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Introduction
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Urban legends are stories—some well-known, some obscure—that usually start off with a grain of truth. Over time, many develop into tall tales that bear little resemblance to the original events. Stories tend to take on a life of their own as they pass from one person to another, and urban legends are no exception. Ultimately, it becomes difficult to determine what part of the story is true and what has been exaggerated.

This book contains the combined volumes of my previous offerings on the subject: Could It Be True: Urban Legends and Spooky Urban Legends & the Stories Behind Them. To spice things up a bit, three intriguing new tales have been added to the mix.

Included in these pages are accounts of a demonic presence that terrorized Great Britain in the 19th century, reptiles rumored to inhabit the sewers of New York City, brain-eating insects, killer clowns, a real-life boogeyman, a babysitter’s unspeakable night of terror, vanishing hitchhikers, a cursed automobile, sinister entities that stalk the night, a possessed doll, alien visitations, haunted cemeteries, predators who preferred human game, mythical creatures and much, much more.

Now that the formalities are out of the way, the time has come to delve into the world of urban legends, a place where nothing is ever as it seems.
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Chapter 1:

Spring-Heeled Jack
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The strange phenomenon that became known as “Spring-Heeled Jack” began in Great Britain around 1837 and would last for sixty-seven years before finally coming to an end. Who, or what, was Spring-Heeled Jack?  No one knows for sure, but theories abound. Was he a demon sent from Hell or simply a man who could turn from being an English gentleman into a terrifying monster in the blink of an eye?  You be the judge.

It all began with a young girl who claimed that, as she was walking home from her job late one evening, she was accosted by a creature with bone-chillingly cold hands as she cut through a back alley.  He towered over her and his eyes glowed like fire. He lashed out at the girl with his claws, which were as sharp as knives. Her terrified screams frightened away her otherworldly assailant before he could do any permanent damage.  

The girl reported the attack to authorities and a manhunt ensued. No sign of the man she described could be found.  One day later, he struck again just a few blocks from where the attack on the girl had taken place.  

This time, the attack occurred in the daylight. The driver of a street carriage reported that, as he was navigating along a back street, a man suddenly leaped out in front of his coach. The driver had to swerve to avoid hitting the man which caused the carriage to crash, critically injuring the driver.

The tall, thin figure who had caused the accident escaped unharmed. Witnesses at the scene told investigators that he had seemed quite happy with the havoc he had created.  The man, if it was a man, had thrown his head back and laughed at his handy work. He then turned and jumped over a barrier said to be at least nine feet high. The crowd that had gathered could still hear his ear-splitting cackle as he disappeared from sight.  

After the latest incident, reports of a man, usually dressed in a black cloak who would accost people in dark alleys, began to flood police agencies all over the country. He was turning up everywhere, sometimes in two places at once.  His favorite targets seemed to be women who he found walking alone. Whether it be day or night, he didn’t seem to care.  Whoever this predator was, he had little fear of being seen.

More often than not, the attacker would be frightened away by the victim’s screams. What made this rogue different from any other was that he didn’t just walk away or even run, it was that he would escape by leaping over houses and onto rooftops, laughing all the while. 

As time passed, sightings increased. Police agencies all across Britain continued receiving complaints from citizens regarding this strange man who seemed to be showing up more and more often. Victims and witnesses alike came forward and gave descriptions of the assailant.

The man was described as being very tall and thin. Some witnesses said that he looked very much like any other man and that he spoke with a proper English accent. Others, however, had seen him as something far more frightening.  

Some of those unlucky souls who had encountered the stranger said that he had the appearance of a devil with blazing red eyes and horns sprouting from his forehead.  His hands were skeletal with long sharp claws like talons.  They would say that to meet up with him was to see evil incarnate.

There were times when this mystery man could be heard, but not seen. Families would be in their homes, safe and sound, when their peace would be disrupted by the clatter of something above their heads. It sounded as though someone was running, or leaping, across their rooftops.  The noises weren’t like anything they had heard before.  And, whatever was up there wasn’t human. Whatever it was had hooves instead of feet.

It was after the attack on the coachman that London newspapers gave the anonymous attacker a name: “Spring-Heeled Jack” for his penchant for leaping over high buildings and fences to escape capture.

As tends to happen when a story grips a nation, copycats began to emerge. Anytime a prank was pulled, it was attributed to Jack. If a house was burgled, a rock thrown through a window or a woman accosted; it had to be Jack up to his old tricks.

Fearful residents of cities and towns alike began looking over their shoulders lest Jack leap upon them and fix them with his icy claws.  He was turning up everywhere. A gardener claimed that he had encountered Jack and that it wasn’t a man at all, but an animal the size of a bear. Others claimed that Jack was the devil himself.

It was in 1838 that the search for this elusive enigma took on a new urgency.  It began when a girl named Jane Alsop was lured out of her home by someone claiming to be a policeman.  He had seemed like a gentleman and Jane had no reason to doubt that he was who he said he was.

The man told her that he had captured Spring-Heeled Jack just a little ways down the street from her house. He needed her to fetch a candle and come with him to take a look at the culprit. The unfailingly obedient girl did as she was told. After retrieving a lit candle from her home, she followed the stranger outside into the darkness.

Once the man had lured Jane away from the safety of her family, he pounced. His demeanor and appearance drastically changed in an instant. The guise of the kindly policeman had been replaced by a terrifying creature with ghostly white skin and glowing red eyes.

No longer did the man speak in the voice of an English gentleman. Now, when he opened his mouth, he spewed forth flames instead of words. Jane had seen Jack’s true face and she was horrified.

She tried to run back to her home nearby, but he grabbed at her with his talon-like fingers. He ripped at her clothes and tore at her flesh. Just as it seemed that all hope was lost, one of Jane’s sisters heard the commotion outside and came to her aid. Never known to take on more than one victim at a time, Jack disappeared into the night, escaping not by running away, but by leaping high up onto the rooftops.

A massive police investigation ensued. Jane was clearly traumatized, both physically and emotionally. This Jack, whoever he was, had to be stopped before he could strike again, which as it happened, would be sooner than later.

One week after the brutal attack on Jane Alsop, Jack was back. This time it would be young Lucy Scales and her sister who would encounter the malicious stranger.

The girls had been returning from a visit with their brother when they were confronted by a man who was blocking the path they were walking on. As they attempted to pass by him, the man suddenly opened his mouth and blew fire into Lucy’s face. He then leapt out of sight, cackling all the while.

Temporarily blinded, she dropped to the ground and covered her face with her hands. She immediately began to convulse as though in the grips of an epileptic seizure.  Lucy had never before suffered a seizure and her sister was at a loss as to what to do.  More frightening still, the fit wouldn’t stop.  All her sister could do was to stand by helplessly as she lay writhing on the pavement.

Lucy’s brother, whose home the girls had just left, heard his sister screaming for help. He ran down the street and found Lucy, still lying on the ground in the throes of a violent seizure. His other sister was in shock and couldn’t stop screaming. Finally, able to calm her down, the brother asked her to help him pick Lucy up and carry her home.

The family immediately filed a complaint with the local police department. Although they worked tirelessly on the case, no one was ever charged with the attack on Lucy.  Several men were questioned, but nothing came of it and for good reason.

Several suspects in the crimes against both Lucy and Jane confessed to the misdeeds. Some even gave details that seemed to prove that they were telling the truth, but no charges were ever filed.  Both girls were adamant that their assailant had breathed fire and they refused to back down.   Since none of the suspects possessed that very unusual ability, the cases were thrown out.

Alleged sightings of Jack continued for years. He was even reported to be paying the occasional visit to Scotland to spread his mischief around a bit. Again, even though many witnesses reported seeing him, he could never be caught in the act by authorities.

News agencies began receiving letters from an anonymous source claiming that the antics of Spring-Heeled Jack had started with a dare. A man had been challenged by a group of friends to pull some pranks that would get everyone’s attention. Things got out of hand when what were supposed to be harmless shenanigans turned into criminal activity.

As with most other tips that investigators received, the man who was named in the letter denied any wrongdoing and the matter was dropped for lack of evidence. The search continued for the elusive Jack.

Newspapers all over Britain still reported his exploits.  Sometimes, Jack was just a normal-looking man who would attack unsuspecting drivers on the road.  At other times he was a demon of unusual speed and strength who could call forth fire to silence his victims.

One of the most intriguing, and believable, encounters with Spring-Heeled Jack occurred on a warm summer night near the barracks of a military base known as Aldershot. In 1877, a sentry on night watch was surprised by a stranger who appeared out of the darkness and began swiftly approaching him on foot.  

The soldier ordered the figure to halt, but the interloper paid him no mind. Instead, the tall cloaked figure walked right up to the sentry and proceeded to slap him repeatedly across the face.  

Another guard who was on duty that night saw the attack and fired at the stranger he witnessed slapping his compatriot. As it turned out, either he had terrible aim or his target was invincible because the shots had no effect whatsoever. The cloaked figure simply turned and leaped high up onto the tops of the buildings as he made his escape.

The soldiers, who weren’t easily spooked, couldn’t explain what had happened that night. The barracks was on alert after the incident. They were told to shoot any unidentified persons on sight.

Since the cloaked stranger was never seen again at Aldershot, it has been speculated that he got wind of the orders and decided to make himself scarce.

Over time, the sightings of Jack became less and less frequent before eventually ceasing altogether. Perhaps Spring-Heeled Jack, whoever he was, died a natural death thereby ending his reign of terror.

If Jack was not a man, but a demon sent from someplace we dare not venture, maybe he returned to that dark underworld from which he came leaving us, these many years later, to still ponder his identity and hope that he is well and truly gone from this earth for good.
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Chapter 2:

The Hollow-Eyed Girl
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I first became aware of the story of the “Hollow-Eyed Girl” around Halloween 2015. A friend of mine on social media had related a bizarre experience she claimed occurred on her way home from work one evening.  

It was just after dark when, while driving along a relatively deserted street, the woman had seen a young girl standing in the middle of the roadway. The child had long black hair and was wearing a lacy white dress. She looked to be no more than ten years old.  

My friend stopped to offer assistance to the child who immediately ran up to the car and started demanding to be let in. The woman refused. She thought it strange that the child kept her face hidden with her hands as she spoke. 

The woman asked the girl where her parents were. The child wouldn’t answer. She just kept repeating the same thing over and over: “Take me with you.”

The woman didn’t know what to do. Feeling sorry for the child, she opened the car door and was about to let her come inside when the girl dropped her hands, revealing that she had no eyes. There were only deep, black hollows where the orbs should have been. 

In a panic, she pushed the girl away and shut the car door which only served to infuriate her. Almost instantly, she began pounding on the side of the driver’s door and screaming: “TAKE ME WITH YOU!”

Terrified, the woman sped away, the screaming girl running along behind her. Eventually, she lost sight of the child.  She phoned authorities and told them of her encounter with the ghostly girl who had no eyes. To her surprise, the officer she spoke to informed her that they had been receiving calls about the girl all evening.

My friend’s warning had been this: beware of a young girl with long black hair who may attempt to flag you down demanding a ride. Whatever you do, keep driving. This was not a child, but something evil that had taken the form of something familiar and nonthreatening.  

The message was shared time and time again until someone finally let the cat out of the bag: the whole episode was a hoax. Ignore the post; there are no demon children out there trying to hijack unsuspecting motorists.

The whole thing got me thinking, so I did a little research and found that sightings of the Hollow-Eyed Girl, as she is known, have been reported since the early 1980s. It was in the Cannock Chase area of the United Kingdom that the first reported encounter took place. It wouldn’t be long before similar stories found their way across the Atlantic and then worldwide.

The alleged encounters were all strikingly similar. Motorists, and sometimes pedestrians, would stop to help a child who was usually standing in the middle of the street. Sometimes the child, almost always a girl with long black hair, would be standing there silently. At other times, she would be screaming.

It was nearly impossible to get a good look at the child, at least at first. Her eyes were always obscured. Sometimes a hoodie was pulled down over her face. On other occasions, she would be wearing sunglasses or simply covering her face with her hands. Once the barrier came down and the eyes, or lack thereof, were revealed panic would ensue. Besides having black pits instead of eyes, the children were also said to have very white or bluish skin, much like that of a corpse.

Encounters with the children happened in both the daylight hours and late into the night. Although most accounts involve a lone child, there have been several occasions when people claim that groups of these terrifying ghostly children accosted them.

Usually, it is around Halloween when someone will answer a knock on their door. They open it and find a group of children, all with jet black hair and old-fashioned, frilly white clothing standing on the doorstep. The strangers all either have their heads down or are hiding their faces with their hands.

One of the children will speak up and ask, in a quiet voice, to come inside. When the homeowner questions why the child needs to come in, they receive no answer. The child will again ask to enter the home, only this time they will raise their voice. This continues until the child is shouting to be let in.  

The frightened homeowner usually shuts the door and locks it at this point leaving the angry children to pound on the door and turn the doorknob in an attempt to gain entry. Police are called to the scene, but the children are long gone by the time they arrive. No trace of them is found and the incidents are filed away as Halloween pranks.

There have also been reports that the images of these children have been inadvertently caught on film. A mother who had taken her children on an outing to a park one day for a picnic had gathered them together for a family photo. She snapped the picture and thought nothing more of it. That is until later when she saw the developed photo.

When the woman received the pictures back from the chemist a few days later, she noticed something very odd about the picture she had taken that day in the park. There, standing behind her children, was the image of another child. This was definitely not a member of her family. This child had no eyes.

The woman was absolutely positive that the child had not been there when the picture was taken; she would surely have seen her. If the interloper had been present, she wasn’t visible to the naked eye. She had, nonetheless, shown up on film.

So, who are the children with the white, ghostlike faces and hollow pits where their eyes should be?  Since most sightings occur in streets, railway stations and subways, it has been speculated that they are the spirits of children who have perished on the tracks or in automobile accidents.

It is always possible that the sightings are the result of over active imaginations or mass hysteria. Even so, it is curious that the alleged encounters are strikingly similar, right down to the smallest details.

While some of the stories are undoubtedly fakes, others seem quite plausible. Perhaps, as many devotees believe, every good urban legend does indeed begin with at least a grain of truth.  

Keeping this in mind, it could be that, somewhere just outside of our reality, the spirits of children taken long ago, still roam the land of the living in search of refuge. Maybe, every now and again, they cross over to this side in their quest for a home. If this is the case, they couldn’t pick a better time of year than Halloween when ghouls and goblins and children with no eyes can walk among us and be accepted—that is, until their secrets are revealed.
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Chapter 3:

The Phantom Hitchhiker
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Along the same lines as the Hollow-Eyed Girl is the legend of the phantom, or disappearing, hitchhiker. It usually goes something like this:

A man is driving down a deserted street late one night when, out of nowhere, a beautiful girl steps out of the darkness and waves to him. He pulls the car over and the girl tells him that she needs a ride home. She lives just up the road. She is usually distraught, sometimes crying.

Unable to resist her pleas, the man tells her to get in. The two of them ride along quietly until the girl points to a house and asks to be dropped off. The man stops and lets her out of the car and then watches her walk toward the house.

The hitchhiker turns for one last look at the driver who was kind enough to give her a ride and then, just like that, she disappears into thin air right before his eyes. Shocked and unable to believe what he has just seen, the man gets out and looks for the girl. She is nowhere to be found.

Summoning his courage, the man approaches the house and knocks on the door. It is very late and all of the lights are off. After a few moments, an elderly woman answers the door. She looks a bit disturbed by the presence of this stranger on her front steps.

He apologizes for bothering her so late before telling her the story of the hitchhiker who had asked for a ride to her house. He goes on to describe the girl, right down to the clothes she was wearing. He then inquires if the girl made it safely inside.

The woman’s face turns ashen. She begins to tear up as she explains that although the girl had lived there many years ago, he couldn’t possibly have given her a ride on that night or any other.

She goes on to say that his description fits her daughter Abigail, who died on the road on that very night seventeen years earlier. Tragically, she had been walking home from a party when she was struck down by a hit and run driver. 

The man would later learn that he wasn’t the only one who had given Abigail a ride over the years. She was known to haunt the road that she had been killed on, always trying to find her way back home, but never making it inside. Each time she was dropped off at the house, she disappeared just before crossing the threshold.

That is just one version of the story, there are many variations, but they all have the same basic premise.  Someone who died, usually in an automobile accident of some sort, is seen wandering the road where the tragedy occurred, usually on the anniversary of their death. They stop cars and ask for a ride home, only to disappear either on the way to their destination or once they get there.

For decades, people all over the world have claimed that they have given rides to hitchhikers who vanished into thin air. The phenomenon occurs in the United States, Europe and Asia alike. The stories are all remarkably similar to the one you just read.

For every person who says that they have had such an encounter, there is a skeptic who will tell you that it is not possible. People don’t haunt the areas they died in, and even if they did, they wouldn’t be stopping cars and asking for rides.

Theories abound regarding the stories of phantom hitchhikers and the motorists who claim to have offered them rides. Hallucinations are one explanation. After driving for long periods, especially at night, one could begin to see things that aren’t there. Of course, that wouldn’t explain why so many people have nearly identical experiences.

As with all urban legends, it could just be a hoax, perpetrated on a grand scale. One person hears it and then another, until it spreads all over the world. It begins with “This happened to a friend of a friend” and then takes off like a shot.

It could be that at least some of the stories in question really did happen, though they may have been elaborated on over the years. Maybe drivers did pick up hitchhikers only to lose sight of them in the darkness making it seem as though they vanished. 

There is also the possibility, however remote, that some of the encounters with phantom hitchhikers did, indeed, occur. For those who believe in ghosts, it isn’t out of the realm of possibility that a lost soul might be trapped in a purgatory where they are forced to relive the last night of their life over and over again until they reach a destination that no longer welcomes them, thereby keeping them in limbo for eternity.

Some will scoff at the notion, but life isn’t always black and white and neither, to be sure, is the afterlife. Not everything can be explained, nor should it be.
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Chapter 4:

Highway Terror
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It was sometime in the early 1990s that my overprotective mother began cautioning me to never, ever flash my high beams at anyone I encountered on the road who had neglected to turn on their headlights. By committing this grave error, I would unwittingly be signing my death warrant. Apparently, she had heard somewhere that thoroughfares were hunting grounds for killers on the lookout for Good Samaritans to chase down and slaughter. The bottom line was this: mind your own business or suffer the consequences.

At the time, rumors were rampant that random psychopaths, and/or marauding gang members, were cruising with their headlights off, waiting with bated breath for someone to flash their high beams. When a passing driver would alert them to the problem, the killers would pounce.

Once the trap had snapped, the car full of homicidal maniacs would give chase and run the other motorist off the road. The well-intentioned driver, along with anyone else in the vehicle, would be subjected to any number of unspeakable acts before being systematically killed. The bodies would then be abandoned on the side of the road as the psychos drove off into the night in search of more victims. The motto of these thrill-killers seemed to be the apropos “No good deed goes unpunished.”

As improbable as this scenario may sound, it is thought to have sprung from an actual event. It all began with the terrifying ordeal suffered by a secretary and her companion in Stockton, California in 1992.
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