling.

‘Are you in?’ he asked, with a determination I didn’t recognize.

I didn’t answer, but the silence around me seemed to push me into the plan. Jimmy, Sam’s right-hand man, noticed my hesitation. He approached me after the meeting at Fountain Gardens, his eyes assessing every detail of my face.

‘You’ll watch the back gate,’ he said.

It wasn’t just an order. It was a test. Everything in the gang was a test. And I knew that failure was not an option.

We arrived at the warehouse shortly before three in the morning. Fog crept across the ground, cold and dense. The streets were empty. Sam led the way, with Jimmy at his side. Ricky and his brother, Ben, followed close behind, ready to use their skills at picking locks. William carried a crowbar as if it were a weapon. Tommy, nervous, bit his nails and kept his eyes alert, watching every risk. The group moved like a united pack, each aware of their role that night.

‘Stay alert,’ whispered Jimmy, pushing me into the shadow of the gate.

They advanced. The iron door didn’t take long to give way. One by one, they disappeared into the darkness. I stood there alone, my chest tight, whistle in hand and ears alert.

The whole action was very quick, as were its consequences. A heavy thud sounded inside, followed by muffled screams. Suddenly, Jimmy emerged from the side of the building, waving his arms.

‘Run!’ he shouted.

The shrill sound of gunshots soon echoed in the air.

Sam stumbled out, clutching his side, blood dripping between his fingers. He staggered, took two steps, and then his legs gave way. He fell to his knees, his face pale and motionless. Behind him, a guard emerged from the darkness, his rifle still smoking.

‘Drop the money!’

No one moved. We were frozen, our eyes wide, caught between fear and disbelief. Sam tried to speak, but only blood came out of his mouth.

Jimmy took two steps back, then turned and ran. Another shot rang out, the bullet ricocheting close to him. He stopped and raised his hands, though the hesitation cost him dearly.

As I watched the other boys escape, William appeared beside me.

‘Let’s go!’

He pulled me, and we ran. My heart was pounding, the air burning in my lungs. When we finally stopped, we hid in an abandoned shed. We stayed silent. William looked at me. The glow from before had vanished from his eyes, replaced by something darker, emptier. There were no words, only the crushing weight of what we had just lived through.

‘Damn it! That was a lot of money, and I didn’t manage to grab anything!’ he complained, not giving a damn about what had happened to our comrades.

Sam was dead. Jimmy, captured. And us? Hidden and vulnerable.

I faced the truth right there, in that silence. Almost a year in Paisley, and what did we have? Adrenaline and nothing else. We ran in circles, always coming back to the same misery. After that failure, it was clear. It wasn’t a matter of if we would fall. It was when.

The time had come to break that cycle. Time to abandon what was left of the gang and try something different, something that, however small, might give me a glimpse of dignity.

When I finally gathered the courage to share my decision with William, his reaction hit me hard. We were sitting beneath a bare tree, and the stillness between us was heavy, like the words I knew I had to say.

‘Will,’ I began, without confidence. I should have been firmer. ‘We need to stop.’

‘Are you crazy? We’ve got everything we need here! We just need to be smarter and bolder!’

He spoke as if he truly believed it, for the dark parks and the cold nights seemed to be enough. The adrenaline of each attempted theft was his answer to the emptiness we carried inside.

‘This life is going to kill us, brother! Look at what happened to Sam and Jimmy! Look at us! If we’re not careful, we’ll end up in the hands of the guards... or worse, in a situation we won’t get out of alive.’

My voice echoed through the park, but he remained still. His hands gripped his knees, his fingers trembling with either anger or perhaps cold. When he looked at me, I flinched. What I saw was more than stubbornness. It was something deeper. Something I feared I could never reach.

‘Stop whining, Duncan. I don’t sit around thinking about how life would be if things were different. I live. And you should do the same!’

‘Live? That’s living to you? Going hungry, sleeping on the ground, and running like a rat at every whistle?’

He averted his eyes, staring at the emptiness ahead. I thought my words had struck a chord in him, but he sighed, weary, as if I were the fool in that conversation.

‘You don’t understand. You never did. Let’s sleep; tomorrow’s a new day, full of opportunities.’

There was a long silence between us. I knew he wouldn’t change. His determination was a wall I could not break through. Finally, I stood, the night’s cold biting my skin as I brushed the dirt from my pants.

‘And you never wanted to understand,’ I muttered, more to myself than to him.

With one last look at what my brother had become, I turned and started walking. The city that had once been my playground was now filled with memories and broken promises. I decided that, even if the ghosts of my past still followed me, I would remain determined to rise and follow my purpose, far from that brotherhood of outlaws.

––––––––
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The next morning, the wind whistled through the dry branches of the trees, and fine snowflakes fell slowly, covering the frozen grass and hiding the park’s trails beneath a white layer.

I was curled up in my improvised corner in Barshaw Park, a precarious shelter under an old oak tree that offered more company than protection. The weight of winter seemed to rest on my shoulders, yet that place still carried a strange sense of peace. My mother used to talk about this park, describing it as a refuge in hard times. Even now, with the gray sky and solitude surrounding me, I tried to see what she had seen.

In the distance, I heard dragging footsteps on the snow and the metallic sound of a shovel scraping the hardened ground. An old man, bent with age and winter, patiently tended to the snow-covered flowerbeds, checking one plant here, cleaning another there. He reminded me of Greenock, of those cold mornings when my brothers and I helped our mother with the crops.

I felt a twinge of courage, or perhaps it was just despair in disguise. I stood up slowly. My breath formed small clouds in front of me as I walked toward the gardener, trying not to look as miserable as I felt.

‘Sir, do you need help? I know how to work with plants. Since I was little, I’ve helped on farms, and I understand cultivation.’

He stopped and looked up. His small eyes, hidden behind fogged-up glasses, studied me. I felt the weight of that assessment, as if he were trying to decipher who I was and what I wanted in just a few seconds. For a moment, I thought he would laugh at me. Instead, he sighed, set the shovel down, and slowly wiped his hands.

‘Work with plants, huh? Not every day someone your age offers to do that.’

I nodded quickly, pressing my arms against my body to fight the cold. I didn’t know if he was being serious or if he simply pitied me. His eyes held something beyond suspicion: a spark of empathy.

‘Well, if you know about plants, come here. Let’s see what you can do.’

He led me to a nearby bed where the accumulated snow covered exposed roots. Along the way, he introduced himself:

‘I’m Andrew. And you, boy? How old are you?’

‘Duncan Black. I’m twelve years old, sir.’

Andrew pointed to a bush with brittle leaves, covered by a thin layer of frost.

‘Well then, young Duncan Black, tell me: what does this plant need?’

I recognized the plant: a hawthorn, with its familiar thorns. I drew closer, running my frozen fingers over the spikes.

‘This hawthorn isn’t getting enough light. The soil looks too dry, even in winter, and it needs more direct sunlight and soil that’s moist but not waterlogged. If we don’t take care of it soon, it’ll die.’

Andrew stayed silent for a few seconds, his eyes fixed on me with an intensity that made me blush. When he finally spoke, a faint smile could be heard in his voice:

‘Well, it seems you know what you’re talking about, boy. Let’s see what else you know as you help me.’

He handed me a pair of thick gloves and a shovel worn from use. Despite the weariness that weighed on me, I grabbed them as if they were a gift. There was no more talk. We began working side by side, digging into the hardened ground, pulling out weeds that insisted on growing under the snow, and protecting the fragile plants with straw.

The cold bit at my hands and feet, but, with time, the physical effort warmed both my body and my mind. Each movement, each strike of the shovel against the frozen soil, brought a strange kind of comfort. For brief moments, I was part of something bigger. The sound of tools against the earth, the rustling of the wind, and the quiet companionship between Andrew and me pushed away the loneliness of that morning, if only for a while.

Around noon, he stopped. He rested the shovel on his shoulder with a heavy but deliberate movement and indicated with a nod a stone bench, half-covered in snow.

‘Let’s take a break.’

He walked to the bench, where a canvas bag waited, and pulled out two brown paper parcels.

‘Lunch. Luckily, I brought more than enough for myself,’ he said, extending one parcel. His calloused hands, reddened by the cold, revealed the methodical work that defined him. ‘Take this. It’s nothing special, but it will keep you on your feet.’

I thanked him with a nod and accepted the offer. When I opened it, the unmistakable smell of fresh bread reached me. It was simple: two thick slices of rustic bread, filled with ham and cheese. To me, it felt like a banquet. Andrew sat down beside me, unwrapping his own sandwich with the same calm he had when tending the plants. He chewed slowly, his gaze fixed on the snow-covered trees, as if finding something there only he could see.

‘We need fuel, boy. Hard work is easier with a full stomach.’

My hunger was almost unbearable, but I forced myself to eat slowly, trying to prolong that rare feeling of comfort. Each bite filled the emptiness in my stomach and eased, if only for a moment, the weight of so many days without a peaceful meal. When we finished, Andrew wiped his hands on his trousers, a practical, unceremonious gesture, before sighing in satisfaction. We stayed there for a few minutes, seated, our backs against the rough bench.

There was something different about that man. The way he observed the park and the careful attention he gave each plant, even those that seemed dead under the weight of winter, was almost reverent. For him, that place was more than a job. It was a sanctuary. At last, he stood, brushing his hands against his thighs to shake off the cold.

‘All right, it’s time to get back to work. We still have a lot to do before the light fades.’

We returned to work. The afternoon passed among brittle branches and frozen shrubs, with the wind whistling around us. My body ached, and my hands seemed less and less my own with every movement. Even so, there was something invigorating in the effort, something that made me forget, however briefly, everything I carried inside.
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