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			Blessed are you when men hate you,
And when they exclude you,
And revile you, and cast out your name as evil,
For the Son of Man’s sake.

			—Luke 6:22
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			Dedication

			Thank you, Marie Pittman from Shreveport, Louisiana. You taught me to stop and smell the roses. You knew this book needed to be written before I even understood why. Thank you for your encouragement to “Get that book done, Steven.” I will always carry you within my heart, and call upon your voice of wisdom, whenever I need it to guide me throughout the rest of my life. I love you and will forever miss you. On April 5, 2013, Ms. Pittman passed on to the other side. She never had the opportunity to read these words. Without her motivation, I would have never written this book. “Sometimes things are supposed to be hard, Steven,” she would often say to me when I had turned off the computer and walked away from the book because things seemed just too personal or painful. On the day she died, my third granddaughter was born. A life ends as a new one begins.

			This book is also for those who have read and loved my work. Without you I am nothing, and my writings would be hidden away without ever seeing the light of day. I love and appreciate each of you and thank God for your influence upon my life.

			As always, this book is also dedicated to my family and close friends, whose support drives me to do better and better work. Each of you know who you are, and I love you.

			This book, like all of the others, is also dedicated to my sister Janice, who is no longer with us. She never had the opportunity to read a word I wrote, but always knew I had something special I needed to accomplish. My accomplishment here, like all of my accomplishments, is for her and her memory. I love you, Janice, and there is not a day that goes by that I do not miss you.

			“Thank you” is not enough to say to Dr. Polizzi, his staff, and the doctors and nurses at the Mercy Heart Center in St. Louis, Missouri, for giving me back my life. How do you thank a group of people who saved your life? 

			I also give thanks to Greg Myers for letting me rename him “Bill” for two books, and the Paranormal Task Force, which has been not only family, but an important part of my life.

			On Mother’s Day of 2013, my family lost my cousin, Jorie Wilson Rogers, to a rare form of cancer. Jorie was an inspiration until the very end––not only for myself, but many others. She was always so supportive of my work. I love you, Jorie, and will miss you always.

			This past year I lost two other very close friends. One of them was an avid reader and fan of my work. Her name was Shelley Jackson. The other was a colleague and dear friend who worked with me during my Paranormal Task Force years. His name was Tom Halstead. The world is a dimmer place without the light you both shone. I will miss you and look forward to the day when we can once again be together. I love you both.

			Lastly, this book is a testament to those who lost their lives and were forever changed, hurt, or destroyed in the aftermath of the Union Haunting madness. I cannot change the outcome, but I can pray they are watching from above and have found peace.

			

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			March 23, 2013,  3:36 a.m.

			I see a big orange balloon bouncing in the distance. It is bouncing up and down from the ground to the air. I am running to try and catch it. I hear someone giggling, and I look over and there is my sister running next to me. We are very young. I might be three and my sister six. As I look behind me, my parents are standing next to a blue 1969 Ford. They are watching us run and play. They have this look of accomplishment on their faces, because we are playing for the first time in the back yard of our brand-new house. There is no grass. There are dirt and rocks beneath our feet as we run. Suddenly the orange balloon in front of us comes to its inevitable end, as it hits the sharp corner of a rock. My sister and I immediately come to a halt. The memory is over with the popping of the balloon.

			This is one of my first memories. I relive it time and time again in my thoughts and in my dreams. There is some significance to this moment. I find myself searching for the answer. My life, from that particular moment on, has been a series of metaphorical bouncing, popping balloons. I close my eyes and I can still see the bouncing orange balloon, always just out of my reach, and always ready to pop. I find myself sitting here in the middle of the night, sad, and I wonder how it all could have been different if this one balloon would have stayed in the air, just for a moment longer? What would life have been like if my sister had not died when we were just young adults? What would life have been like if my wife did not go off the proverbial deep end, leaving me with three children to raise? What would life have been like if there would have been no haunted house, or no haunting at all? Events in my life have represented a bouquet of balloons going in different directions, only to pop and shrivel to the ground. Then there is also the thought of the happiness we had felt, running in our own yard for the first time, a yard that we would grow up playing in. Swing sets, holidays, birthdays. Things I had always tried so hard to give my children. Those things we learn from our parents. My childhood was average and untainted by tragedy.

			There have been so many uninvited moments that have changed my adult life. Why couldn’t my life have taken the path I thought it would? Why do these damn rocks always seem to get in the way? I find myself now like a child, upset because the balloon has popped and the Uninvited has stepped in. Tonight I had a dream and I was able to get a glimpse of how things could have been different. My sister was there and we were joking and talking the way we always did. My wife was there and she was healthy, and we were happy with our grandchildren and the lives our adult children were leading. We were happy with each other. There was no haunting. It had never happened. Things were right and in place. The way they should have been. I did not ask for any of this, dammit. I didn’t ask for much in this life. All I wanted was a normal life with a normal family. Why did it all have to go away? You sit here and you wonder because you know the life you are living is not the one you were meant to have and you wonder because you know somewhere along the way something went terribly wrong. What went wrong?

			Carl Sagan once said, “You have to know the past to understand the present.” What went wrong? I am sure that is a question many of us find ourselves asking. Are you happy with your life? Did it go completely the way you thought it would? Did the Uninvited come to visit you? Would you even be aware if it had? Are you still afraid of taking that shower, because you never know what is lurking behind that curtain? Are the fears you have in this life real, valid, and substantiated? Or are you just bouncing along like a fragile balloon, without seeing that sharp rock ahead? I can’t answer any of these questions for you. The answers are within you. The only thing I can do is to share my path with you in the hope you might find something there that might resonate. Maybe somewhere in my journey you will find something you can relate to. Maybe I can save you before the Uninvited decides to step in—or are they already there? Do you hear them getting closer from behind you, breathing their rancid breath down the back of your neck, just waiting for you to notice them? I found my answers within the past, and just maybe you will find yours, but you are going to have to be brave.

			It was May 2001. I needed desperately to find a place for myself and my three children to live. Our lease was up at the apartment where we had lived for two years. I was a single father, and I was about to find myself and my children homeless. Like many, I had answered just about every ad in the newspaper for rentals. One evening, I received a call from a man telling me about a house. He said it was a rather large old house that was in very good shape. He invited me to an open house, which was to be held that coming Sunday. As Sunday rolled around, you couldn’t imagine our surprise when my daughter and I pulled up in front of this large, old, white house. It reminded me of my grandmother’s house from when I was a child. We walked in. The smell of cookies baking hit us immediately upon entering through the front door. To our surprise, we were standing in a living room with cherubs surrounding the top of the walls, all the way around the room. All of the original woodwork was intact and a large wooden beam ran to the ceiling, which we would later find out separated the living room from the family room.

			The house had two floors, three bedrooms, and a large family kitchen, with a mud room that lead to the back door. The upstairs bedrooms had a breezeway that could be accessed from either room. The basement had an old butcher’s shower and a fruit cellar. It was more house than we ever imagined for the price and we immediately made up our minds that we had to have it. Anyone who has lived in an apartment for two years with three children would understand our desperation. We had to have this house. We spoke with the landlord and he gave us an application to fill out. There were many people there looking at the house, so we knew we would have to compete to be tenants. I handed my application to the landlord. “You understand the responsibility that comes with living in an old house such as this?” he asked.

			“Oh yes, I understand. It’s beautiful,” I quickly replied, not really understanding what I was agreeing to.

			“Well then, I will get back to you,” he quickly responded, and was off to peddle the house to the other visiting house hunters.

			He was a strange old man, and the way he showed the house wasn’t professional. He showed the house as if he were showing a museum. We felt like we were on one of those house tours often given to raise funds for charity.

			A week went by. The phone rang one evening. It was the strange landlord, overly excited to tell me that he had selected my daughter, two sons, and me to live in the old house. I had to meet him that following day, at a restaurant not far from my work, to settle all of the paperwork and final payment. I thought this was a little strange, and I was a little disappointed because I couldn’t wait to see the house that would now become our home. The papers were signed just as we planned on the following day. We were all set to move in at the end of that week.

			It seemed like years before Friday came that week, but it finally arrived. May 18, 2001, was moving day. The move was normal, and before we knew it all of our belongings were stowed safely inside the old white house. I was removing the last few items from the moving truck when a car slowed down, almost stopping in front of our new home. The passenger said from the window of the car, “Hope you get along okay here,” and then sped up and drove away.

			That is how the nightmare began. Or is that the moment the nightmare finally escalated to a point where I would finally stop and take notice, because it no longer refused to be ignored? Looking back now, I have to wonder when was the exact moment that the Uninvited really stepped into my life. I would like to think I have a handle on that question, but the truth is I really am not sure when the nightmare began. It is all a series of events now, moments frozen in time that seem to have no beginning and no end. It all runs together.

			The haunting, you could say, was caused by the land the house was built on, not the house itself. The house was built in the same area where the slave quarters of a Civil War captain named Cromwell once stood. The things that happened on this land were about to become legendary, and the town of Union did everything it could to make sure the story would never be told. They did not do enough to keep it hidden. The truth is ready to be unleashed and it is far more disturbing than anyone had ever thought it could be.

			Demonic infestation, oppression, and possession are the ugly things that stepped into my life during the Screaming House haunting, according to the Roman Catholic Church, in a 156-page report. These are the elements that nightmares are made of, and this was my way of life until November 2011. This book is the second part of my story, from damnation to redemption and everything in between. The Uninvited stepping in was only the beginning.
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			Chapter 1

			May 2011

			I can feel my body as it hits the door and that door feels as if it is made out of concrete. Over and over, I throw my weight against the door trying to get into that room. I can hear my daughter screaming; the sound of her scream is sending me into a rage, like a wild animal––an animal with the need to protect its young. The house around me is shaking like an earthquake, filled with supernatural screaming, and I can’t get to my children. I CAN’T REACH THEM BEHIND THAT DOOR!

			There is something coming down the steps from upstairs. I can hear it heading to the other door in the bedroom, at the bottom of the stairs. I can hear the pound of each footstep on each stair, getting closer and closer. And there is a man’s screaming voice, which is coming from the basement, filling the house with his agony. Whatever is causing his pain, I don’t want it to get to my family. This is a pain I know I NEVER want them to feel. So I keep throwing myself against the door. The next thing I hear is a low and guttural sound. At first I am not sure what I am hearing. Then I understand, as my body hits the door with another thud. It is the sound of my own screams. I am screaming. And in that moment, I ask God to help me and the door slams open and I rush into the room. I yell at my boys to run out of the house. That is when I look at my daughter and see she is in shock. I grab her and begin to run out of the room. The unopened door behind me slams open. Something is chasing me as I run out of the house. I never turn around. I just run with my child in my arms.

			I heard the chime of my grandfather clock and jumped off of the couch with a huge gasp of air, ready to fight! It was just a dream. It was just a nightmare. A memory. I sat back down on the couch with my whole body shaking and my heart pounding in my chest. Thoughts were racing in my head. I began to reason with myself. I was not in the Screaming House. I was safe in my apartment. It was just a nightmare. It is 2011. Then I looked at my grandfather clock and noticed it was three in the morning. This was odd. My clock had a switch, which kept it from chiming in the middle of the night. My clock should not have chimed. I began to shake again.

			I sat awake the rest of the night, waiting for the chime. Four o’clock in the morning rolled around and there was no chime. Five in the morning rolled around and, again, there was no chime. Finally, six in the morning rolled around and the clock began to chime normally, on schedule, like it should have.

			Bravery always comes with the rising of the sun. In the morning light, everything always seems manageable and okay. Maybe that is the reason I have never left Union. In Missouri, there is always a morning to follow the night. There is something to be said about where you put down your roots. I fought to make this my home, and I wasn’t willing to give up the fight. To run now, it seems to me, would somehow lessen the victory. This is where I made my stand in life and, crazy as it might seem to some, it is very much a part of who I am now. Union is my home––nightmares, craziness, ghosts, and all.

			Home Sweet Home

			It is not easy to live your life as one of the haunted, you know? You can’t exactly go on Dr. Phil for help, and at that time, Oprah wasn’t calling. Where do you go and how do you begin to pick up the pieces, after the fallout? Everything within my life had been destroyed and I found myself now standing within the wake of my recovery, waiting for the next aftershock to hit. It was becoming very apparent to me this was going to be very different than any other type of recovery a person could go through. The paranormal storm was still looming on the horizon, and I could still feel its darkness pressing on my soul. It could be so easy to be seduced back into that darkness. All it would take was a single thought or the right action on my part, and I would find myself right back where I had fought so hard to battle my way home. It would be so easy to find myself lost once more. Lost is something I never wanted to feel again. Being lost is a situation no one wants to find themselves in. I had been on the edge of demonic possession and now I just wanted to stay stable, together, and calm. As a family, we had already been through enough. I needed to keep myself from slipping back into the grasp of the darkness, the abyss. How do I begin to explain the situation to someone who has never been there? How do I begin to tell you the fear I had of going backwards, and the strength I needed to move ahead?

			Then there was Helen, the woman who lived in the house after I did. Helen, whose family I tried to help out of the same hell I was living. Helen, who had found herself going from the mother of the neighborhood to a possessed monster who wanted to kill anyone and everyone in her wake. Helen was doing her best to put on an I-am-completely-healed face, but the truth is, we all knew she wasn’t. They were never able to exorcise the demon completely from her, because her health issues made it impossible. The exorcism would have killed her. Instead, she was drugged to the point of submission. I looked into her eyes and I knew somewhere, hiding beneath the drug-induced glaze, hid a monster, and it always sent a chill through my body and a tear to my eye, because I still felt responsible for not being able to talk her out of the house sooner. Would she ever be the same again? Sure, we put on a public show that everything was all right, but for those of us close to her during those first years, we knew the truth. We were all living with the monster subdued. I feared at any moment the monster would come out, ready for battle, and try to hurt or even kill one of us once more. The possibility was always there.

			It has taken me a long time to come to terms with those months, and even years, that followed the Screaming House haunting. Wouldn’t you like to think it all ended once the door closed and we walked out of the house? To think that the nightmare ended as we started to piece our lives back together again? The truth is that sometimes the aftershocks can be more dangerous than the earthquake itself. This haunting has made an irrevocable change in my life. I will never be the same person I was in the beginning. People around me were used like pawns, all in a game of cat and mouse. And in the end, I was oblivious to the lengths to which evil will go to in order to destroy a soul.

			Something Happened to Me

			I had something happen to me recently, which upset me. I am talking really upset me. It brought back those memories from the Screaming House so clearly, I felt like I was back there living it all over again. I was taken immediately back to 2001 when I first moved into the old white house and began the fight to keep my family together and sane.  I could hear the loud banging noises from the floor above and the house screaming all over again.  Our house was supposed to be the perfect house for the perfect family, like the ad had stated. Our house quickly turned our nightmares into reality. I can remember the shadows moving from one room to another trying to find us after we had fled the house and I can remember what it felt like to carry my child in shock out of the house in my arms. All those memories in an instant were once again present and real. 

			I thought I was over it. I thought I had put it all behind me, but I was wrong. The voice of Lorraine Warren, the paranormal investigator, kept coming back to me with the warning that she gave Helen right after leaving the house in those early days: “It is far from over.” I have to admit, in those early days I did not understand what she meant. None of us did. It was as if we thought we could magically go back to normal lives without a second thought as to what had happened or what we had lived through. I tried to forget it all. I tried to forget the screams, the shadows, Helen standing on my porch with black eyes and a gun behind her back. How do you forget someone trying to kill you? How do you forget all of those things, which never made sense, and somehow live your life with people who would never really understand the total impact of what you had been through? I felt like my family and friends were in pieces, and I was scrambling around trying to put everyone back together again. Surely this is how those who have lived through a war must feel. I felt like we had been through a war. Damaged goods left behind in piles of rubble with shrapnel in our backs, but our eyes were not blinded. Unfortunately, we could see. We could see clearer than we ever had in our lives. Over and over, with each passing year, Lorraine’s words have proven to be true. This was the case recently, when once again I was reminded of Lorraine and her words of wisdom: “It’s far from over.”

			•  •  •

			I went to a conference to give a lecture on the Screaming House. It was being held at an old, deserted hospital in the middle of Nowhere, Tennessee. The kind of place that in most cases would have been demolished had it not been for someone getting the idea to preserve it for paranormal research. Don’t get me wrong, there is a lot to be learned from a location like this, which is active beyond anyone’s expectations. The deserted hospital is a gold mine of evidence, just waiting to be captured and studied. But there is always a part of me that wonders about the ethical implications of studying these lost souls. Where do you draw the line when dealing with the dead, and how would you feel if one of your loved ones was one of the many on display for research? I find it ironic that we will sign our bodies away to scientific research upon death, and I wonder if there is any difference between the research and our study of lost souls.  This is why I am very careful to try to support only those organizations that accept donations to preserve old buildings, and not those who operate only for profit. At this point, the hospital appeared to be doing everything it could just to keep its doors open. The historical preservation of the building was something I could support, and that is why I was there. Such places provide investigators with a place to go to learn their craft and to experiment with new ideas and research. Better to do it in a facility like this, than on a family that is living an unstoppable nightmare.

			This particular building also had the added gem of an old psych ward on its upper level. Anyone doing paranormal research will tell you old psych wards or psych hospitals are always especially interesting, because of the types of activity they seem to either draw or maintain within their walls. This psych ward was no different.

			Generally, when I go on these speaking engagements, I am the last person you will find participating in the investigation part of the event. It is not that I don’t want to participate with the others; it is because I am more comfortable working my private cases with a smaller group. I feel that every time I investigate, I take a chance. Let’s face it, the Screaming House marked me for attack at any opportune moment. So, if I am going to take a risk, I would rather it be to help someone than to run around a building simply for the hell of it. What do I need to prove to myself ? I already know what is out there. I have lived through enough and have seen my share. Such was the case that weekend at the hospital investigation.

			Everyone had broken into groups, and they were investigating the building, each group breaking off onto a separate floor. I went inside the building because I needed to find someone. I asked a young guy, who had never been to a haunted location before, to come with me. He was standing outside because he was a little more than spooked by the investigative processes going on inside.

			We looked everywhere for the person I was looking for, but we couldn’t find them. The only place left was the top floor, where the old psych ward was located. I thought there would be a group up there and gave it no thought as we headed up the stairs. When we got onto the floor, I called out but got no reply in return. We walked around to the hallway, and that’s when I could feel the energy rushing toward me! I turned to face it just at the moment it hit me in the chest, throwing me against the wall!

			My first thought was the novice kid I had come up to the floor with. I knew if this thing knocked me to my knees it would go after him, too. “Run!” He didn’t move. He just stood there looking at me in shock. “I said run!” Puzzled and shocked he yelled, “What?” I was trying to gain my footing. “We are in trouble. Move it! Run!” My words finally registered with him and we were on the move. We hit those stairs and did not stop until we were all the way down.

			Thank God the kid was one of my son Matthew’s friends, who had been traveling with us. I told him not to tell a soul. When Matthew found us, he took one look at me and knew something was wrong. He thought it was my heart, or that I was overheated. I did not tell him what had happened. I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t find the words, and I didn’t want to worry him even if I could. So, I kept what had just happened to myself. My chest hurt where it had hit me. It had hit me where it knew it would hurt. You see, I had recently had two stents put into my heart. My chest was hurting like hell, and I felt completely wiped out emotionally and physically. At that moment, all I wanted to do was go home. I wanted the safety of my home. I wanted to hide.

			When we got home the next day, I called Lydia, my daughter, to tell her we had made it home safely. When she asked me how the trip went, I completely broke down. It all came rushing out in a flood of emotions that shocked me as much as I am sure it shocked Lydia. I told her everything. I was angry I let it do that to me. I was angry I let it catch me with my defenses down. I was angry, and the truth of the matter was that I was scared. There it was: I had said it. The words came rushing out before I could stop them. I was scared. After all of this time and all of these years, it still had the means and the capability to frighten me. It knew where to get me. I was scared because it reminded me of those years during the Screaming House nightmare. I thought those feelings were long gone and buried. They all came rushing right back to the surface. I was scared because I never wanted the nightmare to come back to haunt me. Lorraine was right once again: it would never be over.

			I sit here today, writing this in the same apartment where Tommy (one of Helen’s misfits) was given a fatal overdose of heroin, just two blocks down the street from the Screaming House. You see, I never could get away, no matter how hard I tried. The closer I stayed to it, the more it would leave me alone. Sometimes I tell myself I am here to keep an eye on it, to make sure everything is okay, but I know I am just fooling myself. I have kept how close I am to the house a secret from the paranormal investigator John Zaffis, because I know what he would say to me. Is it I who is addicted to this land, or is it this land that is addicted to me? Sounds crazy, doesn’t it? I should know: I am a master at crazy. I wrote the book. My close friend, the psychic healer Terri Spiritdancer, put a great perspective on it for me. She asked, if I were in an accident, would I put up a tent and live where the horrible accident took place? Well, of course, the answer was no. Then she said asked me why I was living here. Even though her analogy made complete and absolute sense to me, here I am writing to you today. I feel as if I am damned no matter which way I go, so I might as well be here so that at least I can see it coming. But I guess that is the story, isn’t it?
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			Chapter 2

			April 1988

			My best friend, Zoe, sat across the table from me, shuffling the deck of tarot cards. Zoe was a pretty girl. She had beautiful blond hair and the most unique, sparkling green eyes you have ever seen. She placed the deck in front of me, tapping it three times with her finger. I had to laugh at the almost ritualistic way she was handling the cards in front of her.

			“Cut the cards three times,” she said with a mysterious tone to her voice.

			Zoe was notorious for being farcical in every aspect of her life. If you couldn’t do something in a dramatic way, then why in the hell bother doing it at all? I cut the deck three times very carefully, as instructed. Zoe pulled one card slowly from the tarot deck.

			“Okay, I will do just a simple one-card reading for you,” she said, with an all-wise and knowing voice, as she lay the card down on the table in front of me. 

			It was a horrible-looking card. A lightning bolt was crashing into a tower, causing two people to fall headlong––I had to assume to their deaths. Fire, rain, and jagged rocks were gruesomely depicted in this morbid scene.

			“This is the Tower card,” Zoe said, deep in thought.

			“Well, it can’t be something good,” I replied, clearly worried at what I was seeing.

			“The tower is a façade, Steven––a lie or a deception. It is you  fooling yourself, as well as someone fooling you; there is duplicity involved. You have been telling yourself you have changed, that you have left your old self behind. The truth is that you have not. However, you have built this deception up so high in your mind that when the full realization reaches you, it is all going to come crashing down with a bolt of lightning. When it does, you are going to understand true grief and profound fear like you never have before. But all is not lost. Through this grief and fear, Steven, you are going to gain such clarity of vision that you will no longer be held prisoner to things like desire or ambition, and you will begin the process of rebuilding your soul. Steven, you have to do this to understand your destiny; some might even call it your life mission.” 

			Zoe was really into what she was saying, and when she got rolling like this she could sometimes really creep you the fuck out. At this point, I was thinking she had been reading too much Tolkien, or I was going to hear that Darth Vader was my real father in her next visionary statement. I had to giggle at the thought.

			“And I think you have been smoking too much pot again,” I said, as I hit her in the arm lovingly.

			“Seriously, man, this is what I am seeing here. This is some heavy shit. You got some bad juju coming your way, but it is all for the best,” she said, still way too seriously. Now, the last time she used the words “bad” and “juju” in the same sentence was the night she tried to put a curse on her ex-husband and caused every cat in the neighborhood to start screeching simultaneously. Well, you might want to think it was coincidence, but I was there and I saw what happened when she lit those black and red candles. I was poking fun at her that night, just like I was poking fun at her now. Maybe it would be in my best interest to get her off the subject, especially if bad juju was involved.

			“Are you coming to my wedding?” I finally asked. I had to know. The wedding was only a week away, and my fiancée kept asking me why we had not heard back from Zoe yet.

			“I really don’t think in my right conscious mind I can do that. I mean, after what I have seen here today, you are headed for disaster if you go ahead with this black wedding. I just cannot give my blessing to something like that, man.”

			She was actually serious. She was going to avoid my wedding because a deck of tarot cards gave her visions of disaster ahead. Well, I had news for her: I was going to avoid the next big event in her life because a visionary game of Yahtzee was going to give me doomsday visions of titanic proportions concerning her life.

			“You mean to tell me that after everything you and I have been through, you are not going to come to my wedding because you see bad juju in a freaking tarot card?” I really was astounded. Flabbergasted was more along the lines of what I was feeling at the moment.

			“Exactly. I love you, dude, I do, but this is some heavy-duty shit. I’m telling you this is some shit you should not ignore. Let’s put it this way, you go ahead with this wedding and you better hope you get at least one crucifix for every fucking room for damn wedding presents, because it is going to be fucking game on.” With that she took another big, long drag off the Kool she was smoking. We sat there for a moment, not saying a word.

			“Well, suit yourself. You are going to miss a good time.” I finally had to give in. With Zoe, that is what you eventually had to do. Once she had made up her mind, that was it. It was not like she was stubborn, but rather her resolve made it impossible for anyone to convince her otherwise.

			“Yeah, well, I’m sure that a good time is what they thought they were gonna have before they went to Carrie’s fucking prom, too.” She started laughing as she took another drag from her smoke. “But we remember how that shit turned out for her.”

			“That’s not funny. Besides, this is a wedding, not a prom,” I said, laughing as well.

			“No fucking difference—a dress, flowers, and fucking disaster.” She was still laughing. “Except I’m worried you’re the one who’s going to be covered in blood before all is said and done,” she said, getting a serious look in her eyes. “Figuratively speaking, of course. At least, I hope.” She had a way of driving a point home, like driving a nail into your coffin while you were still living. This particular point hit me right between the shoulder blades, causing chills to race up and down my spine. Fucking creepy chick, but I loved her like a sister.

			We talked for a little while longer that night and had a few more drinks. It was like old times. Even though we never spoke of it, you could feel that there was this tension between us. Something we both knew that was going unsaid. We knew this was the end of an era for both of us. The dynamic duo would live to see another day and many more adventures, but I could tell she could sense there was something coming, and I’m sure in her words she would tell you she could feel a bad energy beginning to form. At this point in my life, I neither believed in or paid attention to things of that nature, but Zoe did.

			Finally, I got up to go home. I gave her a hug and was almost out the door when I could have sworn I heard her whisper very quietly, “Don’t go.” I stuck my head around the corner, “Did you say something?”

			“I said I love you,” she said, standing up to give me another hug. This time she walked me to the door.

			“Tell Christmas I said hi,” I heard Zoe giggle as she closed the door. I laughed too, because I knew she didn’t like her. The truth is she had liked my former girlfriend, Eve, who’d replaced her, a whole lot more. My choice of Eve, Zoe could live with. My future ex-wife drove Zoe crazy. I started the car and headed down the street.

			I had to laugh on my way home that night, thinking about Zoe and her cards. What a ridiculous thought. Call off an entire wedding because of a tarot reading? Then I started worrying that Zoe might be making too many of her life’s decisions based upon the draw of a deck of cards. I kept driving and thinking, with her voice ringing in my head.

			“It is all going to come crashing down with a bolt of lightning. When it does, you are going to understand true grief and profound fear like you never have before.”

			Let’s hope it was all just a game, just a game of cards. That is what I told myself at the time. It was just a game of cards. Funny, the things we will tell ourselves to get us through the night.

			It’s just a game of cards––the roll of the dice, the spin of the wheel ––and somehow I think life is a little bit more complicated than that. Yet the draw of one card can mean a whole lot more. It has much more to it than just luck. The meaning of the Tower card in a tarot deck can foreshadow a whole array of things. I would find that the image from the Tower would come to mean many things to me on a personal, and in the end a historical, level. But to tell you now would give away the story and dilute your understanding.
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			Chapter 3

			May 2011

			Do you remember the moment in your life when you were forced to face death for the first time? Do you remember how you felt, and did it frighten you? I do. I remember having to face death at a very early age and the effect it had on me, as I saw all of the adults I cared for falling apart around me even though they were trying to hide it. I remember this event well.

			I had an uncle; he was the younger brother of my dad. He looked a whole lot like my dad. I remember that I would look at him and wonder how this person could look so much like my father. My cousin Renee gave me a picture of her father not too long ago. It was of us, my grandfather, and my uncle. We were sitting on a couch. I wanted so much to remember that moment when I looked at that photo. These were two people whom I loved very much, and they were now gone. In years to come, my cousin Renee would follow them in death and leave all of us behind. Her heart would give out, and she would be gone as well. The photo now remains; an otherwise forgotten moment with these two men, who looked like my father, imprinted on my mind. These two men who were now gone.

			I heard a song. A religious song about seeing the light, and it brought back a memory so clear that it took my breath away. It was of my uncle sitting in a chair in my boyhood home. He was skinny and frail, and, at the time, I did not understand he was dying. The cancer was already eating him away and diminishing the man I once knew. I remember looking at him. I could tell there was something wrong. I could tell he was sick, but I didn’t have an understanding how sick a person could get. He was there with his family. Another one of my uncles was playing a guitar and he was singing. He was singing about seeing the light. “I saw the light,” I could hear his voice as the song played on.

			The moment sticks with me, and even now, as an adult, when I think about it, I have this overwhelming love and admiration for my uncle. He did not falter at this time of trial. He was resolved that he was soon going to see the light. I get it now. I guess it was one of those “aha moments” that Oprah talks about. I understand it completely. He knew he was dying and even though he might have been afraid, he was resolved and he wanted us to know it. “I saw the light.”

			He died shortly after that. It was a cancer that could not be stopped. I can remember my grandmother falling apart, and it was the first time I can remember my father crying. At that moment, I understood my uncle was gone. I came to the realization that he had passed, and that there would be a time when everyone I love would be leaving. I would be going as well. “I saw the light.” I find comfort in those words today because of that moment. It was beautiful. That was how I learned about death, and because of my uncle, I will never be afraid.

			“I’m ready to die.”

			The thought went through my mind as I lay on the hard table. The scalpel cut into my main artery and I could feel the warmth of my own blood in contrast to the cold temperature of the room. The surgical team flocked around me.

			“If this is it, I am ready to go.”

			The thought continued as the catheter began to make its journey to my heart. I knew I was in trouble. No other time in my life had I been in this type of trouble before, never this type of real physical trouble. My heart was only working at 5 percent capacity. It was amazing that I had made it this far without a heart attack, or without just simply falling over dead. At any moment, I could be put completely under and my chest could be cracked open. There would be no time for anything if that were to happen. It would just be lights out.

			“If it is my time, I am ready to die.”

			A sense of calm came over me as I let myself feel the resolve to give in to whatever fate lay ahead of me. If that fate was my death, then I was ready to give in to it. That declaration gave me a sense of peace. At that moment, I was not afraid of death. I knew what it meant if they had to do open-heart surgery. It would mean they would stop my heart. It would mean they would kill me. With that thought entered the realization that I was ready to die.

			“Wait.”

			My granddaughter’s face flashed in my mind. Her little hand holding my hand, her arms around my neck holding me tight, her little kiss upon my cheek, her big blue eyes looking at me with all the love a child can give. I heard her voice, “Papa? Papa? Papa?”

			“Wait. What about her? What about Caroline?”

			A single tear began to roll down my cheek. How could I have been such a fool? What would they tell her? What would they tell her happened to her papa? How would she ever understand why I was no longer there to be with her? What nerve I had, to give up so damned easy. What nerve I had, to give up so damned easy on her. I couldn’t give up. I refused to give up on her and on that cold table, with tears in my eyes, I came to terms with the true meaning of this life, and to my surprise it had very little to do with me. It had everything to do with her and those who love me.

			Bring those moments back—the happy ones, the painful ones, and even those moments of complete despair. I want them all. I want to keep them locked away where I can take them out whenever I choose to remember. I even want to call to mind those memories that involuntarily overwhelm me without my consent. I want to feel it all over again: the bad, the good, and the downright despicable. I want to experience it over again. I want to remember. These are the moments of a lifetime, and those memories left behind have very little to do with me, but they have everything to do with the ones I love.

			I can still picture Lydia at 18, walking out the front door of my house, saying, “I’m leaving, Dad, and you can’t stop me.” God, I wanted to stop her. I wanted to tell her it was a horrible world out there. I wanted to tell her to wait a little while longer before growing up. I wanted to tell her to be Daddy’s little girl just a little while longer. I wanted to tell her not to go, but before the words could come out of my mouth, the door slammed and she was gone. My baby was gone. I remember feeling like I wanted to die that day. I had never felt such pain like that before in my life. It was huge and heavy. It ripped at my insides and tore at my soul. “I love you.” It was too late. I was talking to a door already closed. My baby was gone, running down the street with her clothes in her hand, to the boy who was waiting for her in his car, around the corner. In a flash of a moment she was gone, and I would be forever changed. “I’m your princess, Daddy.” I could see her standing in front of me dressed in a crown and those plastic shoes with sparkles on top. “You’ll always be my princess, Lydia. Daddy’s princess.”

			I remember Michael walking up to the high school the night of his graduation. “Is my costume straight?” I am still not sure why he called his cap and gown a costume. Was it just his way of trying to be antiestablishment? Michael was always a rebel with a big heart, standing up for those who were less fortunate than himself. Whatever the reason for his strange choice of words, it triggered something within me. It triggered a memory, a moment in time so real that for a split second, I was seeing him walking into school when he was in third grade, on Halloween, dressed in his Batman costume. “Is my costume straight, Daddy?” The innocence of it all took my breath away. He was standing there, looking up at me with those big, ice-blue eyes peering through his Batman mask, his chubby cheeks making the whole thing look more cute than menacing. He was so proud of that costume. Months after Halloween, I would wake up on Saturday mornings to find him in front of the television watching cartoons with that mask and cape on, with Matthew at his side dressed as Robin. “Dad . . . Dad . . . Dad, what is wrong with you?” he asked, bringing me back to the present. I smiled at him, trying to hide the tear in my eye, not saying anything because of the lump in my throat. I straightened his cap and sent him on his way. The black robe fluttered in the wind as he walked away from me and I had to laugh. “There goes my caped crusader.”

			Matthew at 19, waving goodbye to me from a car window on his way to live in South Carolina, for his first time without me. The moment playing the same way it played so many years before, when I put him on the school bus for the very first time on the first day of school. My mother standing next to me, ready to pounce, “If you take one step toward that bus, I will break your knees.” Matthew waving goodbye to me with tears in his eyes as the bus slowly drove away. God, I wanted to stop that bus and, for a moment, I did consider giving up my healthy knees to get him off and keep him safe at home. Now here I am, years later, still wanting to stop that car, but you need to let them go. You have to give them the space to explore the world. As the car drove off into the distance, the only words that would come out were, “Be safe.” Once again, I was left there, standing alone, and all I could do for weeks afterward was cry, because I felt like I had lost something. I felt like I had lost him, just like the others before. No one can prepare you for the day your children leave home.

			There are two moments that are the most important of your life. The first is the day your children are born, and the second is the day your grandchildren are born. My granddaughter Caroline came into the world on a New Year’s Day. Nothing could have prepared me for the emotional drain of my daughter Lydia going through labor. The thought of her enduring that unbearable pain, without being able to help her, was difficult. There was only a hallway between us, but it might as well have been miles. The moment that I saw her with Caroline for the first time literally took my breath away. I could not speak. I could hardly move. I just stood there, and then I started to tremble. Words cannot describe what I felt at the moment I saw my child holding her child for the first time. It was one of the most beautiful moments of my life.

			Then Chelsea came along when Caroline was two. I held Caroline in my arms as we walked to see her baby sister for the very first time. She held me tight around the neck. “I love you, Papa,” she whispered into my ear, and I could tell by the tiny shake in her voice that she was nervous. When we walked into the room, there was a white curtain pulled so we couldn’t see anything at first, and then it was drawn back like a theater curtain at showtime. That is the moment when Caroline saw her baby sister for the first time. It took her breath away; an audible gasp left her body, the same way it always did for me at that moment. The same thing that happened to me when her mother was born and when she was born. And now we stood there, sharing that moment together, when Chelsea was born. It took our breath away. There’s nothing like it.

			These are the kind of moments that define who we are. It has nothing to do with us, in actuality. It has everything to do with those we love. How arrogant of me to think that this life was ever about me. In that moment, when I was ready to give myself over to death, I stopped myself because Caroline reminded me it was not my decision to make. Life is important and we need to fight for every second of it we can get. We need to fight for those who love us and those we love in return. And when our breath is taken away, it needs to be for birth and not for death.

			There was a time when I thought I was ready to give up the fight. When I thought I had no more fight within me, and all that was left was anger. How do you begin to start over when you have absolutely nothing left but anger? The same anger that got me in trouble was the same anger that saved my life. My rebirth was a slow one. My return to the living was often painful, if not misunderstood. I need to talk about those days, months, and years after the haunting. I need to get it out. I need to let it go. In some way, I feel maybe, if I share it with you, I will be able to put it behind me and begin to leave it back in the past, where it belongs.

			I was walking in the park today when I heard a woman screaming. Anytime I hear someone screaming, my automatic response is to prepare for the worst. Get ready for the demon. The scream felt like it was surrounding me. I realize now it was a trick of acoustics, due to the trees, as I was crossing the creek on the bridge, headed toward the playground. She was screaming, “Oh my God! No!” Four words. “Oh my God! No!” Most of you might have run to the source of the scream, but at first I just stood frozen. “Oh my God! No!” Then I slowly began to walk toward the sound of the commotion as I heard other voices. “Call 911.” “Don’t move him.” “Get the children away.” The last phrase was a good indicator I was in for something really ugly. “Get the children away.” Away so they could not see the carnage that was about to lay before me. Away before their little minds were completely destroyed by a memory that would never be erased. But it was too late for me, because on the ground before me, in his mother’s arms, lay a little boy gushing blood from his head. His mother was screaming as the boy was losing consciousness in her arms. “Oh my God, no. Please, baby, no.” And for some reason, at that moment I remembered Rachel and the tragic end to her life. Rachel, who was the young mother on my paranormal team. I am not sure why. It could have been all of the blood and the shock of the scene, but the thoughts came to me just the way they always had in the dream. The shotgun against her forehead and then BOOM! The paramedics moved me out of the way to get to the child. Rachel was gone and still, at that moment, I stood there asking God if it were somehow my fault. I was asking God if all of the death and destruction were because of me and my unwillingness to see the truth. Were other people’s lives paying the price for some kind of karmic bill, for a pendulum that had swung one way, which now had to swing the other way, before it could once again settle? Rachel’s head exploded in my mind. I found my way to a bench and I sat down as they put the little boy into an ambulance and drove away. The blood was still fresh on the pavement and glistening in front of me. I never should have taken those vulnerable people with me, and I should have protected those young people from the house during those dark days. In a way, I am the guilty one. I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t know the consequences of my actions. I didn’t know it would try to eat us alive. Now I find myself waking up screaming. In some ways, it would have been easier to have been one of those who had died. Living the nightmare over and over is hell. BOOM! Rachel’s head exploding in my mind once again. Boom.

			Now I have a clear understanding of death. I have seen it over and over.
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			Chapter 4

			November 2005

			It was November 2005; we had all been through a lot. I guess that would be an understatement. We had all been through hell and back. Mr. Winters, the landlord of the Screaming House, had just rented the house to another family with small children. He had sent me a final e-mail stating that he could hear the children playing upstairs in the house: “I can hear their little angel screams. I hope their guardian angels are watching over them tonight.” The family Mr. Winters was talking about in the e-mail lasted only four months in the house. Their small baby had begun to be terrorized by something within its walls. They would find unexplained scratches and such on the child. When they would try to take a picture of the baby, it would always be blocked by some sort of black shadow. It did not take them long to pack up and go.

			I had to walk away from trying to keep people from renting the house. It became clear to me it was a losing battle. No matter how hard I tried, there was always going to be some unsuspecting family that was going to find their way into the grasp of Mr. Winters and into the door of the Screaming House. It was one battle I was going to have to let go. Besides, we all had our own wounds and scars from the haunting, which needed attention. Things were still very ugly and about to get uglier.

			Helen had lived in the Screaming House. I met her in 2004 while she was living in the house. She came to me because she thought I might be able to help them stop the nightmare they were living through. The same horrible things were happening to her family just like what happened to mine. Their nightmare was not over. 

			“Steven, I can’t find Kelly. No one will help me find her. Will you please help me find her?” Helen was frantic on the other end of the phone, asking me to help her find her daughter. She had just been out of the hospital for a few days, after her last episode, and was living with her older daughter, Patty. Her husband, Charlie, was living with some friends; at this point it appeared Helen and Charlie might be headed for a divorce.

			“Charlie put Kelly up in some fleabag motel and now she isn’t there, and no one knows where she is,” stated Helen, out of her mind with worry. I was shocked at the thought a father would actually put his 16-year-old daughter in a low-class motel and then desert her without even checking on her, but then again, we were talking about Charlie.

			“Steven, Juvenile Detention is looking for her and they want me to bring her to them.” The situation was getting worse the more Helen talked. “Steven, can you please help me find her?” What else could I say but yes? It was a kid we were talking about. She did not ask for the hand she had been dealt. Things were not going well for anyone at this point, and I could not help thinking this girl was at the center of the fallout. Besides, the last thing Helen told me before hanging up the phone was that it was Kelly’s birthday––one hell of a way to spend your sixteenth birthday.

			Helen picked me up about a half hour later and the search began. We started at all of Kelly’s friends’ houses; each friend had a different story about when they had seen her last, and each friend sent us on a different path of dead-ends until we reached the last house. Kelly’s friend Markie was a young mother of 16, one of those girls you just knew would have at least two kids by the age of 18. She was a beautiful girl, with a striking appearance and a bad upbringing. She was living life the way her mother had before her, and most likely her mother’s mother before her. It was hard not to feel sorry for Markie. “Kelly was here not too long ago, Mrs. March,” she said to Helen with a painted smile on her face and a drug-glazed twinkle in her eye. “Where did she go?” Helen asked her frantically. “She went to town to see if she could find Scottie,” Markie said, holding on to the door frame.

			I looked at her, hoping she wasn’t doing anything more than just pot. There was way too much meth going on in these parts, and Markie didn’t look like she was doing too well today. Helen was cussing under her breath as we headed back to the car, because Scottie was the last boy Helen wanted Kelly to be hanging around with. Kelly’s first love, Scottie was a good-looking boy with a bright smile and a bad side; he was the kind of bad boy that every mother feared her daughter would get mixed up with––good looks with bad habits.

			Helen drove way too fast back into town. We drove up and down streets, looking into gas stations and stores. That is when we saw her. She was walking down the street with a group of kids. Helen practically ran over a couple of them as she swerved the car over to the curb and jumped out. I stayed in the car. This was between mother and daughter.

			I am not sure what Helen said, but a few moments later Kelly was getting into the car with us and we were headed to the Juvenile Office. There was a small waiting room in the front. I sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair in the waiting room as they immediately took Helen and Kelly into the back. It seemed I read every magazine in the place as I waited. As I waited, the receptionist occasionally looked up at me and smiled. It seemed like I waited for two hours or more without anyone coming in or out. I was hoping I would be home before my kids got home from school and, at this point, I began to wonder. The glass front door opened and three police officers entered. They immediately went into the back and a moment later they came out with Kelly in handcuffs and Helen following.

			“What’s going on?’ I whispered to Helen. “She tested positive for pot, and they are going to lock her up in detention.” I could not believe what I was hearing. Can you imagine if we locked up every 16-year-old who tested positive for pot? “You have to be kidding me!” I was completely shocked. We were allowed to walk with her to detention, which was just down the street. It must have appeared to be some strange sort of procession as we walked down the street—three cops, Kelly in cuffs, with us following close behind.

			When we got to the detention center, we walked behind the building for intake, and two more police officers came out of the building. At this moment, Kelly decided to start fighting. Then Kelly decided to start screaming. “I want my mom! Don’t take me away from my mom!” She was desperately trying to get to Helen. She was fighting five grown men. She was fighting, biting, hitting, and scratching as they were trying to drag her physically into the building. Helen was screaming at them not to hurt her, as I was trying to hold her up. At the last moment, as they dragged her away, screaming, I saw Kelly’s eyes had turned completely black, and I knew exactly what we were dealing with. They took Kelly away from us and put her in a cell with nothing in it, and no one but herself. They took her shoes and her belt away from her and immediately put her on suicide watch. I had never seen anything like it in my life. When I sit here thinking about it today, I can’t help but relive those moments, as that child fought for the love of her mother to save her. Don’t get me wrong––I hold nothing against anyone. Everyone thought they were doing what was best for the girl. I do believe that. But how do you explain this type of spiritual situation to a system that is not built to understand gray areas? Later that night, I got a phone call from Helen. She was sobbing. For some reason, the night watch had left Kelly alone for a short period of time. When they came back, they found Kelly in a critical state. She had ripped the flesh off her own arms with her own fingers.

			Kelly was institutionalized for a period of time after that incident. During that time, we found out the reason that Kelly had been hurting herself. The voices, which had started in the house, were telling her to kill her mother and father. Kelly thought if she hurt herself, she could save herself and others from harm. How innocent we were to think that once we walked away from the house, all of a sudden it would all be over. This was its way of telling us that it was far from over. This was its way of letting us know that there was plenty more to come. I could feel my knees weaken as I held the phone to my ear. This was different. This was not one of the adults it had just attacked. This was one of our children.

			The downside to putting someone into therapy is that sometimes all kinds of nasty, dirty things come to the surface. That is exactly what happened when Kelly decided she wanted to talk. Whatever was in the house had done its share of damage. Kelly talked about standing in her parents’ bedroom with a butcher knife in her hand, trying to make the decision whether she should use it on them or not. Can you imagine? That is when she made the decision to start using knives on herself instead. That is when the cutting started, causing the weird series of scars on her arms, which she would later rip away with her own nails. Her reasoning for this was to try and subdue the voices by sacrificing her own flesh.

			Then sexual attacks began to happen. Kelly would wake up to find her bra had been removed from beneath her shirt. The first time she was confused; she thought she must have removed it in her sleep, but it began to happen over and over again. Then a picture was taken in her room, which showed what appeared to be a penis coming out of her wall. Everyone laughed and made jokes about the ghost penis and ghost porn. This just caused Kelly to become more anxious and extremely confused. What would you expect from a young, teenage girl? Then the rape happened. One boy, three girls. No one screamed, no one moved, no one could do anything as he raped all three girls in Kelly’s bedroom. Not the type of boy you would have expected to do such a thing either. Not one of the three girls could fight or call for help, but all three remember the entire rape in detail. If drugs had been used, the girls would not have been able to remember anything at all, but all three remember every moment, but could do nothing to stop it from happening. The boy claims not to remember anything, and he was never convicted.

			Yes, strange things come out when you put one of the haunted into therapy, and this was the case with Kelly. It became clear that while we were busy helping Helen, we lost Kelly in the storm. Kelly was moved from a hospital to a Group Home. With each move, we were asking ourselves how was each place going to be able to help a girl with Kelly’s type of problem? How were each of these places going to help a girl who was haunted? We needed to find a way to bring her back to us. It was obvious the damage was done and could never be fixed, but there had to be a way to make her whole again. We had to try.

			Thanksgiving 2005

			Thanksgiving came quickly that year and was a blessing. There was a tremendous amount to be thankful for, and there was also a feeling we needed to be strong for whatever lay before us. There was a sense of closeness between myself and the children, and it felt good. The oppression had been lifted and left me feeling clearer and almost as if I could give myself permission to be happy for a moment or two. We spent the day at my parents’ house and there was the usual bantering of politics that went with the day of football and food. My mom and dad struggled getting the turkey in and out of the oven because, as usual, it was the size of an ostrich. Life seemed good and I was content, at least for the moment.

			But later that evening, my brother Josh pulled me and our mother to the side with a worried look on his face. “I have some bad news,” he said with a sense of seriousness. I could feel my contentment being sucked out of the room as I braced myself for whatever he had to say. I knew it was going to change things forever. I could feel it in my gut. “Your ex-wife is pregnant,” he said without pausing.

			It hit me like a punch in the stomach. This was the woman who had left me years before because, she told me, she didn’t want to be a mother. I could feel the room begin to spin. “Are you sure?” I asked, choking back the lump in my throat. “Yes, I am sure,” he said, looking me directly in the eye. I didn’t know how to feel or even how to react. I looked around the room and that is when I saw Lydia’s face, with tears streaming down her cheeks. She had overheard the conversation. Before I could say anything, she raced for the back door, with me after her.

			“How could she, Dad?” she said, screaming at me. “How could she? She didn’t want us!” She was completely out of control. I tried to hold her, but she pushed me away. “I don’t know, Lydia. You are asking me something that I can’t answer,” I said, trying to get my arms around her, but she wouldn’t let me near her. At that moment, I felt my mother’s hand on my back and I heard her say, “Go back inside.”

			•  •  •

			I was at a loss. Never before in my life had I not been able to say the right words to Lydia to make it all right. Never before had I not been able to hold her until the pain, caused by something her mother had done, subsided. At that moment, I went back inside, feeling defeated and kicking myself because I could not make the pain go away. Once again, I was feeling that anger toward my ex-wife rise in me. Then the thought hit me: We had never been officially divorced. I had been waiting until the children were older, to keep the courts out of it, but at that moment, all I could think was, “Oh my God.” This news was going to change everything, and I knew it. I knew she would never want the children. That had always been perfectly clear since the day she left and threw Michael on the ground as he begged her not to leave. Besides, she was afraid of the child abuse charges I could bring down upon her. But this woman was capable of anything. This is the woman who tried to kill me before she left.

			Flashback, May 1996

			The last married night of my life. Walking into the house, I noticed something lying on the floor. Looking closely, I saw that it was a snake skin. I figured that Michael had picked it up from outside and brought it in. He was always bringing in weird things to show me. With everything that was going on, most likely he hadn’t had the chance to do so. I went to turn on the TV and there was no power. The electricity had already been shut off. I called my mom and checked on the kids. They were doing fine. Every time I thought of them, I would choke up. It was one thing to do this to me, but to do this to them was beyond anything that I could imagine.

			My now ex-wife arrived home shortly after dark. “They already shut the power off ?” she asked, seemingly without guilt.

			“That is generally what happens when you don’t pay the fucking bill,” I said, trying not to start a fight. She had not paid our bills for six months, and now she was taking the money from our account to start her new life. She had moved the funds, and I had no way of getting my hands on them.

			“True,” she said.

			“I found a flashlight,” I said, sitting down on the couch.

			“Good,” she said, sitting across from me in a chair. There was a brief moment of awkward silence; neither one of us knew what to say. “I’m borrowing a truck from a friend to help move,” she said.

			“You can have everything. I have my children. That’s all that matters to me,” I said.

			“Well, I will keep some stuff until you guys are ready for it,” she said, and she lit another smoke. It seemed strange to me that the woman sitting in front of me, whom I called my wife, was acting like someone I had never met before. She even smoked differently. This person in front of me seemed like a stranger.

			That is when I felt a thump on my back. At first I just ignored it. “I don’t know how long it will be,” I said, playing with the flashlight in my hands. I felt the thump on my back again.

			“I understand, but you guys will be okay at your parents’,” she said smugly.

			“Why don’t you live with your parents and see how you like it?” I asked, getting pissed off. That is when I felt the thump on my back a third time. This time it was hard enough for me to take notice.

			“What the hell is that?” I asked, getting up.

			“What is what?” she said, not moving.

			I turned the couch over and, to my shock, I saw in the lining of the couch a huge snake. It uncoiled, the light from the flashlight catching its eye, which was the size of a cat’s. “Aw fuck, no! I’m outta here! Forget it! I’m gone before the locusts set in!” I said, heading toward the front door.

			“What am I supposed to do with it?” she was pleading at the door.

			“You were the one that wanted to be on your own. Well, sweetheart, you are on your own. I am outta here,” I said, heading to the car.

			I drove away, feeling a sense of relief that it was finally over. I couldn’t handle it anymore. Then the questions began to form in my mind. How did a snake that size get up the stairs and into the house? Why didn’t it go for the cat? The cat was fine; I saw it in the bedroom when I went in to change clothes. I was going to sleep on the couch that night. And that was when a chill went down my spine. That was where I would have been sleeping. It was obviously a python of some sort, to be that large. I mean, not the sort of thing you find in your couch every day. What are the odds of something like that? It could have wrapped itself around my neck while I was sleeping. And there it was. You know that gut feeling you get when you know you are on to something? She was going to leave the kids at the grocery store, and that sinking feeling in my gut told me she had other plans for me . . .

			Thanksgiving 2005, Continued

			After a while, my mother came back inside with Lydia, who seemed quite a bit calmer. I immediately went over to her and put my arms around her. “I love you, and we will get through this like we have gotten through everything else she has ever thrown at us. Okay?” Lydia looked up at me, nodding her head, and then hugged me even tighter. I never knew what my mother said to her that night. That was and is between them, and it should stay that way. Sometimes it takes a grandmother’s love when there is no mother.

			A few days later, I heard Lydia yelling into the phone from the other room. When I went into the room, I saw her slamming the phone down. “What was that all about?” I asked. 

			“I got it off of my chest, Dad,” she said as she marched defiantly back into her room. Later I would find out she had called her mother. Again, I never knew what she had said, but I know my daughter, and from the look on her face, I would not have wanted to have been on the other end of that phone line. Sometimes it is better to let a child have their say. Let them get it off their chest. They need to be able to say what they need to say, and that is what Lydia did on that day. She got it off her chest.

			[contents]

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			December 2005

			I am standing at the end of a long, dark hall. I don’t want to move because I know whatever is on the other side is something I should fear. I can feel my heart beating faster and faster within my chest. A voice rings down the hall, wanting me to come closer. “Come here and see what gift I bring.” I take the first step slowly, almost involuntarily, but I know even if I wanted to stop, my legs have already betrayed me. With each step closer I can feel my pulse race faster. I know the voice waiting for me is not a friend. “Come here and see what gift I bring.” I feel like a caged animal with nowhere to run and nowhere to hide, like cattle being led to the slaughter. I reach the end of the hall.

			Sitting in a chair is someone all too familiar to me. I have seen this face before. This face, as it climbed through my bedroom window. This face, as it held me down. I know this face, the sharp white teeth and the white of those eyes. He sits in a high, winged-back chair. He sits there, holding a huge snake in his hands as it hisses, its eyes glowing with fire, entwining itself down his body, wrapping itself around his leg. I want to run, but instead of running, my body once more betrays me, and I sit in a chair directly across from him.

			He pets the snake as he begins to speak to me. “And the serpent said unto the woman, ‘Ye shall not surely die: For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.’” He continues petting the snake, as his white eyes stare directly into mine. “And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world.” He stopped for a moment and then he leaned forward for effect. “Do you understand what I am saying to you?”

			“I am not sure,” I replied.

			“Women will always follow the bigger serpent, and in this case mine is bigger than yours.” Then he started to laugh uncontrollably. The room begins to spin with the sound of his laughter. The next thing I know I am falling and falling . . .

			My body hit hard as it fell on the floor from the bed. I lay there for a moment, not sure where I was or what I was doing. It took a good full moment to realize that I was looking under my bed. Lydia came walking into the room. “What are you doing on the floor, Dad?” I grumbled a few words and then got up to get the boys ready for school.

			December used to be my favorite month of the year. How did I go from being a Clark W. Griswold prototype from the Christmas Vacation movie to what my children affectionately called “The Grinch”? It’s not like I didn’t try to get into that kind of mood everyone was talking about. I did try. I tried, with every ounce of my heart. I tried for my kids, but everywhere I turned there was something to remind me of loss, something that was gone, that I longed for, and someone that I missed.

			I could relate to Scrooge every year when I would watch A Christmas Carol, wishing I could be visited by the Ghost of Christmas Past just once. Just one visit, so I could once more see loved ones who had passed, but of course my ghosts were demons and that would never happen for me. I would not be like Jimmy Stewart’s character in It’s a Wonderful Life, and there would be no visits from angels, whom I could help get their wings. The idea of Christmas had been depleted from my spirit at this time in my life. It was a time of sadness and regret. I did what I had to do in the best way I knew how for my children, and that is how I made it through. December was not a happy month for me. December was a dark month—the darkest month.

			The first week of the month that year, I heard from Father Paul, who was the priest who had lifted the demonic oppression from me just two months prior and was still in the process of helping Helen through her problems. Father Paul invited us to his church because he wanted us to meet Father Michel, the exorcist from the Vatican, whom Father Paul had turned to for advice on our cases. This is the priest who recommended the blessing that lifted my oppression. Of course I was excited to go to see him and hear him speak. It was also good news, because Kelly had been given leave for a long weekend to come home, and she would be able to go with us, as well.

			The evening came quickly, and we arrived at the church a few minutes before the Mass was to begin. I came with Marie, one of the investigators who worked on the Union case. She was very excited to get to meet an actual exorcist from the Vatican. Marie was still carrying around her many scars from the haunting and could not let them go. I was hoping that Father Michel would say something tonight that might help her, as well. I was not prepared for when Helen and Kelly arrived. Helen was looking fine for the evening, which was a huge relief, because at this time the pendulum could still swing to either side of the fence. One moment she could be as right as rain and the next, well, we will save “the next” for a little later. It was Kelly who shocked me that night. She was wearing a black sweatshirt with a hood pulled up around her face as she slid next to me in the pew. Helen slid in the pew behind her, putting Kelly in the middle between us. I tried saying a few words to Kelly, but I got no response.

			Shortly after their arrival, Father Paul entered and Mass began. The instant he began Mass, Kelly began to shake next to me in the pew. I mean the girl really began to shake. Her behavior continued as she held on to the pew in front of her. She began digging her nails into it and her breathing became uneven. She began to complain about the rise in temperature. She was shaking, digging, and her breathing started coming out in bursts. I looked at Father Paul, who saw what was going on and had an eye glued on the situation. This continued through the entire Mass, and I was grateful it was a short one.

			When Mass was completed, Father Paul stepped out for a moment and then came back and introduced a man whom he called his friend, Father Michel. I was instantly taken with the priest. Once Father Michel began to speak, Father Paul walked back to where we were sitting and took Kelly by the hand. He told us he would bring her back. And with this they were both gone, exiting out of the back of the church.

			I began to focus on Father Michel, and he was fascinating. He explained the steps of possession: the invitation, the oppression, and the possession. He explained the goal of the demonic force was pure and utter destruction of the possessed and of those around the afflicted. Then Father Michel said something that struck a chord with Helen, and I saw her start to cry. He said that the goal of the demon was not to possess a soul that was already damned, but a soul that was pure and good––a soul that was, in essence, up for the taking. I knew in that instant what was going through Helen’s mind, and why the tears came so readily, because the same thought hit me in the same way. We were not bad people at all. This did not happen to us because we were bad. This happened to us because we were good of heart. Good of heart were the words the priest used, and those words meant more to the two of us, sitting there in that little country church, than anything anyone in this world could have ever said to us. It was the right thing to say to us at that moment. We needed to know this happened to us because we were good of heart.

			During Father Michel’s sermon, he looked straight at us when he wanted to make a point that he wanted to stick. There might as well have been no one else in the church that night. He was obviously speaking to us, and some of the other people there started to pick up on it. They would occasionally look our way, to see who he could be talking to or looking at. Then it was time for the question-and-answer period to start. Now, there was this one woman there who seemed to make a point to notice Kelly’s reaction to the sermon. She also noticed when Father Paul took Kelly away. She also seemed a little shocked to see a black girl in her church when she arrived. You know the type. You can read them like a book. They don’t even try to hide their disdain through their righteousness. Well, she had question after question. By the fifth question, I could tell Marie was getting a little fed up with her by the way she shifted in the pew. Marie is a kind and gentle soul, but it is sometimes very hard for her to hide her feelings. She can wear them on her sleeve, and in this case there was a flashing sign on her forehead indicating that she wanted this woman to give it a rest and let someone else ask a question.

			Finally the talk was over, and people got up, ready to leave. We walked to the back of the church where Father Paul was waiting with Kelly. To my surprise, her jacket hood was down and Kelly stood there, happy and smiling. People were putting money into a collection plate, and there were blessed medals there you could take, if you wanted one. To all of our surprise, Kelly took five dollars out of her pocket and asked Helen if she could give it to the church. I looked at Father Paul with a shocked look on my face, and he just smiled. Kelly walked to the collection plate, dropped her money in, picked up a blessed medal, and put it into her pocket.

			The woman who obviously had a problem with a black girl being in her church in the first place saw this, and in a loud voice said, “Did you see what that black girl just did? She took money out of the collection plate. I saw her do it. She took money out of the collection plate and put it into her pocket.”

			Father Paul saw everything that had happened, because he had been watching proudly with me. He turned to the woman and said, “That is not what happened. She put money into the plate, and you should be ashamed of yourself for standing in false judgment of another.” The woman hurried out of the door with a shocked look on her face, and was gone.

			But the damage had been done. Kelly stood there, shocked and embarrassed, and she put the blessed medal back and told Helen she would wait for her in the car. No words needed to be said, but it was clear to me and to the priest that we had just witnessed the demonic at work one more time. Whatever blessing the priest had done for Kelly was tainted by the demon at work within that disdainful woman.

			We stopped and we talked with Father Michel for a few minutes. He asked questions about how we were doing. He told me to keep watch on everyone and to be aware that things were far from over. Again, those words of advice, that the demon was still afoot. Father Paul walked with me out of the church, and he asked me how the investigation team was doing.

			“Oh Father, I left that behind me.”

			“Maybe you should reconsider that. Maybe you have been given this second chance to help others. God doesn’t give third chances, Steven!”

			That is the night I decided to go back into investigation in order to help others. I called Bill, who had promised to keep Missouri Paranormal Research, the group I started in 2004, safe for me until I was ready, and I told him, “I’m ready to come back right after New Year’s.”

			When you live with three guys and one girl, the job of decorating the Christmas tree usually gets forfeited to the girl. In years later, we would find out this was for a good reason. So the business of putting up the tree always went to Lydia. This meant we always had to have an artificial tree, because Lydia was deathly allergic to anything resembling a real Christmas tree. A real Christmas tree would cause horrible hives and put her straight into the ER with an asthma attack. So, I always supplied her with an array of artificial Christmas finery, the centerpiece was an eight-foot, artificial pine, which was way too large for any living room we ever had.

			The reason the tree was so big was because I picked up the wrong size during the purchase process, and, to our surprise, once it was put together, it would have been fit for the White House lawn. But it was our tree. It fit. It had a story behind it, and no matter how large it was and how hard it was to make it fit into the house every year, it fit because it was our story and once you lit it up, it could be seen from space; you have to love that. Really, I had no clue how Lydia managed to put it together every year, but somehow she managed, and she would get really mad at us if we got in her way. Some years, it would just miraculously appear. But I would always make a point of telling her how it was the most beautiful tree we ever had, and for some reason every year it seemed that way. Well, it seemed that way to me. You need to take notice when your child does something like that for you out of love. It was important to her, so it was important to me.

			Once the tree was up, the cat wars would start. Now, this could either be your favorite part of Christmas, or your worst nightmare. The point of trying to keep two young cats out of the tree is beyond me, because it is a hopeless cause. That year, though, Lydia got smart and let the cats find a branch for themselves in the tree. And you know, for some reason I would find those cats sleeping in that tree, and there was no war and no one screaming and no one getting squirted with squirt bottles. Lydia seemed to have this tree harmony thing going on, and for once it looked like the whole tree thing was going to work. To my surprise, it did. There were a few deviations from the whole harmony system, mind you, but for the most part, everyone seemed fairly happy with the new Christmas integration thing General Lydia had going on.

			Everything seemed to be going fairly well, for a Christmas season. I actually felt like I was making it through without too much incident, and for once I would find myself listening to the Christmas station on the radio and even having fun going Christmas shopping. Things began to change the night of Lydia’s Christmas dance at school.

			Around here, the Christmas dance is a big deal. It is something the girls plan for a whole month ahead of time. Of course, there is the question of what to wear to the Christmas dance, which is important when you are a teenage girl. Lydia’s grandmother would always step in on those occasions and save the day. On this particular night, Lydia’s date had to go to work right after the dance, and she needed me to pick her up, which of course I had no problem doing at all. Actually, I was relieved the young man had to go to work. As a joke, the boys and I had given this young man a questionnaire to fill out on how fast he could run from gunfire. Lydia did not find it amusing, and we all were in trouble for that one for a good week or so afterward. He actually wasn’t a bad kid, but it was our place, as the men of the house, to tease her just a little. 

			That evening, Matthew was the only one home with me. Michael was staying all night at some friends. We were playing video games on the PlayStation when Lydia called and told me to come and get her. I looked at the clock, and was pleased at the time, but a little disappointed that she hadn’t stayed out a little longer for a night she had planned for so long. I told Matthew to get his coat and come on. We walked outside and got into the van, and as I put the van into reverse Matthew screamed for me to stop. I slammed on the brakes, thinking I had just hit something. I was hoping it wasn’t the goofy kid next door.

			“I need to get a snack before we go,” he said.

			“What? You need a snack just to go across town and pick up your sister?”

			“I’m hungry,” he said.

			I am sure Matthew was hungry, because he always was. I had a hard time keeping food in the house because his growth spurts had become enormous and, as a matter of fact, he had become enormous. He wasn’t fat; he was already standing at six feet, five inches tall, at 14. I told him to hurry up. While I waited, I listened to a Christmas song playing on the radio. Then I heard him scream and saw him running out of the front door.

			“Dad, it’s in there!” he said frantically.

			“What’s in there?” I asked.

			“The black shadow thing. It came after me.”

			“Matthew, that has all been taken care of. It can’t be in this house,” I said, trying to reassure him.

			When I went inside to look around, I got that all-too-familiar feeling and a shiver went through my body. I walked into the kitchen. There stood open a cabinet door and a Pop-Tart, still in its package, lay on the floor. I bent over to pick it up and the light bulb blew in the fixture above me. I stood up quickly and walked out the front door. Matthew was waiting for me in the van.

			“Did you see it?” he asked.

			“No. I didn’t see anything. By the way, here is your Pop-Tart. Try not to get crumbs all over the freaking place.” My thought was to keep things as normal as possible, without overreaction.

			I climbed back into the van and put it in gear. As we began driving, Matthew, shoving the Pop-Tart in his mouth, blurted out, “It scared me to death, Dad. It came rushing at me and I just ran outta there!”

			“Keep it to yourself for now. We’ll talk about it later.” I stared forward, trying to concentrate on the road ahead of me. Suddenly, something strange caught my eye. “Hey, do you see that light in the sky?”

			There was a strange light in the sky, which I assumed was a helicopter, or something along those lines. I pointed it out to him to get his mind off what had just happened. I knew the more he focused on it and built his fear, the more likelihood of something taking hold, and I could be dealing with a haunting all over again. I would get out the holy water and the blessed candle, and bless the house after everyone was in bed. This was not the first time I had done it, and it wasn’t going to be the last.

			“That is a really strange-looking light, Dad.”

			“Yeah, most likely a helicopter out looking for something,” I replied. We were headed down a dark stretch of a two-lane highway at this point.

			“Stop the van, Dad! Stop the van now!”

			I slammed on my brakes, thinking someone must have been on the side of the road hurt, or he was hurt, or something horrible was happening.

			“What’s wrong? Where in the hell are you going?” I asked.

			Matthew had climbed out of the van and was standing at the back, looking at the farmer’s field across from us, slightly elevated from our view.

			“There,” he said, pointing his finger toward the field and the sky.

			“Wha—” I never got the word fully out of my mouth. There, hovering above the field, were three lights. They were just there, stationary.

			“Is that the light I told you to watch?” I asked him.

			“Yeah,” he whispered back quietly. Come to think of it, we were standing on the highway in the middle of the night, so I was not sure what all of the whispering was about in the first place.

			Now, this is where your rational mind kicks in. I told the kid to follow this light to get his mind off the fact that we are haunted, and this thing follows us and now we are standing beside the road in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, looking at the sky. This strange light was hovering in what appeared to be a triangular shape, from what I could tell by the placement of its lights. Then, all of a sudden, from the center of this thing, a bright white light shoots straight to the ground. At this point, I was done, over, cooked, and baked.

			“Okay, back in the van. We are going,” I said to Matthew, firmly grabbing his arm to get the motion started to get the hell out of there.

			“What do you mean? This is cool,” he said, still looking at the sky.

			“I said, back into the damn van. This is someone else’s life, not ours. We have just stepped off-track or something here, Matthew. Now back in the damn van, and we are never going to talk about this thing again.” By this point, the spotlight went out on this thing. We were back in the van and I was hurrying down the road—speeding down the road was more like it. I found myself looking into the rear-view mirror making sure we were not being followed, and feeling extremely silly for doing so.

			“What do you think that was, Dad?”

			“That was a helicopter. That was a helicopter and it was searching for something. That is all it was,” I said firmly.

			“When did they start making helicopters triangular?” he asked.

			I turned up the Christmas music, focused on the road in front of me, and avoided the question. As soon as Lydia got into the van, Matthew told her what we had seen and she quickly told him he was crazy, which brought a smile to my face.

			What was it? The truth is I don’t know, but when you are out on a dark country road in the middle of the night, things can look pretty damn mysterious. I would like to think it was a helicopter, and they were looking for something in the field that night. I would like to think that. A few days later, Matthew came home from Grandma’s house with an article from the newspaper. Looks like we were not the only ones who saw strange lights in the sky that night; they had reports from three separate towns reporting the same type of thing. But hey, I am the ghost and demon guy. I am going to leave the lights in the sky to the Travis Walton types. At least for now.

			I think there should be some rule that you can have only one type of paranormal experience. At least, that is the way I viewed the world at that time. The bummer of it was that this was something Michael would have really gotten into and he wasn’t even with us. Michael got into things like that. Then, on second thought, Michael would have been running into the field to get a closer look, and I would end up doing a whole different type of book and show. I guess I could call the book Christmas Lights in the Sky: The True Story of  … You can fill in the blank.

			For me, Christmas begins with a tree and it ends with a tree. The one thing I do every year, without fail, is take a small Christmas tree to my sister’s grave. I don’t make a big production out of it. It is done very quietly and there are only a few people who know I do it. I have never missed a Christmas, and as long as I am living, there will always be a tree on her grave for Christmas. This is the only time of the year you will find me visiting her grave. It is very hard on me. Some years are easier than others. Then, for some reason, there are those years that knock me to my knees and I find myself not being able to breathe. I can’t talk to her there. “There” is not for conversation. “There” is a painful place. “There” is a cold and lonely place, and believe me when I tell you, she is long gone from “there.” I think maybe she knows I will be there every year. Maybe she knows it is a place where she can come and get a glimpse of me, if she can’t do it in any other way. But deep in my heart, I know that place is only a memorial. The real conversation happens in my dreams and in my heart. Damn, I miss her and I don’t know why, still to this day, she is gone. I understand the acceptance part of things now, and I am no longer mad or angry at God for taking her. Besides how can I be angry now with God because she had a defective heart? Sometimes our bodies just break down and sometimes our hearts just stop. I understand that. I know there is free will and that things happen for a reason, but I really cannot find a reason for this. I search so hard in my heart for it, but I keep coming up with nothing. When I needed her the most is when she left. I still find myself sometimes forgetting that she is gone, even after all of this time.

			How do you forget something like that? How do you forget, after all of these years, that someone is gone? Then there are times I catch myself sitting here and wondering if I can even remember what she sounds like anymore. You may think you have that sound burned into your memory, but it begins to fade as you age. I want to hold on to it. I am having trouble remembering it now. What did she look like? The vision of her in my mind’s eye is starting to blur. Please don’t let me lose that memory. It is all I have left of her and once it is gone, it’s gone. These feelings come out in a rush, when I least expect them. The anger is gone. Now all I am left with is the loss and the sadness that comes with that loss. I don’t blame you for it anymore, God. I am so sorry that I did. I just couldn’t accept the idea of “it is” back then. Back then, it had to be someone’s fault. Please forgive me.

			Christmas begins with a tree and ends with a tree, and this year was no different.

			That night, I sat with Lydia after the boys went to bed, and we drank hot chocolate from Christmas mugs, and we laughed and talked. We liked to turn off the room lights and turn on the tree lights on Christmas Eve. I would sit on the couch with my quilt, and Lydia would sit in the chair with hers. We would talk for hours about this and that. During a quiet moment, I noticed the shadows from the tree lights on the walls. Then my eyes carefully scanned all of the holes in the walls that surrounded us.

			Why would they put holes in the walls?

			“You know, I still don’t understand why the boys punched all of these holes in the walls the way they did. Were they fighting or were they just goofing around?” I asked Lydia, quietly.

			“They didn’t,” she replied.

			“Then who did?” I asked, hoping she was not going to say it was her.

			“It was you. It was you before you saw the priest.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I had no words because I did not remember doing any of it. All that time, I thought the boys had done it. I couldn’t understand why, and I had been furious with them over it, but it was me? How do I handle that?

			“I don’t remember . . .”

			“It was Bad Dad,” Lydia said, cutting me off.

			Then the full impact of what she was telling me hit me. It wasn’t me. It was Bad Dad. I wasn’t just fully oppressed. I was borderline possessed. I had been going through phases of blackouts. I had been Bad Dad, and I started to cry.

			•  •  •

			The lights from the concert illuminated the August night sky with blues, greens, and reds. I knew exactly where I was. This was the yearly ritual that called an end to summer. The yearly summer fair. In a few short weeks, kids would be going back to school, and those old enough would be off to college or out into the real world for the very first time. This was the end of my eighteenth summer, the summer of 1983.

			The crowd around me surged forward. I was standing front row–center. I was standing at the feet of the one and only Charlie Daniels, who was now looking down at me from his hat pulled down way too low, fiddle in his hand, singing a song about a boy who had sold his soul to the devil. The crowd went crazy as the lights changed from blue to red and the band turned into demons that backed up Charlie’s devil fiddle.

			That’s when I saw her. I had not seen her since we had graduated just a few months back, but even within those few short months something seemed to have changed in her. The red light played upon her long flowing red hair as she danced almost in a trance, her own little tribal moves, not seeming to notice or care that there was anyone else around her. Her eyes were closed. She was moving to the music as if possessed, without a care in the world. She was a free spirit. Why had I never noticed that about her before? Why couldn’t I be free like that?

			The crowd went wild as the band came to a screeching halt, bringing me back from my daze. To my surprise, she was staring back at me. For a brief moment, we caught each other’s eyes, and the sound from the world around us seemed to silence, just for a moment. She had caught me looking at her, and she began to laugh. Obviously caught, I began to laugh as well.

			“Good night, Washington, Missouri, and God bless!” Charlie Daniels shouted to the crowd, bringing the magic of the moment and that night to an end.

			I woke up from the dream, stunned. It was more of a memory that had just replayed than anything else. It was something I had forgotten long ago and had not remembered until just now. It was the moment that the woman I would marry had caught my eye. With all of the bad things she had done to us, to me, to the kids, I thought I had buried moments like these so far down they could never come back to haunt me. Sometimes your memories are the worst demons out there. Sometimes your memories can haunt you more than any old house can. The haunting of the mind––now that is the place where the big boys play. Finding reasons for things that have no explanation––that is something that can drive you crazy. Institutions are full of people searching for answers where none exist, at least it would seem to me.

			I wiped the tears from my eyes as I sat on the side of the bed for a moment. With a deep sigh and an “I hate Christmas” grumble, I started this holiday day.
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			Chapter 6

			December 26, 2005

			The world went into slow motion. I could feel the cold of the windshield against the side of my face as I looked at the horror in my daughter’s eyes as the glass began to spider out from the impact beneath her head. I was reaching and reaching for her, but I couldn’t grab her in time. And in a whoosh, we were pulled back with a violent jerk, and I could hear Matthew scream from behind me.

			It was the day after Christmas 2005 at 1:36 in the afternoon. We were on our way to my parents’ house for dinner. Michael was thankfully not with us. He had spent the night with my younger brother, and we were to meet him at my parents’ place. Matthew was playing around in the back seat and did not have his seat belt on. I was looking in the rearview mirror, yelling at him to get it on, as I came to a stoplight. In front of me was an older pickup truck that was hauling some junk to the dump. The truck had a cement bumper. The driver had his right turn signal on. He went to make a right turn and immediately slammed on his brakes, changing his mind and deciding to make a left. CRASH!

			Lydia and I both had our seat belts on, but they did not hold. The airbags did not deploy. Matthew was thrown around the back of the van. Both Lydia and I had busted the windshield with our heads. When the movement stopped, all I could hear was a ringing in my ears, but I knew I had to help my children.

			I stumbled out of the van. The driver of the truck came up to me, and I pushed him out of my way. The world around me was spinning. I could hear nothing but ringing and everything seemed so damn bright. I made my way to Lydia’s door. Matthew was already out of the van, and I grabbed him and asked him if he was all right. He nodded his head yes, and I told him to sit on the curb. I got to Lydia and she was crying. I grabbed her, and I could make out she was telling me that her head was hurting. I felt the side of her head and there was a huge lump already forming. I sat her down on the edge of the curb as the police arrived. 

			I looked at the front of my van and saw it was completely totaled. I reached for my cell phone and called my parents. My dad answered. I was trying to gather my words; I kept feeling like at any moment I was going to pass out, but I had to keep going for the kids. I had to keep going. I finally got the words out that we had been in an accident, and he told me he was on his way. I was feeling kind of drugged. I was talking to the officer, trying to explain to him what had happened, and I couldn’t believe they were telling me it was my fault. I mean, the guy had slammed on his brakes and changed his freaking mind at the last second. I was in control of my vehicle. No one could have made a stop like that. I looked over at Lydia, and she was doing better. She was playing with Matthew, trying to keep him occupied.

			My dad arrived. I walked over to his truck and, about halfway there, I felt my legs give a little. This did not go without my dad noticing; he always seems to be aware of everything dealing with his kids and grandkids.

			“Are you okay? Where are the kids? Are they okay? Tell me, are they okay?” he asked, grabbing my arm with a look of concern and fear on his face.

			“The kids are fine. I’m fine. I just hit my head. Lydia has a pretty good bump that I am going to have to have checked out. Matthew is fine.”

			I turned down an ambulance because I did not want to scare Lydia any further than she already was. I took her to the ER. They ran a CAT scan on her and it turned out to be nothing more than a mild concussion. They told me what signs to watch for, so I kept a watch on her, and secretly I kept a watch on myself as well.  After a few days, we both seemed to be doing much better. There was no way I could have known that the deterioration process was already taking place, nor about the amount of damage that had been done to me. I had not been checked when I should have been. There is no way for me to know now if they would have been able to stop what was to come. Sometimes, in an attempt to care for our children, we end up causing greater harm to ourselves. If I could have that day back again, there are so many things I would do differently, but you cannot turn back time. The damage was done. Over time, the damage makes itself evident in the part of the brain that controls speech and motor skill function. It is not reversible and is a degenerative disorder that I live with on a daily basis. Medication helps to control and mask its effects, but it is getting worse as the years pass. There have been some indications lately that it is starting to affect my short-term memory as well.

			Some people in my situation might look at this and say the demon caused it or it was the result of the haunting. I am not going to give any undue power or credit over to it like that. This was my doing. This was what I did to myself. I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought I was keeping it together for my kids, when what I should have done was to step out of that crash and let myself fall to the ground. Sometimes there is more dignity and heroism in letting go, instead of hanging on. Sometimes I have had to learn these lessons the hard way. Now, there are days when I will myself to speak and the words come out wrong, in a stutter, and all I want to do is cry. Or there are times when I have been afraid to hold my grandchild, because on that certain day my arms or hands have been uncontrollable, or I have been falling down a lot because my legs won’t move. I have kept this hidden and I don’t talk about it with anyone except my family. It is my little dark secret that I keep to myself when I am in the public eye. When I go to a convention, I pray they have me speaking later in the day so my medication has taken hold, so I can speak without a stutter. If I am scheduled for the morning, I get up extra early to take my medication, so I can make sure it is working in time. It is unbelievably frustrating when you can think clearly but the words won’t come out when you try to say them. On the one hand, I am whole and on the other hand, I am broken. Sometimes I think I just keep piecing myself back together again, over and over, but in the end I am still here, and I am writing this to you.

			This is not something I should have to hide. It has nothing to do with the person I am or the thinking processes I go through. I have spent years ashamed of it or afraid to share it with someone because I thought they might think less of me. It has become part of who I am, and I am not the kind of person who can hide things just because it might make someone more comfortable with me. I am not looking for pity, either. There are times I wish I could turn back the clock and do things differently than what I did on that day. What would have happened if I had left a few minutes earlier or later? Would I have been able to avoid the outcome? The truth is, you cannot go back and do something over. The truth is, you are given the hand you are dealt and sometimes you just have to play it out. I would rather play my hand and think of my life that way, rather than walking around, thinking of myself as defective. I am who I am, and there is nothing defective about that. We all have our challenges in life. My life is no different than yours in that way. We do the best we can with what we have. My mother always taught me that and still today reminds me of it, when I am feeling down or a day is particularly bad. I am just simply playing my hand, the same way as you.
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			Chapter 7

			New Year’s Eve 2005

			I like the idea of new beginnings. I like the idea of a fresh start. I like the idea of New Year’s Eve. I like the idea that everything left behind is behind and now you can move onward to something better, with new possibilities. It is the wish for something new, the wish for the removal of darkness, to finally let in the light. How could I have been so fucking naive to think that the possibility existed for me? To think that somehow, with the passing of days, the clock, a number, that instantly all would be well, and we could move on, and “happily ever after” would finally become a reality for us. I am a true romantic at heart. Why did the “happily ever after” always seem to pass us by?

			This was the first year we went our separate ways on New Year’s Eve. Lydia and Michael both went to friends’ houses for the night, leaving Matthew and me at home to fend for ourselves, which turned into a night of movies, pizza, soda, and snacks, all of these being Matthew’s favorite things. I can remember feeling a little bit out of place without the other two kids at home with us. We had always been together for every single holiday up to this point. This was the first without them. And I can remember trying, for Matthew’s sake, to keep my spirits high.

			Midnight rolled around as midnights always do, but as usual, this midnight had that extra special, magical touch of an expectation of something new. I held my breath and waited for the phone to ring … nothing. I waited a moment longer … nothing. Then the room burst with its ringing, to my relief. It was Lydia.

			“Happy New Year, Daddy. I love you!” she said, sounding like she was having a very good time.

			This made me happy because she really needed it. “Happy New Year to you, too, princess,” I said, holding back the lump in my throat.

			She got off the phone quickly to go back to her slumber party with her friends. No sooner had I hung up the phone than it rang again.

			“Happy New Year, Pops.” It was Michael. He was not one to let a moment pass too far away without remembering.

			“Happy New Year to you, too, son.” I resisted the “be careful” speech because there is the right moment and there is the wrong moment and this was the wrong moment for that kind of thing.

			I hung up the phone and I looked over at Matthew, who looked at me and said, “Hey, let’s make another pizza. I’m hungry. Aren’t you hungry, Dad?”

			Now, we had already made three large pizzas and there was no possible way I was hungry, but I looked at him and smiled and said, “Another pizza sounds great, buddy.”

			A long dark hallway. I stood for a moment not understanding what I needed to do. I looked behind me—blackness.

			Over the loudspeaker, a female voice said, “Move forward, please.”

			I needed to move forward. I slowly began to step forward. Slowly I began to move. I could hear sounds. At first, they seemed almost inhuman, but as I began to work my way down this corridor, I understood they were coming from behind doorways, locked, hospital-type doorways. I could see some of their faces. Distorted faces. What I was hearing was the sounds of the insane. I continued moving forward, not understanding where I was headed, the orchestra of the insane moving me onward. I came to an open doorway. I stopped. I knew deep in my soul that I was supposed to walk into that room.

			Over the loudspeaker was the sound of the female voice again, “Please step into the open doorway.”

			I had a feeling whatever was in that room was something important, and I really had to find out what it was. I took a step toward the open door, my heart pounding. I took another step. Please, Jesus, give me the strength to endure what I need to endure. I took another step and another. I was standing at the doorway. I could see a chair. One of those tall chairs, almost Gothic in style, with a high back, the type of chair where you can’t tell if anyone is in it or not. I took a step into the room.

			The female voice again. “Please step closer to the chair.”

			I took another step closer to the chair. I stopped in my tracks when the chair slowly began to turn around on its own. I wanted to scream as it began to reveal itself to me. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t move! What I saw was worse than anything imaginable, and it sat before me in that chair!

			It was my ex-wife! Bound in a straitjacket! Drool coming out of her mouth! Her eyes as white as snow!

			“Evil has many faces,” she said with an evil giggle. I looked at her in complete and absolute horror.

			“Don’t you understand?” she giggled at me again. I ran from the room as she began to yell at me.

			“DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND?”

			I ran down the hall and just as I reached the blackness, the Man came out of it and grabbed me by the throat!

			“Don’t you understand?” he said to me as he licked his pointed teeth. Then he began to laugh as I began to scream.

			Matthew was shaking me. It was still New Year’s Eve. I had fallen asleep watching one of Matthew’s crash-’em-up movies. “Dad, Dad, wake up. Listen.” I sat up, still trying to clear the nightmare from my mind and trying to focus on what he was trying to tell me. “Dad, you have to listen,” he said. By the sound of his voice I could tell he was frightened.

			That is when I heard it: someone running their hand down the outside of the house. Every once in a while, there would be a pause and then it would sound like they would take a fist and bang on the side of the house as hard as they could, causing the pictures to rattle on the walls. I looked at Matthew and put my finger to my lips to tell him to be quiet. I was not quite sure who was out there, but I knew I had to be ready for anything. The next thing we heard was someone walking up to the porch steps. I have to tell you, at this point my heart began to pound within my chest and I was ready to go to battle with whoever was messing with my house. The doorknob began to move on the door. Back and forth slowly, but the door was locked. I knew it was time to let them know someone was home.

			“I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but I have just called the police and you had better get moving!” I said in the loudest voice possible.

			Now, I expected whoever it was to either head down the porch at this point or come through the door. I was ready for both possibilities. What happened next, I was not expecting. In an instant, whoever was on the porch jumped from the porch to the roof of the house. This was a distance of over 14 feet! They ran down the distance of the house one way and back up on the roof and then they were gone. What they did was impossible. Matthew and I sat there with our mouths open. We knew what we had just witnessed was not humanly possible. The other option was one we did not want to consider. Matthew quietly walked over to the blessed candle, which had been given to us by Father Paul, and set it in front of me.

			“Light it,” he said, handing me a lighter. I lit the candle and we let it burn until morning.

			The phone call announcing that my ex-wife had given birth to a baby girl came shortly after the New Year. At first, I wasn’t sure what reaction she expected out of me, or what reaction I should have to the whole thing. This was the woman who left us high and dry because she didn’t want to have children. This was the woman who had clearly stated she wanted to divorce her children. This was the woman who had nothing to do with her children, and for the past couple of years knew very little about them. What possible reaction could she be looking for from me? Was I simply to forget everything and put it aside? This was one big, huge clusterfuck, and once again I was the one who was going to have to pick up the pieces and put my kids together again from the damage she was about to cause. I knew the cannons were loaded and aimed directly at my daughter this time, because damn, this baby was a girl.

			What did I feel about the baby? I was scared for the child. I knew there were all kinds of possibilities ahead for that baby of hers, and I knew the guy she was living with had no clue what she was capable of. He had no idea of the monster who was hiding just beneath the surface of her fake, manipulating facade. Yes, I was frightened for the child. My ex-wife was mentally ill. I had tried to get her help. I had tried to do everything I could to get her counseling, but she only went to four sessions and then she abruptly stopped. The problem is that I should have had her committed when I could have, but I was in denial. How do you do that to the person you love?

			Did I love her?

			Yes, at one time I did love her. Nothing before or after has ever measured up to the love that I felt for her, but she destroyed it all, leaving me empty and alone. Now, where that love used to be housed, all I could feel was emptiness and the feeling of being betrayed, not only for myself, but for my children as well. There was a time when the doctor told us we could never have children. I thought our children were and are the most wonderful blessings in the world. How could she feel as if they weren’t? How could she now claim that she had never wanted them? There was a time when a child was all that we wanted. I guess for you to completely understand that driving desire, you have to be told you can’t have any. How can your feelings change on a dime the way hers had? What happened? And the elephant in the room, which was now hovering above all of us, was: why was it okay for her to be a mother to this new child and not the three she already had?

			I had no idea the collision course she was on. I had no idea she would turn to drugs and alcohol the way she did. I had no idea she would turn to prostitution the way she did. I couldn’t see into the future. Things went from bad to worse. Where she was concerned, things went from worse to a complete disaster. All I could do was watch from the sidelines and wonder where the woman I had married went, and why she was gone. It was almost like a completely different person had stepped in and she had stepped out. There were no signs of her left. She even acted differently––mannerism changed and the whole nine yards. Friends of ours talked about how they could not trust her alone in their houses because things would come up missing, and how they didn’t even know her anymore. I sat back and watched the complete, total destruction of a person and there was nothing I could do. Of course I carried guilt. But sometimes, after someone does so much to you, that guilt turns into anger.

			I was angry. I was angry for not having her committed. I was angry because I knew I had to keep her away from us because she would try to hurt us if it crossed her mind at any given point. I was angry she was eaten up with a mental illness. I was angry that the person I originally fell in love with no longer existed. But most of all, I was angry because now I had to tell my children that the woman who did not want to be their mother had just had another baby, whom she wanted to be a mother to. You cannot imagine all of the feelings associated with her and all of the things I had to now try to hide from my children. Prostitution, drug addiction, and alcoholism were just some of the things I had to add to the list of things I was now hiding from them. Now there was this baby––a betrayal of massive proportions I could not hide. What reaction did the woman want from me?

			“I have some papers here at the hospital you need to sign, stating you are not the baby’s father, since we are really still legally married,” she said into the phone, with a sickeningly sweet voice I had heard many times before when she wanted to get something out of me. I thought it over for a moment and then I answered.

			“Listen, I am not signing anything. You got yourself into this mess because you obviously could not keep your legs together. Now you can damn well figure how to get yourself out of this mess on your own. I am not signing any papers for you without a divorce and an attorney present.” And I slammed down the receiver, hanging up on her abruptly. I knew instantly I was forcing her to file for a divorce. It was time. The children were old enough. I also knew I had enough on her to ensure custody would not be a problem. I took a deep breath and got ready for the oncoming battle.

			[contents]

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			February 2006

			The pounding at the door was so hard, I thought the door would come off of its hinges. There was a voice screaming from behind it, “Open this door, you stinking, motherfucking cunt!” I knew this scene. I had lived it before, the pounding on the door and the vileness of the voice from behind it. It seemed as if I was back to that Halloween day when Helen came to kill me.

			Slowly standing up from the couch, I moved to the window and carefully pulled back the curtains. There stood Helen, who could sense me watching her from the window, her head snapping to look my way immediately. Her eyes were completely engulfed in blackness, beady as shark eyes. Instead of holding the gun behind her back where I couldn’t see it, she now held it in plain view, almost beckoning me with it. “Open the door, you chickenshit, fucking ass bastard!” She placed the barrel of the gun onto the center of her forehead playfully and started to giggle. It was clear to me at this point we were off the real-life script and were now headed into new territory. I quickly closed the curtains and backed away from the window.

			“I’ll kill you on a Monday. They’ll bury you on a Thursday. They will forget you on a Friday.” I looked toward the front door and to my horror it began to breathe in and out, in a rhythmic succession of death deep breaths and rattling sounds. “Let me in! One moment and it will all be over. One moment and it will all be done.” Helen continued to giggle as she begged for entrance from the other side of the closed breathing door. My two cats began to hiss at the door. They had their backs arched, adding to the strange sounds filling the room. “One bullet right in the middle of your forehead is all it will fucking take. Open the door!” I tried backing away from the door farther. “Open the door, you fucking pussy!” I put my hand on the couch for leverage because it felt like the room was spinning. “OPEN THE GODDAMN DOOR!” I tried to scream “NO,” but the sound wouldn’t come from my throat. Then a guttural, evil laugh came from the other side of the door, low at first and then building in momentum. An evil laugh that turned into a throaty whisper, “Have you checked your children lately?”

			A scream engulfed the house, and in an instant it dragged me from my nightmare and sent me on a dead run from my bed through the house. It was Lydia! She was not in her room! I fell to my knees, trying to get down the hall as I heard her scream again! I heard something running across the roof above me and I knew I had to get to her! I made it into the living room and I saw her sitting up on the couch, screaming! “What’s wrong? I’m here. I’m here,” I said, trying to calm her down.

			“I was sleeping and I woke up. There was this black shadow of a man standing over top of me, looking at me,” she said, shaking, with tears in her eyes. I immediately went on a rampage, checking all of the doors and windows. Everything was still locked down and nothing had been disturbed. The logical part of me would say that we both had a nightmare at the same moment, but logical explanations with my family went out the door a long time ago. We did not have the luxury of logical. The last time I questioned the logistics of a situation, I got bitch-slapped in the face for it.

			A parent knows when there is something wrong with their child. I don’t care how old that child might be. A parent knows when something is wrong. I could sense, when Lydia began to evolve, that things were not kosher. We had already been through the adolescent rebellion stage. This was different. She was behaving differently. She was showing all of the signs of depression. She wasn’t sleeping. She wasn’t eating. It was a literal emotional roller coaster around our house. There were times I could just simply look at her, and she would start crying. I would ask her, and sometimes beg her, to tell me what was wrong and she wouldn’t. I was standing on the sidelines, watching the life being sucked out of my child, and I had no idea why. Her brothers had no idea what was going on either. It seemed with each passing day, things were getting worse and worse. I thought at one point it might be a boy problem, which got a laugh and a door shut in my face when I tried to talk to her about it.

			Then one evening, we were sitting at the dinner table with my parents. My mother was sitting next to Lydia. I had not noticed that Lydia had been wearing these green, cherry-patterned sweatbands on her wrists. Nothing ever passed my mother’s watchful eyes. My mother asked Lydia why she was wearing them. Lydia wouldn’t answer her. My mother asked her again and again Lydia wouldn’t reply. So my mother simply reached over and removed one, and to my shock there were cuts all over Lydia’s wrists. She had been cutting herself. My heart broke instantly, because I knew right away what it was all about. I think instinctively I knew where this was headed. I had fooled myself for a long time that I had been able to piece this girl back together after her mother had deserted us, and now it was coming back to haunt us. I had only been able to prolong the damage, and now it was time to face the music.

			The next morning, I was sitting on the couch, looking through the yellow pages to try and find a counselor, when Lydia came out of her bedroom. “You are not going to school today,” I said to her, not really knowing what else to say.

			“Oh, yes, I am,” she snapped back at me immediately.

			“We are going to find you someone to talk to about everything,” I said calmly. At this point Lydia went off the deep end, screaming and yelling that she was going to school and I couldn’t stop her. She went for the door, but I made it there before she could, and I literally blocked the door with my body. She was fighting me and hitting me. Crying and screaming, she was completely out of control. I took the hits and then I just held on to her. I felt as if I was completely losing her. I held on to her as long as I could, and then she got away and went back into her room. I then called the emergency room to ask them if they knew where I could get help for her. They told me to bring her in there for evaluation, and they would help me. Well, Lydia was listening to this conversation and started screaming she wasn’t going. The nurse asked me to give her the phone. The nurse told her to either come with me, or they were going to send someone to get her. At this point, Lydia got her purse and we were on our way.

			They tested her for everything. Finally, a counselor came in to speak to her, and I was asked to step out of the room for what seemed like an eternity. When I was asked back into the room, Lydia looked a whole lot better. That is when the counselor began to explain to me what was going on.

			Lydia had been having flashbacks from her childhood of the physical abuse her mother had put her and her brothers through. That is when Lydia started telling me what my ex-wife did to my children. Lydia remembers being hit in the face so hard that her mother’s hand had blood on it when it came away from her face. She remembers her mother lifting Matthew above her head and throwing him down a flight of stairs, of her locking Michael and Matthew in the basement all day and not letting them upstairs to use the bathroom, so they would have to use the drain in the floor. Lydia remembers sitting in school, terrified about what was happening to her brothers at home at the hands of their abusive mother. The stories went on and on, each one more horrible than the last. I sat there and listened as my world came crashing down around me once again. The shock was almost unbearable, as was the helplessness of not being able to fix this for my child and the guilt that I did not know it had been going on. Why did I not see this was happening? How did I overlook the abusive behavior the mother of my children was exhibiting?

			I knew my ex-wife did not bond with our children like a mother should. Lydia told me, after her mother left, that there were two versions of my ex-wife. She had two types of personalities, a Jekyll and a Hyde, so to speak. Lydia described her mother as “restrained and patient” around family and completely and utterly macabre and spiteful when she was alone with the children. She was “Little Suzy Homemaker” when I was home and “Mommie Dearest” when I was at work. When we asked Lydia why she did not tell, she told us because she did not know it was supposed to be any other way. That knocked me right between the eyes. They lived with it because they did not know anything else. They thought her behavior was that of a true mother. Thank God she did not severely hurt or kill one of them.

			The worst of the abuse seemed to be focused on Matthew. I just thought he was a clumsy kid. He had two concussions in the last two years their mother was living with us. She would always give me some story about how he must have fallen, and I had no reason not to believe her. Boys can be daredevils, rough and tumble, right? I now know where he got them. How could I have been so damn blind and stupid? I did everything in my power to keep them safe, but the monster was living with us all along. How do you even begin to deal with that? How will I ever begin to forgive myself for not acknowledging the obvious?

			Because Lydia kept all of this bottled up inside her for so long, she finally had to let loose in some way and when she did, it came rushing out. You can’t run away from your past. Sooner or later it will catch up with you. My ex-wife has admitted to the abuse. There are no secrets and no guessing games needed to be played anymore. Because of the nature of this section, I have to admit it was one of the most difficult I have ever written. If I write my exact feelings about the emotions inside my heart, I just might frighten you. I just have to hope in my heart that what goes around, does come around in many folds. My ex-wife needs to pay for what she did to my children. That is what I feel inside, and I can’t make that go away. I understand that there is mental illness, and she is a sick individual. I have been absolutely sympathetic to her condition. I was compassionate when she told me she was an abused child, even though it may have been a manipulation, because that is also a characteristic of her disorder. But above all, I cannot and will not forgive what she did to my babies. I just can’t let that go. I was there and I saw Lydia fall apart. But Lydia is strong; she put herself back together and as a family we went on with our lives and we dealt with the difficult things. But after hearing the truth, any love or sympathy I had felt for my former wife was completely gone. It had been obliterated.
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			Chapter 9

			March 2006

			We were contacted by New Dominion for the show, A Haunting, at first by e-mail to see if we were interested. It seemed so strange to the kids and me that someone wanted to tell our story, since it was so fresh and raw. It had only been a matter of months and we were already being contacted to do a show about it. The series was going to be filming for its third season, and from what we could tell, it seemed that they were doing a great job with the stories. Helen sat down with her family to discuss it, and I sat down with mine to do the same.

			How do you make the decision to come forward with an experience you know a certain part of society is not going to believe, on one hand, and is still so fresh on the other? There were so many factors to consider, and one of those big things to consider was the fact that the kids were still in school, and this was a national television show that many of their peers would see. How would employers react to the show? Was there the possibility of being labeled as that crazy family? However, there was the advantage of being able to tell our story to help those who were afflicted with a haunting or were experiencing paranormal activity. The idea of helping others scored big points for me, and I am proud to say for my children as well. In the end, we decided to do the show for that reason alone. Hopefully, others who were experiencing the same affliction would understand that they were not alone. And for those who were considering renting the goddamned Screaming House, they would realize it would be a good idea to look someplace else. That is why we agreed to do A Haunting. There would be no money involved. We did it for principle. We did it for free.

			We gave the producer the names of a lot of people to talk to for the show, including Lorraine Warren, John Zaffis, Father Paul, and many more, but in the end, they decided to use just the families, the original psychic, and Dr. Cheste, the psychiatrist from St. John’s Mercy. I always wondered why they chose to overlook John Zaffis for the show, and I never really quite understood it. John had helped me so much through those darker days and had been of great guidance. It seemed to me he was a missing piece of the story. I know it also puzzled John why he had never even been contacted to participate in the episode, and when we talked about it later, I had no answer for him, other than I was just has confused as he was. I think he would have added a valuable perspective to the episode. I think they missed the boat by not including John.

			Less than one week before filming was to take place, I stepped out onto my front porch to leave my house after a little snow had just fallen and fell down the stairs, cracking my tailbone. Now, I don’t know if any of you have ever cracked your tailbone before, but it is one of the most painful things you can do. My feet hit a patch of ice at the top of the stairs and the next thing I knew I was airborne, landing directly on my tailbone. I passed out upon impact. When I finally came around, I thought I had broken my back. I couldn’t stand. Hell, for a moment or two, I couldn’t move at all. I finally began to crawl back into the house and was able to grab the phone to call my parents for help. They took me to the doctor. 

			“Cracked tailbone,” the doctor said with a wince and a smile. “Can’t put a cast on that,” he said, laughing. My doctor, Dr. Baker, is one of those good, happy-go-lucky types of guys. He’s the type of fellow you normally want to have as your doctor, with just the right type of bedside manner, but on this day all I wanted him to do was to stop the pain. “Stay as comfortable as you can. A heating pad might help. Take these for pain,” he said, as he handed me a prescription for Vicodin. I lay on the couch for the remainder of the week in my drug-induced, heating-padded stupor, praying I would feel better by the time filming day came around. Guess what? I didn’t. Come to find out, it takes a long time for you to recover from a cracked tailbone. As a matter of fact, the damn thing still, on occasion, causes me distress, even to this day.

			Filming day had arrived. We were going to be filming at a bed and breakfast, a rustic cabin-type place, in Marthasville, Missouri. It was obviously chosen for the atmosphere. They wanted us to dress casually and comfortably. I imagined they wanted us to match the relaxed atmosphere of the location. So, after numerous clothing changes, we all finally decided on the right look for the right effect and headed out the door. I was in pain. I mean, I was really in pain. When we got to the location, we met the director and the crew and talked about how the day was going to go. My interview was going to be first. I popped three Vicodin and some Advil and got ready for the long haul. The set decorations took a good hour. Then the interview started. The questions were asked, and I answered. This went on for eight hours. If you watch the episode, by the end of the interview, there is a part where it looks like I have tears in my eyes. They are real. They were caused by the pain in my ass. It took about 16 hours to interview us that day. That was just for my family alone. Helen’s family was filmed on a different day. Can you imagine, all of that interviewing done for a one-hour show?

			Although it was an interesting experience for us all, we had to put it out of our minds for a while, because the show would not premiere until October. We would have to wait eight long months, and the wait is always the hardest part. Eventually, you forget you did it and you move on with everyday life.

			•   •   •

			The phone rang. Bill was talking excitedly on the other end. He had been excited when I told him I was ready to start investigating with the team again. Of course, Bill wasted no time going out to find locations so that we could start flexing our research muscles. Missouri Paranormal Research had been gaining a certain amount of renown when I had stepped away from it that past autumn, and it seemed a shame to shut it down when things were going so well. As I look back on the situation, I should have let the team go and worked on private cases. I should have given myself more time to heal. The truth of the matter is I did not realize how vulnerable I was at the time, and I didn’t take into consideration that maybe haunted survivors had no business dealing with other haunted locations. Despite my afterthoughts, I still agreed to help, and Bill was excited.

			“I just did a preliminary investigation on a location for us, Steven,” Bill said. He could hardly catch his breath. “You would not believe the evidence we caught at this place.” The location was a secret house, which had been deserted for years. Its whereabouts were not too far from the infamous Zombie Road. “We caught a full-bodied apparition on film,” Bill exclaimed. He was so excited that he choked on the word apparition. The hook had been baited and I was quickly being pulled in. Bill had already been hooked himself, and if you ever saw this photo, you would say the same thing. The photo was unbelievable. It was an image of what appeared to be a man walking out of a fog, rounding the corner of some steps. This photo would be considered the beginning of unbelievable evidence. Oh, I was hooked. I couldn’t wait to get to this location to see what all of the fuss was about. Bill and I couldn’t wait to get the entire team there so that we could get to the bottom of what was going on at this old deserted farmhouse. Never once did either of us ever consider there might be something else at play there. Why would there be?

			We picked a night. We gathered a team. We met at the undisclosed location. I remember walking into this house for the first time. It was old, something out of an old horror movie. The house was reminiscent of something from the movie Salem’s Lot, or at one time may have housed Norman Bates’s mother. I remember the old staircase had that ominous feeling to it. As I approached it, I could feel chills running up and down my spine. I began to wonder what the hell I was doing there. Once I was on the upper level, something happened that took me by complete surprise. I felt a rush pass by me and heard the sound of a child’s laughter. As I looked into the room where I heard the laughter, I saw a young girl, frightened and shivering in a corner. I glanced at her again, but she disappeared quickly. She was there and then she was gone. Shocked by what I had just seen, I stormed down the stairs and ran out of the house.

			“Dammit, Bill, you didn’t tell me there was a little girl in there!” I screamed, obviously angry, pointing at the house. 

			“Wait a second, what are you talking about?” Bill asked, seeming very surprised. 

			I stepped back from him, surprised at my own reaction and looking at the shock on his face. I couldn’t believe he had no idea. “There is a ghost of a little girl in there, Bill,” I whispered. I was starting to understand that he had no idea what I was talking about, and in my emotional upheaval, I stood there not quite knowing what to do. 

			“I believe you. This is just the first time I’ve heard about her, is all,” Bill said reassuringly.

			There are usually two options presented when dealing with a child spirit. Option one is the sad truth: a child has not moved on for one reason or another. Some believe, after studying near-death experiences (NDEs), that there is a period of darkness before the light, and children, being children, are afraid of the dark and sometimes they will not move on because of this fear. Others believe it is the sudden loss of the connection to the parent, and they become lost looking for Mommy or Daddy. In my opinion, both of these scenarios are very sad, and if you were to dwell on them for too long, they not only appear sad but become heartbreaking. At least it seems that way to me.

			There is a second option, which is one you pray you are not dealing with. That option is the spirit is not a child at all, but something sinister or negative in nature, masquerading as a child. Once the sinister being, that presents itself as a child, has gained your trust and grasped on to your emotions, it can attach to you and cause living hell within your life. Who actually knows which option is correct? All I know is, when you are alone in the dark and you hear a baby crying, but you can’t see it, your intellect is willing to grasp on to anything so that it will make sense. The theories become a way for you to cope, rather than an actual understanding of the supernatural event at hand.

			We went back into the house, where I found Carol setting up a video camera in the same room where I saw the young girl. Carol, who had lived through the Screaming House investigation with us, immediately sensed something out of place, and could tell by my face something was going on. “Okay, Steven, tell me what is happening,” she said, with a look of concern over the top of her tripod and camera. Marie, who was not far behind, heard Carol and immediately piped in, “What is going on?” Both of them knew me too well and both of them knew the ins and outs of the game. I did not want to cause them great anxiety by telling them I had come across a child’s spirit. This is because of their past experiences with the Screaming House and its deceptive nature. To reflect back, for the sake of understanding, Marie, Carol, and I had dealt with a similar experience in Union. The apparition of a little boy in the Screaming House turned out to be an option three––a “hook” to take us deeper into the evil lurking within. I knew as soon as I told them that I had seen a child, the horrible memories were going to come rushing back, and their guards were going to go up––way up.

			“I saw a child spirit. She ran into this room and then vanished.” I tried to give a sense of calm as I said it, so that no one would overreact to the situation, but both of them instantly reacted in the way I knew they would.

			“Aw, hell no,” Carol instantly responded, and for a moment I thought she was going to pack up her camera and go home. There was never a question about the validity of what I had seen. The three of us were way past the point of questioning each other. We just instinctively knew and trusted each other. Together, we had been through a lot. We had been in the foxhole together too many times.

			“Well, what are we going to do about it?” Marie asked, with her hands on her hips and a heavy exhale. We considered Marie the eternal mother. Tears began to trickle down her face as Carol and I made eye contact. She immediately asked what all of us were thinking, “Could this be something other than a child?” Sometimes I think Marie took it to heart because she was the mother of six children and she felt so deeply about the well-being of any child. It is not that she didn’t have her guard up. Her guard went up immediately. It was the fact that she knew in her heart we had to do something to cross over that little girl.

			At that exact moment, from somewhere in the room came a child’s giggle and the sound of running feet across the floor, which stopped right in front of us. The three of us stood there with shocked looks on our faces, without saying a word. It was almost as if we couldn’t breathe. Then I felt cold little arms wrap around my leg, as if to hold on just like the way my children used to do when they were little. Tears began to roll down my face, to the shock of the other two. “She is holding on to my leg,” I whispered to them softly. “She is a child.” Tears began flowing down the cheeks of the other two, and there was an exchange of whispers. 

			“Oh, my God,” Marie whispered. 

			“What do we do?” Carol asked, looking me sternly in the eye. 

			I felt the arms release my leg and we heard the patter of feet once again run across the floor, and then she was gone. “We are going to try to send her on,” I said, with much resolve. “Let me go get Lady Light.”

			Lady Light has very powerful gifts when it comes to dealing with issues from the other side of the veil. I remember the first time I met her, I was immediately taken with her. She has an aura about her that cannot be denied or ignored. Some people say she is a natural witch who is able to walk comfortably in the dark and in the light. When I first met Lady Light, I could tell that she was a troubled soul. I have chosen not to discuss it here because it is only her story to tell. However, I saw great gifts and beauty within her, so I introduced her to Madame Star, my closest friend and Wiccan sister, who set her on the right path of healing, inner growth, and learning. To look into Lady Light’s eyes is to look into what seems to be lifetimes of struggle and knowledge. It is very hard to explain how a person can have such a powerful, natural vibe about them. Lady Light is a gifted witch. I am not referring to the green hag witches on Halloween, with the big noses and warts. Witches live among us in everyday life, and they are the most gentle of all humanity. A true witch understands the connectivity of everything in life, from nature to people. So, before you turn up your nose at witches or Wiccans, I would suggest you take the time to get to know a few. Chances are you have a few living in your neighborhood, or even next door. In the case of Lady Light, she is a powerful witch for both the living and the dead. That is why I turned to her for help.

			I found Lady Light standing outside the house and I quietly walked up to her, not wanting to cause a scene or draw too much attention to the situation. “I need you to come inside with me,” I whispered into her ear. She looked up at me with those eyes, and I knew she was surveying me for any signs of what was happening. Whatever she saw in me, she immediately responded, “Okay, let’s go.” On the way into the house, I brought her up-to-date on what had been happening and what I felt needed to be done. 

			“Steven, moving a child on is very tricky work. It doesn’t always work,” she said, stopping me on the first landing of the steps. She was looking me in the eyes, and she was serious. “There are so many things that can go wrong, and there are so many things about the child we simply do not know, and if anyone tries to tell you they do, they are lying. You know this.” She knew I knew she was right. The truth of the matter is, you never really have the full story on anything or anyone.

			“The best I can do is try. I hope you brought a candle with you.” I knew she would be asking me for one. I had pulled out a candle from my bag before I grabbed her. 

			“Wouldn’t come to this party without one,” I said, pulling the candle out of my jacket pocket to show her. She looked up at me, smiling with approval. 

			“Well, then let’s go see what we can get done,” she said with a sense of resolve, almost like a surgeon getting ready to go into a difficult procedure––except in this case our patient was already dead.

			Carol and Marie were waiting for us when we entered the room. Lady Light gathered us into a circle; we sat on the floor and she lit the candle. Bill stuck his head into the doorway to say something, and immediately took in the scene and was gone. This was something Bill just could not handle. The Screaming House had been enough for him. His beliefs were shaken to the core when he was thrown across his bedroom by a black mass one night after a Screaming House investigation. His beliefs had already taken a huge blow from that case, but for an agnostic to take part in a cross over was asking way too much. I laughed at his reaction. I couldn’t help it and it helped to relieve some of the tension, but soon we returned back to the task at hand.

			The room seemed to spin as Lady Light had us hold hands and concentrate on the candle flame in the center of the circle. The flame itself seemed to grow as the outside world seemed to close in around us. In a very short time, we found ourselves in existence with nothing but our circle, the flame of the candle, and the sound of Lady Light’s voice. No particular words. Nothing I could write would let you know exactly what was said. The one thing I can tell you is that I know the child was with us because she was standing right outside our circle. I could see her. She was wearing a simple white dress, but what struck me about her more than anything, and what I will carry with me for the rest of my life, is that she had the most beautiful blond hair I have ever seen on a child. It seemed to be a gentle and beautiful moment, but all of a sudden something went wrong.

			Lady Light began to become agitated. Outside the circle, it started to grow dark. You could feel fear enter the room. Something had changed and we all knew it. Lady Light clutched my hand tighter and tighter. And then she spoke quietly; the only word I remember her speaking during the whole experience was “Run.” She wasn’t screaming or yelling. It was whispered and stern. “Run.” She was looking straight ahead and she was speaking to where I had seen the image of the child, and I knew she must be communicating with the child now. “Run.” Then the candle in front of us went out. Marie immediately turned on a flashlight, which she had sitting in her lap. We all sat there looking at each other for a moment. Not really saying anything. Not really knowing what to say. Finally Carol spoke, “Did it work?” Lady Light raised her head and looked at Carol, “I really don’t know. There is a male presence here that I think is keeping her captive. I know that sounds crazy, but I think it could be something to do with her life on this side. Like maybe he is still trying to hide a secret, maybe sexual abuse? I really don’t know.”

			When you think about the situations and the things that can hold us in place in the afterlife, it is really disturbing. I know I have written about this before, but it always seems to come back to haunt me, time and time again. The evil of humanity is a constant theme that is found in the evidence of most of these situations. Sometimes I feel like standing on the rooftops and shouting this lesson I have learned. You need to be careful what you do to others in this lifetime, because it can and will affect you in the afterlife, and not only will it affect you, but the people you damage as well. It really is that simple. Again, a lesson on the connectivity of everything and everyone involved, and how it all works in unison in the grand design. We have a world where you can see hate, violence, and degradation consuming every moment and around every turn. Why do you suppose that is? Why is the innocence of a child always the first thing to be damaged in the wake of almost everything? This was another damaged soul, trapped within a labyrinth of horror because of the evil of someone who could not control their inhumane urges. This was an attempt to hide their sin against this innocent child, and to try to keep her under their influence for eternity. I could only pray we were able to set this innocent child free.

			Sadly, later that night our question was answered. One thing we always did as a team was set up our equipment and then leave the location, locking the doors for a period of time. This way, there was nothing but the equipment inside to record any activity, without any human interaction. Shortly after the attempted cross over, we did one of these lockdowns. I am now going to share something with you that has never been shared with anyone, including the team, until now. There was certain evidence Carol never shared with the team because she felt it should not be shared publicly. (There are also pieces of Screaming House evidence that are still under lock and key that have never been shown because we agreed not to share it, for personal reasons.) Part of this secured evidence is a video clip that Carol had caught during the lockdown of the little girl laughing and playing with newspapers on the floor in the upstairs level of the house. We were unsuccessful crossing her over.

			Part of me feels like I failed this child much in the same way I failed a baby’s spirit, hanging in the tree at the Screaming House. How could I not feel this way? Even though I try to tell myself I did everything in my power, I still feel like I failed. She is still there. Whatever evil specter is keeping her there still has its hold on her. I don’t want to imagine what that hell is like for her. She will be there long after I am gone. I failed a child, and it is a burden I carry with me. This is one memory I can’t bury, and sometimes I wish I had never stepped foot into that house. I can’t erase the past. It happened. I did my part to try to change things, and I continue to do my part today. It doesn’t change the fact that a little girl ghost roams the halls of a house in an undisclosed location somewhere in Missouri. I can still feel her cold little arms as they wrapped around my legs to hold on to me like she would her daddy.

			I know I took this so hard because of the baby hanging in the tree at the Screaming House, who I never was able to help. That is true, and is true every time I feel like I fail a child. It just seemed to me that every time I turned around, I was faced with another ghost of a child, and all I seemed to be able to do was fail where they were concerned. This was way before I shot the film, Children of the Grave, and it is still a fear of mine today.
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			Chapter 10

			Flashback, 1988

			I stood before the mirror, looking at myself. I didn’t look half bad, dressed head to toe in the latest Christian Dior. I should have been nervous. My older brother was pacing back and forth. “You know you don’t have to do this,” he whispered to me, right before it was time to go out.

			“I know,” I replied, with a smile on my face.

			“A plane ticket and spending cash anywhere you want to go. Let’s go right now. Just tell me where you want to go.”

			Unfortunately, he was serious. He was actually making me an offer, just like in the show, Let’s Make A Deal. Actually, I should have waited around to see if I was going to be offered Door Number 3. But I took Door Number 1. “I am right here where I want to be and this is the person that I am going to marry.” I was serious, and he knew I was no longer joking around.

			“Okay, then let’s get this done,” he said, and we headed into the chapel.

			The church was full, with nearly 400 people. This was no small affair. The aisles were lined with candles, and everywhere you looked there were white roses and lilies. The soloist was singing a song from Ice Castles as we entered. Could you get more eighties than that? The soloist was a former Miss Missouri, whom I had dated years before. As a matter of fact, there were more than just a few ex-girlfriends in the church that evening. I often wonder if they had showed up just to see if I would actually go through with it. They had to be surprised at the fact that someone had actually gotten me this far, and even more surprised in the simplicity of my selection of a mate; they obviously lacked the insight to see the elegance and the wisdom of my choice. They didn’t understand that my bride was the complete opposite of them and represented something “real” to me, something pure and untouched in its beauty––something they would never be able to understand.

			The organ pounded out the processional as the crowd stood. The doors at the back of the church opened, and for the first time in my life, the sight of someone took my breath away. I felt my knees buckle. My brother steadied me by grabbing my arm. She was a vision. The light hit the crystals on her gown, sending shards of light throughout the chapel, which seemed to make her glow as she made her way down the aisle toward me. The train of her gown was following her halfway up the aisle. Her choice was beyond words or description. The gown was old-fashioned and simple, but fit her completely. The crowd let out an audible gasp at first glance. She was magnificent. This was her moment, and she took full advantage of it. Those in the church that night, who might have been there to criticize, were silenced. The beauty queens never could have pulled off such natural beauty. She reached me at the altar, and I took her hand. She looked at me with those beautiful blue eyes that seemed to sparkle in the moment, and whispered to me, “I love you.” I could not reply. I was breathless. I was speechless. I was head over heels, completely and absolutely in love.

			March 2006

			The damn divorce papers came. I knew at some point I would have to deal with them, but nothing prepares you for the coldness of it all. I was expecting a simple divorce, but what I got when I opened the papers was the shock of my life. The woman who wanted to divorce her children was asking for joint custody. It seemed to me this was an obvious financial ploy. She had no genuine interest in the children, but she must have convinced herself that by gaining joint custody the child support would be reduced or even eliminated.

			This meant the kids were now dragged into the middle of this mess. My ex-wife couldn’t be civil enough to leave the divorce between us. I needed to hire a good attorney. I needed an awesome attorney. No, I needed a barracuda of an attorney who would not let go until we got what we needed to make everyone (me, the kids, my mom and dad, aunts and uncles, and anyone else involved with the kids) happy with the end result. And since no one knows who the anti-Christ is, or if they are practicing family law, I had to settle for the next best thing, Cheryl Mark Roberts. She was the champion of family law and family rights, and a straight barracuda when it came to deadbeat parents of either sex. Finally, after I had the attorney problem solved and an appointment was made, I decided it was time to speak with the children.

			I have never been the type of parent who tells my children which parent to choose. I have never really had to ask the children which parent they would want to choose, either. My ex-wife always made those choices for us. But I was pretty sure with her “Mommie Dearest” track record, this was not going to go well for her, and the score card was going to go heavily in my favor against joint custody. Sure enough, I spoke to each child individually and proposed the idea of joint custody. Their mother was quickly voted down. As a matter of fact, Lydia wanted to come with me to see my attorney to voice her opinion and concerns in person, which I agreed she should be able to do. Also, I had a signed separation agreement that stated that my ex-wife signed her parental rights away to me when she left. Come to find out, her attorney had no clue it existed. Well, when Lydia arrived at my attorney’s office, she let loose and gave numerous reasons why her mother was not a fit mother. She also informed us there was no way on God’s green earth her mother was ever coming near her or her brothers anytime soon.

			Now here is where it gets interesting. My attorney sent my ex-wife’s attorney a counteroffer stating the children’s disapproval and reminding them of the separation agreement. She also stated that it was highly unlikely joint custody would be granted. Eventually, I discovered that the reasoning behind the motion for joint custody was, in fact, my ex-wife’s scheme to get out of paying child support. At this point, my attorney called “bullshit” and stated that my ex-wife was going to pay child support, as well as provide the children’s health care. It turns out that my ex-wife made a huge mistake early on when filing the disclosure papers. She listed that she had smoked pot within the last six months when she completed the forms. Can you imagine? And how her attorney did not catch that mistake, we will never know. Because of this blunder, my attorney suggested I request that my ex-wife be drug tested. Guess what? Within 48 hours, my ex-wife was no longer asking for custody and she agreed to be responsible for all of the financial stipulations of the divorce. You’ve got to love Cheryl Mark Johnson.

			Flashback, October 1988

			There were nights that I would find my wife up, sitting in the dark. Alone. Quiet.

			“What are you doing?” I would ask.

			“Couldn’t sleep,” she would say.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Fine. Just sitting here,” she would answer.

			There were nights when I would catch her in a restless sleep. Murmuring. Mumbling. Nightmares, I would suppose, but she would never mention them. I wonder now if she ever remembered them. I would always calm her and she would go deeper into sleep.

			“Steven, it is just not right.” It was Zoe, on the phone with me. “She is not acting like a mother should. Listen to me, dear heart. This is her first baby. She should be all over it, but instead she is acting like Lydia hardly even exists. Come on, isn’t there something wrong with this picture? Did you talk to the doctor about postpartum depression?”

			“Yes, and he said that he thought she was just fine,” I said.

			“Well, I think I would be finding another fucking doctor, if I were you. Look, she is not doing anything for this baby that she should be. A mother does not act like that. I am telling you, there is something wrong here. You don’t think she is suicidal or anything like that, do you?”

			“Oh come on, Zoe, of course I don’t.” Was I reassuring her or was I reassuring myself ? At the moment, thinking about it gave me a chill because I was not sure what I was doing.

			“You hear about this kind of thing all of the time. I just do not want to see you on the ten o’clock news, crying your guts out because the bitch decided to flip her ‘Sybil’ switch.”

			“Oh come on, Zoe!” I said, sounding aggravated.

			“Well, if I were you, I would keep one eye on Miss Christmas and one very close eye on your daughter, ’cause something is not fucking right.” She always had this way of driving a point home with a big old mallet and a spike.

			Even though I hated to admit it, this time Zoe was right. Something was not right. How should a new mother behave? Hell, I had no clue. I had never been through this before. Granted, we were not under the best of circumstances. Maybe it would just take some time? Maybe once things got a little better, so would she? Just maybe?

			Shortly after that is when the crying spells started. It seemed that for the slightest reason, she would begin to cry. She would not tell me why. There would be no reason for it. She would just start crying. One night I found her sitting in the dark, crying.

			“What is wrong with you?” I demanded.

			“Nothing. Just leave me alone,” she replied through her tears.

			“No, I am not going to leave you alone. You are going to tell me what the hell is going on!” I was clearly pushing now.

			“I said NOTHING!” she screamed in return.

			“You need to tell me what is happening with you.”

			“I’m just sad, okay? I am sad with everything. I am defective. I am not a good mother. I can’t do anything right. Everything I try to do I mess up. Everything.”

			“What are you talking about?” I lowered my voice.

			“You are just better at everything than I am. You are a much better parent than I am. You take much better care of Lydia than I could ever do,” she said.

			“This is not a competition. This is something that we are supposed to do together,” I said, trying to understand where she was coming from.

			“Then why do you have to be so damn good at it? I mean, Jesus Christ, can’t you fuck up something once in a while?” she asked.

			“I am trying to do what is right by both you and Lydia.”

			“I get jealous of the time that you two spend together,” she said.

			“Jealous?” I was more than a little shocked.

			“Yeah, jealous. Everything revolves around her. Everything.”

			I could not believe what I was hearing. “This is getting fucking weird,” I said as I started to head down the hall toward the bedroom, with her on my heels.

			“Well, you asked me. You wanted to know what I was feeling. Well, sometimes I am jealous. I’m jealous of the time that you spend with her and not me!”

			“Are you listening to yourself ? Are you really listening to yourself and what you are saying? You are the one that comes home and I can hardly get two fucking words out of you. Hell, maybe I’m the one who is jealous! Did you ever think of that? Did you ever think that I might need to talk to you every once in a while? Did you ever consider the fact that I might be lonely?” I was getting angrier by the second.

			“I can’t talk to you!” she said, storming out of the bedroom, with me running after her.

			“Don’t you turn your back on me! You wanted to talk! Then let’s fucking talk, sister!”

			“I am not going to talk to you when you are like this!” she said, throwing herself onto the couch.

			“Why are you so self-centered all of the time?! Why does everything have to revolve around you?! Well, you are a mother now and it CAN’T!” The veins were clearly popping out of my neck now.

			She let out a scream, “STOP IT! STOP IT! STOP IT!” She was pulling out her own hair and beating herself in the head. I stood there, watching. I stood there watching the scene in horror, not knowing what to do. “STOP IT! Stop it! Stop it …  stop it  . . .” She broke down crying. I went down the hall into Lydia’s room and got her ready to leave. I headed for the door with her in my arms. We were leaving. I did not know what else to do. “Where are you going? Where are you going?” She came running, screaming and crying.

			“I am not sure I can handle this anymore. I love you, but all of this is just too much,” I said, fighting back tears.

			“What are you doing? What . . . are . . . you . . . doing?” She was sobbing now.

			The moment of truth. Do I walk out that door to a life of sanity? Or do I try to pick up the pieces here and make this work? I looked at her. Tears were running down her face. She looked awful. Was she in there somewhere? Was she hiding from me? “Where is the woman I married?” I asked.

			“I’m here. I am just a little confused right now, but I am here,” she said.

			I walked over to her and I put my arm around her. There we stood in the light of the hallway, a family trying to stay together. We were holding on for dear life––me, my wife, and my baby.

			I guess that is when I really started to ignore her mental illness. There were times when she could not handle things, when she would beat herself in the head, and I would see her literally pull out her own hair. Looking back now, I knew she was slipping away, but I had no idea how to handle it. Sometimes I would tell myself it was just her overacting to get a reaction. I do feel guilty for that now, because I do know now she was not acting. However, she hid this illness from me from the beginning, so the blame does not lie entirely in my corner.

			In the years that followed, I would get phone calls at work with her crying and sobbing for me to come home. What do you do with that? I was doing everything I knew how, just to keep our heads above water, trying to keep us all together. There were times when she would turn off the alarm and I would wake up late for work, with her begging me not to go. All of it comes back to me now. And I see it for what it was. I was trying to do my best in the eye of a storm I could not control. I did not know my wife was losing her mind. I did not know she had begun planning to hurt us. I simply did not know.
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			Chapter 11

			April 2006

			Tommy lay face down in the grass in the morning dew. His breathing was shallow. He was naked to the waist, with his shirt tucked into his belt, the way it always was. His left hand was relaxed, as if he was sleeping, but his right hand was clutching the blades of grass, holding on as if he could fall from the side of this planet and go floating off into space.

			The morning dew sparkled on his blue-gray skin, almost as if he were covered in glitter—glitter from a rave that would never happen, a party that would pass him by. Tommy was dying. He already was suffering from exposure and hypothermia. The coma had taken him in the early hours of the morning, right about three. Tommy lay face down in the backyard of a stranger’s house, dying. He was dying of a heroin overdose, and he was only two yards away from the Screaming House.

			Tommy was not a stranger to the Screaming House, and we can only imagine that in his stupor he was headed to the front porch to sleep. The current residents would have been surprised to step out on the front porch to find him, but they were never given the chance. During those dark years, Tommy would always sleep on the porch of the Screaming House when he had nowhere to go. He was one of Helen’s misfits, whom she loved and mothered. She was always able to see past the wrong in a kid, and see the goodness within them. Tommy was no different, where she was concerned. There were many nights and many mornings when we would step out onto the porch to find him there, curled up on one of the chairs or stretched out upon the swing. He was almost a fixture there, like any other of us. There was Tommy, sleeping on the porch again. None of us thought anything of it. We never judged him or questioned him. I think deep down we all knew this was, for that moment in time, his only place to go. With all of the craziness during the haunting, this scared kid found solace on that porch when he needed it.

			You have to wonder just how bad his life really must have been. I always liked him. But I always knew never to feel sorry for him, either. The last thing you want, when you are in a horrible position, is someone to come along and feel sorry for you. I knew that because I had lived it. I understood he was like all of us––just struggling to get through it all. Helen understood this, too. Helen understood Tommy.

			Did I know he had once spent time in jail? Yes, of course I did. But I also knew he was an extremely talented artist. We all make mistakes in our lives, and this 21-year-old kid was not any different from any of us. I wasn’t going to make judgments on his past. He didn’t spend time in jail for murder, if that is what you are thinking. I knew his crime was very minimal. I once knew what it was, but I don’t want to say now, because the details have slipped over the passing of time. However, I do remember it was small in comparison to most crimes.

			The point is, the boy paid his price for it. Once you are marked at such a young age, it is very hard to find a way to start over. It is even harder to start over in a small town like Union with a record. Dreams? Sure, the kid had his share of dreams, like anyone else, but he also had a close, watchful eye on him wherever he went. It is hard to see how your dreams are going to come true when you live in a small town, convicted of a felony, with barely a place to live. I could see the pain in the boy’s eyes, because I saw the same pain in my eyes every day when I looked into the mirror. Pain is pain, no matter what causes it or whatever way you want to cut it. We were very different in so many ways, but in some ways, we were very much alike. We both knew the pain life could throw at you. We both understood struggle. Tommy had a record, and I had baggage.

			The Screaming House had its influence on Tommy, the same way it affected everyone else who was exposed to it for any length of time. The day Helen was planning on killing Charlie, Tommy helped Helen look for the clip for the rifle. When she could not find it, he was the one who suggested a serrated knife would do more damage on flesh than a regular household butcher knife. What I have always found most disturbing is he asked Helen if he could go with her to watch her kill Charlie. That was very unlike Tommy. Not only was it unlike him, but it was strange because he had always liked Charlie, and Charlie had always liked him. I remember Helen talking about that day, talking about how everyone in the house was so calm, and how no one tried to talk her out of doing it. She would tell me it was like everyone was under some type of spell. No one was acting the way they normally would. Tommy was one of those acting out of character that day. He was the most helpful, even to the point of wanting to go along. He was her right-hand man. He was behaving as her accessory, helping her premeditate how to commit the murder.

			Thank God Charlie got away from Helen that day before Helen could cut off his manhood, because that is where she was holding the knife on him. Tommy was the one who helped her plan it. A houseful of teenagers, and no one tried to stop her. Every single one of them was acting out of character. I remember going to get Helen out of the house, and how the kids were acting on that day. They looked at me as if they wanted to kill me. The scariest part was that all of them had black eyes. Black eyes, just like I had seen with Helen. I have no doubt the house had its influence upon Tommy, the way it had on everyone else, and that bothers me even more now. The kids were all acting as if they were under a spell. Not one of them was acting right by that time, during the haunting. Not one of them has lived a good life afterward, either. Very few of them are still living today. Taken out of this world in horrible ways. Their deaths have been tragic, at the very least, and downright horrific at the most. Tommy was no different.

			“Steven! Tommy is in the hospital. He’s in a coma.” Helen was on the other end of the phone line, delivering the news. She was crying as she was telling me what was happening. I couldn’t believe what she was telling me, but at the same time there was a part of me that half expected the news to come, and I felt guilty for it. I wanted to see good things happen for Tommy. I wanted to see a happy ending for him, but at the moment he was in ICU, the result of bad heroin, and they were not sure he was going to make it. If he did, he was going to be brain-damaged for the rest of his life.

			I hung up the phone, and I had to sit down and take it all in. A life wasted. Then the sheer loneliness of his last lucid moments hit me, and I had to wonder just how aware he was, lying there face down in the grass in the middle of the night, with no one to help him. Was he aware of his circumstance? Was he aware he was in trouble? Did he try to call out? Did he try to scream? The tears began to roll down my face as I considered the possibilities. Tommy was left alone with his final thoughts, found face down in the dirt. We all deserve better than that. He deserved better than that. The questions about the heroin found their way into my thoughts. Don’t get me wrong, I can understand the need for escape. Hell, our society is built upon escapism. We spend millions of dollars each year just for the sole purpose for the need of escape. What I don’t get is the death dance. What I mean by the death dance is the tempting of the odds, playing that sad old game of Russian roulette with your life. Heroin serves exactly that purpose, the self-destructive’s version of Russian roulette. One bad round into a vein and that’s it.

			Tommy had every reason, and if you ask me, every right for the need of a little escapism. Let’s face it, life up to this point had not exactly been a night at the opera. Hard to keep a positive fucking attitude with the way things had been going for him. I have to wonder if he was feeling more than a little self-destructive. But why would Tommy let someone stick a needle into his arm and fill his veins with an unknown substance, not sure exactly what it was going to do to him? Sure, you might be told it’s safe, but the truth of the matter is you really never know, and who can you really trust? Obviously on this night, Tommy trusted the wrong person.

			Five days later Tommy died. They pulled the plug and the tubes because there was no brain activity and no hope for him. Whatever talent he had for art went with him, and no one but a few people close to him will ever know how talented this young boy was and what we all have lost. No one will ever know of his sense of humor, his huge heart, and his ability to give to others. The indignation of a young one’s death is the way it steals from us all of the untold gifts of a possible future unrealized and untold.

			I knew Tommy and I knew of these untold gifts and the person that he was, but you never will. Up to this point, those of you who may have heard of him, know him as the young man found face-down on the grass, who died of a bad heroin injection. No one wants to be remembered like that, or needs to be. He was much more than that. We live. We make mistakes. We have our triumphs, sadness, talents, and those we have touched in this life. We teach others about life more than we learn. Tommy, I learned from you. I felt as if I had lost a friend. Helen and Charlie felt as if they had lost a son.

			There was an investigation into Tommy’s death. At times, it felt as if not enough was being done, because who was concerned with a misfit felon of a young man, who died of a drug overdose? A few years passed, and more young people began ending up in the hospital and the county morgue from a type of bad heroin being passed around. Finally, an arrest was made and justice was served, but not in Tommy’s name.

			To this day, there are reports of people driving by the Screaming House and seeing Tommy sitting on the front porch, emotionless, staring off into space. I have personally seen him a few times. I have to wonder if he returned there to the porch because that is where he was headed on the night of his death. If that is the case, he finally made it home. My other thoughts are more sinister and disturbing in nature, and I don’t like talking about them. In those thoughts, I wonder if the Screaming House captured his soul and now he is caught there, without the ability to move on. I would like to think it is the first case and not the second. But then again, with that fucking place, you can never be sure.
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			Chapter 12

			Early May 2006

			“Steven, you have to get over here, now!” It was early in the morning when I got the phone call from Charlie. He was frantic on the other end of the line. The only thing he would tell me was that Helen was not acting like herself and I needed to get over to their apartment now to help him. I had a pretty good idea what I was in for, even before I hung up the phone. I could hear the fear in Charlie’s voice. I knew the sound of that fear. I had heard it before. The sound of his voice told me I might not be dealing with Helen at all this morning, it told me the monster might be loose.

			I hurried and got dressed. On the way out the door, I grabbed my wallet, making sure I had a few blessed medals from Father Paul placed firmly inside one of the inside pockets. I reached the front door and turned around to go back inside. I reached into one of the kitchen cabinets to pull out a jar of holy water to bless myself. After now convincing myself I was ready, I once again headed for the door and the car. I drove to the apartment carefully, paying very close attention to everything around me. I knew if my fears were correct, It was capable of trying to stop me from reaching Helen and Charlie. I had been down that road before, and today I wasn’t going to take any chances.

			A chill went through my body as I remembered some of the incidents that tried to stop me before. Just then, a large trash truck seemingly came out of nowhere. I slammed on my brakes and put my fist to my horn. I was right to be very careful. The driver flipped me his middle finger and I was stunned, because he was the one who almost hit me. You have to understand the unreasonableness of it all, and that the actions of all those around you may be influenced at any given time. Was it possible the driver of the truck was being overtaken by some mysterious evil force, controlling his actions and his mood? Was I put on the road to potential disaster without me knowing it, even before I stepped from my house or into my car? Then, of course, there is always the everyday possibility that the guy was just an asshole, and there was nothing more to it than that. Even in my post-haunting world, I still had the ability to see an asshole as just being an asshole.

			I pulled into the parking lot, ran up the steps to Helen’s apartment, and knocked on the door. Charlie answered it with a frightened look on his face. At that moment, I knew Helen had tried to kill him again. I was not even through the front door, and I could see Helen sitting on the couch with her head down where I couldn’t see her face. The first thing I heard was her voice. The voice I knew all too well. A voice that wasn’t Helen’s at all. The monster was out, and it was ready to play.

			“What the fuck is he doing here?” she asked as she lifted her head. I got a clear look at her black eyes. The shark eyes I was all too familiar with. I started to back out of the door again without even thinking. It was complete reflex, and I had to stop myself from running.

			“Charlie called me. He called me to help,” I said, not really knowing what else to say at the moment. I knew I was stalling for time, trying to figure out my next move, knowing she was already three steps ahead of me.

			“The bastard took her medicine away from her,” she grinned, with that low, smoke-filled laugh. I knew Charlie, and I had no doubt what It was telling me was true. The one thing I couldn’t understand, is why Charlie didn’t get that the only thing keeping him alive was the medication. As long as It could be subdued with medication, there would be no problems. However, once the medication was taken away, the monster would become unleashed and allowed to roam. It was easy to understand. But Charlie resented the money it took for the medicine. He hated it. He would rather spend his money on booze and women than on keeping his wife healthy and this thing under control enough for it to be safely and properly handled.

			“Charlie, get the doctor on the phone,” I said to him. He jumped to it, ready to do anything at this point because he knew he had fucked with the system. I turned my attention once again toward Helen, and I could see a moment of clarity coming over her. Whatever this was had always been transient with her. The longer it went untreated, the longer it would stay around. However, she had been under treatment for quite a few months at this point, so it was having trouble staying with her consistently.

			“Steven, I thought I was dreaming. I woke up, standing over Charlie with scissors in my hand. They were telling me to kill him, and I was going to do it just so they would stop showing me such horrible things and leave me alone.” She started crying at this point. It was a good thing Charlie woke up just when those scissors were getting ready to come down into his chest, because she would have killed him without a second thought. That was the last coherent word I heard from Helen that day. The rest of the day, she was slipping back and forth from delirium to the monster. The drive to the hospital made me extremely nervous because I never knew if It was going to decide to fight us on the highway, and I was more than relieved once we got her there.

			The routine was the same. She spent three days in the hospital and was stabilized. After returning home, it was an immediate visit to the priest. Medical, psychological, and then spiritual, I still follow these rules when dealing with my cases today. It was always successful with Helen, and it has always been successful with all of my cases. I know there are many questions going through your mind. To answer everything right now would be to give everything away. There is more to come.

			Shortly after this incident, Helen found out only by accident that Charlie had moved his girlfriend into the same apartment complex they were living in. Not the same building, but the building next to it. Of course, Charlie denied it and said he was not seeing her, and then it turned into he used to see her. Of course, Helen would catch him secretly talking to her and all hell would break loose. However, even then, Charlie would insist they were just friends and nothing was going on. It was always just Helen’s imagination. Now, you have to stop and consider just how bright of a man Charlie March really was. His wife, at this point, had tried to kill him twice. The first time, she tried to cut off his penis with a knife. The Catholic Church had determined that she was possessed by a demon. The psychiatric community could not explain what was going on with her and believed it was the result of her living through a haunting. The medical community had seen things happen to her they could not explain. She was currently taking medication to keep what they believed was a demonic entity subdued––or something along those lines. Now, would you do something deliberately to piss this woman off ? In my opinion, Charlie March, at this point, deserved the stupid husband award. Not only that, Charlie kept trying to take away the only thing keeping him alive, her medicine. Seems to me like this man had a death wish.

			Late May 2006

			Kelly was pregnant. Kelly was pregnant with Tommy’s baby and Tommy was dead. How does a teenager even begin to comprehend or deal with those feelings? Kelly was carrying his legacy and if you were to ask her, she would tell you, “I am going to have Tommy’s son.” It made you want to cry, the way she would cradle her arms around her stomach when she would say it. This was her way of holding on to Tommy and trying desperately not to let him go. She was trying to be brave, but you could tell she was scared. Tommy had left her all alone in a cruel, judgmental world. Kelly was in a world that shunned pregnant teenage girls and was especially forbidding of pregnant black teenage girls who were already on probation. You just had a feeling that things were going to end up wicked for this girl. Absolutely wicked.

			The bleeding started early one morning and Kelly knew she was not only losing the baby, she was losing the only part of Tommy she had left. I was there to take her to the hospital with Helen, and I never saw a girl grow up so fast in one day. I saw her age before my eyes. I saw her lose her baby in the back seat of a car on the way to the hospital, along with her innocence and the remainder of her connection to her dead first love. How do you deal with that? There are no words that can comfort a mother who loses a child. There is no sound more sorrowful than the sound of a mother when she hears her baby is gone, and in this case it was combined with another loss as well.

			I heard her cries, and I knew at that moment she wanted to die as well. She said it without words. She said with her every breath and the look in her eyes. The look in her eyes was the look of sheer terror. She must have felt that she let Tommy down in some way. She must have felt as if she failed to keep him alive, with the miscarriage of the baby. She must have felt that she had let him go, and she couldn’t stop it. The depression that followed was massive. Kelly became extremely self-destructive, and there was a time when we all thought we were going to lose her.

			I could not help but think that this plethora of bad luck was caused by some unworldly force. The wheels of catastrophe that were once set in motion by the agony of my family still turn and are present in the lives of people who have been involved with the Screaming House, in some shape or form. People were dying now. The stakes were rising and if this is what the demon had in mind, it was getting more horrific than any of us could have imagined. The game was still being played and we were still the pawns on the board. Tommy and the baby were added to the casualty list, and the game of our lives went on.
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			Chapter 13

			June 2006

			The old woman sitting in front of me was a town historian, of sorts. She was giving me the history of the Captain Cromwell addition of the town. I had never stopped trying to piece together the history of the haunting. I still hoped, if I could make sense of the haunting, I could stop the proverbial freight train we had all found ourselves on. The old woman rocked in her chair as she spoke to me. What she was telling me sounded more like a story from a romance novel than a historical account. She was in her late eighties, and she seemed to have a sense of satisfaction on her face as she told me the story:

			“The troubles and problems with the Cromwell addition in this town go all the way back to the 1800s. Minerva Cromwell was a lady of stature and society. She had been born into wealth, to a prominent Kentucky family that moved to Missouri for better days and better times. She was beautiful, and it was often said she moved with the grace of angels’ wings. However dramatic that statement may have been, her beauty helped her to marry a well-established captain from a well-established family. They built a life together in Union, Missouri, that everyone admired and envied. The captain loved his bride with the deepest of loves. He worshiped her deeply, and she adored him just the same.

			“They built their homestead in the grandest of fashions. The town of Union had never seen such a grand display of wealth and elegance. The home had the finest of all things within it, and it shone bright white with black trim. The land had horses and stables upon it. Barns and outbuildings were built and servants’ quarters were erected. The property was a constant bustle of activity, just to keep the place going and happy. Just for Minerva and her captain.

			“At first, things were perfect and times were good. However, the captain would be sent away to fight battles and do things that captains must do. Minerva would get lonely when he was gone. The captain, seeing her loneliness, gave her a large woman named Ivy to care for her while he was away. It was said that Ivy had a way with the black arts—a talent she would use to her benefit and that she did not mind sharing. Now Minerva and Ivy became very close. At least, that is what Minerva thought. Ivy was not stupid. She knew that pleasing the captain’s wife was the easiest way to make her life tranquil, and she set about doing just that.

			“During one of his long absences, Minerva became taken with one of the young, teenage servant boys. Ivy knew that it was easy to get Minerva to play during the captain’s absence. Some say Ivy conjured up a spell to help move things along, and one night Minerva brought the teenage boy to her bed. Shortly after that, the captain returned and before long, Minerva became pregnant.” The old woman paused for a moment, looking at my face for a reaction. I gave her none, but continued to listen.

			“Well, I think you are a smart enough man to figure out where this is headed for yourself. I think you can figure out why no one talks about the good old captain and his wife. They are an embarrassment to this community. You see, son, when the captain figured out that baby was not his, there was hell to pay, and I am talking hell on earth. The kind of hell this town had never seen before, and has never seen since. It has stuck with it, and it has been passed down through generations. Not the kind of thing they can just get over. You see, the good old captain loved Minerva so much that he loved her to death, and that is all I am going to say about it. There are just some things that are better left alone, and my advice to you is to leave this alone.”

			With that, she became quiet and would not tell me anything more. I wanted to know why I should leave this alone, and she just changed the subject on me. I knew the problem had never been the Screaming House itself. I knew the land was bad, but I could never really get anyone to tell me why.

			Now I knew I was on the right track, and I had someone sitting in front of me who had the whole story, but she would not tell me anymore than that. I almost felt like she was threatening me somehow, and I had to wonder if she had been put up to deliver the message to me to leave it alone. You know––give me enough information to keep me happy, and then tell me to leave it the fuck alone. You have to laugh when you think about it. That night, I lay in bed trying to go to sleep with these thoughts rolling through my mind.

			“She moved with the grace of angels’ wings.” There was something creepy about that statement, and I kept thinking about it, over and over. Then, I remembered the last e-mail I got from the landlord of the Screaming House, in November 2005, and the statement he made: “I can hear their little angel screams.” Angel again. Then I remembered the angels that surrounded the living room in the Screaming House. Maybe it was nothing, but I have to tell you, in the middle of the night it sure did creep me the hell out. Why angels? What if I was dealing with some sort of strange sect of people who worshiped fallen angels? The Book of Enoch talks about them. And it is clear in Revelations that when Lucifer was cast out of heaven, he had an army of angels who were cast out with him.

			“And there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels, And prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in heaven. And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.” —Revelation 12:7–10

			Was it possible that I had stumbled upon some type of strange sect of people who believed in and worshiped fallen angels, in a literal sense? When you start to kick around the idea in your mind and you actually take the leap, it begins to make sense and fits the situation. It also explains the hold that this haunting was having upon everyone involved. I don’t know how many times I had talked to priests, demonologists, and others who deal with this sort of thing, and they all have agreed that this particular haunting behaved very differently than those before it. It fit all of the characteristics of a severe demonic haunting. It came with everything a haunting like this had to offer, but it also had many new things as well.

			The strange thing is, I remember the landlord once claiming to me that he belonged to a sect of spiritualism and religion I had never heard of before. It is one thing to deal with simple demons, but we were climbing way up the hierarchy here, way up the hierarchy. When I was growing up, there had always been strange rumors of cultlike activity coming from this town. You didn’t hear about it coming from anywhere else in the county––just this town. What if I had managed to stumble upon this strange cult of people, and I was digging into something I shouldn’t be digging into?

			You know, the Voodoo religions believe in fallen angels. Maybe I was dealing with some sort of Voodoo-driven cult, which was a thought that gave me chills. Follow my thinking here. What if it all started with Ivy? What if that was the warning I had been given?

			The religion of the slaves was based upon African beliefs and practices, such as ceremonial spirit possession, spiritual healing, sorcery, and drumming and dance. These were also used as a form of worship. An ancestor cult called Kumina and the belief in obeah (sorcery) are living survivals of the African heritage. They believed strongly in supernatural influences. African religions believed there was a supreme and distant Creator who was generally uninvolved in human life, but that a group of angels actually protected and guided us. It is also believed that certain people or sorcerers could use ghosts or evil spirits for malicious purposes. Christians seek power and inspiration from the Holy Ghost, but the sorcerer would seek power and inspiration from Satan, demons, or the “fallen angels.”

			Catholic teachings believe that the fallen are demons, but somehow I would think it is a case of semantics in the course of beliefs. Seems to me the fallen would rank right below Lucifer and would be a hard opponent to deal with. Many religions place the fallen as a separate entity, which in this case I believe is what we were dealing with. These people practiced Voodoo mixed with Catholicism, and the main source of their beliefs was based upon the exaltation of the fallen angels. Instead of praying to God, these people would pray to the fallen, much in the same way as the African sorcerers would in the Voodoo religions. Would they also offer the fallen sacrifices in exchange for power or whatever they needed? The thought sent a chill through my body because I knew I was on to something. Why was the house always rented to families with children? Who was feeding what to whom for power? The perfect sacrifice would be children. Let’s face it, biblically this would not be the first time children were sacrificed in some form or another. Remember Abraham almost sacrificed his own son to God. Remember the unholy always attempts to be a mirror reflection of the holy. Even if it is sometimes in a bastardized form. Sometimes this bastardized form is even more powerful because of its pure mockery of God and the scripture.

			I kept going over and over the conversation in my head. It became clear to me, at that moment, that everything that had been said to me was said for a purpose, and that purpose was twofold: to give me information and to scare me enough to get me to stop. I have to be honest with you––in the middle of the night, it was doing a damn good job of scaring me. So good, that I began to pray my protection prayers, and I am glad I did because nothing could prepare me for the case that was going to land in my lap the next day. Another case of possession in Union, Missouri. I fell asleep thinking of angels and the nightmare began.

			The sound of wings was over my head, as I was running up a very steep hill. I could hear them, but they were just out of sight. I was running as fast as I could and I was falling. And as I fell, I could feel something swoop down at me like a large bird attacking. I scrambled to my feet and began to run again. The sound of the wings was all around me as I ran. There was a strange, low voice, which was filling my head as I tried to escape the flapping of the wings.

			A low, guttural female voice cackled, “Run, boy, run.”

			I was hurting. My legs were hurting. I was on the verge of total exhaustion and total physical collapse, but I knew if I stopped, they would converge on me and tear me apart.

			“Run, boy, run.”

			The hill became even steeper in front of me. The sound of the wings became louder and more massive. They were gaining in numbers!

			“Run, boy, run.”

			I fell and began to claw my way up the hill as the deafening sound dove in closer. I heard a screeching above me. That was when the voice inside my head began to laugh. I was completely and totally exhausted when the sounds and darkness began to consume me.

			That was when I felt the sharp pain of something pierce through my heart and I heard the laughing voice growl, “It is finished.”

			“GOD!” I came awake with my hands reaching straight up into the air as if reaching toward heaven. I fell into a heap upon the bed and began to weep. I knew instantly what I had just experienced. There was no thought process needed to calculate, no need to reason it all out. I had just been attacked by the fallen.

			“God, save me from this evil.” I sat there praying because I did the only thing I knew how to do at that moment. It came easy, and when you think about it, what else was there left for me to do? I was defenseless in the eye of the storm, but this wasn’t something new. Like I said many times before, I had been there all along. It was like being in the eye of a hurricane. You know that false sense of security you might feel in the eye of the hurricane, and then all of a sudden the shit hits the fan all over again? I had been living in a false sense of security for far too long. Hell, I had even told the world how strong and how resilient I was. I was just deceiving myself within the eye of the storm. I had no idea––resilient my ass. Say a few prayers over him, give him Communion, and his life is forever changed. Was I living in some sort of fairy tale? Wasn’t it me who told you that fairy tales didn’t exist? That what seemed like perfect lives and solutions, would always turn out tarnished in some way? Well, this wasn’t just tarnished, this was damn well broken.

			I got out of the bed and I stormed down the hallway to get a drink of water. I was standing at the sink, drinking my water, when I heard a noise coming from the living room. I hurried to see what was going on just in time to see a shadow figure fleeing out of the open front door. I raced to the door and looked out into the night. There was nothing and no one there. It was what I call a calling card. It meant a case was coming. It meant a bad case was coming. I sat down on the front steps in the night and smoked a cigarette as I watched the sun rise.

			I sat there considering everything I knew already about angels and religion, and as I watched the sun coming up, I saw the morning star. “Lucifer,” I whispered to myself. A cold chill ran through my body, because I knew the meaning of his name. Lucifer means “light-bearer” (from the Latin words, lucem ferre). It was the name given to the morning star.

			“What a contradiction of terms,” I continued to think as I lit another cigarette. I was raised a Christian and I knew what Christianity taught. I knew Christianity taught that the fallen angels were the original demons. I knew that somewhere in my own beliefs I held this to be true. But the question of the fallen seemed to keep coming up, whenever my life was concerned now. Angels in general kept coming up where this house and land was concerned.

			From the first day I moved into the house, I had dealt with the fallen. I tried to hang a picture of angels on the living room wall. It kept falling onto the floor, hitting me in the back of the legs. Was it just a coincidence the one picture I had trouble getting to hang on the wall just happened to be picture of angels in God’s good favor? The angels that bordered the ceiling were part of the cherubim. This choir of angels was one of the fallen choirs. Makes sense once you think about it. The picture of angels in God’s favor would not stay on the wall, but the cherubim who bordered the ceiling in the living room could, because they were part of exactly what the problem of the land was.

			Then there was the warning, the carving on the front porch post when Helen lived in the house. Neither of us had ever seen anything like it before. It was an up-and-down arrow shape, with things coming on and off of the arrow. I sent a copy of it to my good friend, Madame Star, who lived in California. She was a Wiccan, who was born to a Santeria high priestess. Her grandmother was also a high priestess in the art of Voodoo. I had a hunch it might be related to something along those lines, and I knew she would know. And sure enough, it was. She explained to me that it was a curse someone had tried to put on the house. She explained that you read this symbolism from top to bottom. She read it to me and this was the meaning: “Like Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden of Eden, and Lucifer and his angels were cast out of heaven into the fiery pits of hell, so should those who cross this threshold.”

			She told us to get rid of it and we did. We really did not even consider there to be anything to worry about. We actually thought that most likely some teenager found a book and was trying something they thought was cool at the town’s haunted house, but even now I have to wonder. I think it was much more than just a kid playing around. Once again, it was the falling of the angels. My thoughts had to go back to the Tower card Zoe pulled so many years ago. The fall from grace also came to mind again.

			“Daddy, what are you doing sitting out here on the porch?” Lydia seemed clearly puzzled as she saw me sitting there, and I am sure it might have looked strange to her. “Watching the sunrise,” I replied with a forced smile. “You are so weird sometimes,” she said, as she went back inside. She had no idea just how weird our lives were and how weird they could get. I couldn’t shake this feeling of danger ahead.

			You know that feeling you get deep inside that you just can’t seem to shake? That feeling that tells you all hell is about to break loose and you had better get ready for it? You know it is coming, but you are powerless to stop it. I looked over to my right, and I saw, just sticking above the grass, a can with something sticking out of it. I must have stared at it for a good couple of minutes, wondering what it could be. It was strange, because I had not noticed it there before. I got up, walked over to it, and picked it up. Inside the can was a dildo wrapped in a note. The note said, “Fuck you, Steven. I am coming for you and I am coming for your children.”

			I was in total shock at what I was reading. I thought it had to be some kind of sick joke someone was playing on the crazy, haunted guy. But for one moment in time, I could not move. Then I had to react. I hurried up and I buried it beneath a bunch of trash in the trash can, closed the lid on the can tightly, and went inside to wash my hands.

			Bill called me in the early evening. We had a case in Union, and from what he was telling me it sounded like a bad one, something about a child wanting to kill her infant sister. How in the hell do you deal with that? My first instinct was to say no and tell him to tell them to seek psychiatric care. I mean, that would be anyone’s first reaction.

			Then I remembered the calling card from the night before, which had sent me to the front porch until morning. I remembered my own children going through the nightmare they did. After what seemed like an eternity, I told Bill I would go check the case out. I could hear Zaffis in my head, telling me to be careful in everything I did. “Steven, it is very hard being in a case yourself and working cases,” he would often say to me.

			I knew that much of the emotional baggage I carried would go with me to this case, and I had to make sure that didn’t happen. Sometimes that is easier said than done when a small child is involved. Every time I look at a child who is going through hell, I see the faces of my children. It is a good thing and a bad thing, at the same time. It is emotional hell for me, but it is good for the child I am helping because I will go to great lengths to find a resolution. I have to deal with my own demons once again, after the case is over, and once again after everyone has gone home. Sometimes those are the worst of times. The memories and the guilt can be too much to handle.

			Bill called me back to let me know he had set up the consultation for the next night, He gave me the phone number and directions to what turned out to be a house in the middle of town. I told him I was going to take Preacher with me. We actually had a member of our team who was very close to becoming a Methodist minister, but he never finished fully. He was a tall, skinny man with piercing eyes and a good sense of humor. I always loved working with Preacher because he usually would get right down to business and to the point. He had a way about him that people seemed to respond to without question or argument, and if this was a case involving children, I was not going to have any patience with bullshit. The sooner we could get to the bottom of the cause of the happening, paranormal or non-paranormal, the better for the children’s sake.

			One thing I could always count on Bill for was detail. Detail is very important when you are going into a private case. You never want to go into a private case with your ass hanging in the wind. When Bill got a private case ready, I knew he had taken the clients through an extensive questionnaire that he went over with them, and which he would then go over with me. He would label any red flags he assessed during that interview so that I knew to be aware of these things. If at any point he felt there were too many red flags or there were danger signs involving the case, he would throw it out. He is an awesome case manager and it is an art very few people understand or can even do properly. I knew that when I walked into that house with Preacher, we were going to be ready for whatever came our way.

			The next night went precisely as planned. Bill’s directions took Preacher and me right to the front door of the house. The house smelled like someone was cooking dinner. All of these smells were mixing together, along with what I could swear was some pot mixed in, along with a strong odor of incense and Lysol. I knocked on the door. The husband opened the door, an average looking guy—white collar, I guessed by the way he was dressed. He seemed nervous as he asked us into the house.

			He offered us a seat on one of two couches in the living room, and he sat across from us on the other. Preacher immediately got down to business and started to question him. Now, things can go one of two ways with husbands from my experience. First off, there is the husband that believes that his wife and anyone else who tries to help are complete nut jobs. This is the guy I always feel sorry for because he doesn’t have a clue. However, we come across these guys quite often. Then, there are the husbands who have seen, heard, and witnessed something. These guys are the ones more than ready to talk. They will tell you anything as long as you can get the shit out of their house so their freaking life can get back to normal.

			This guy was a witness guy who wanted the shit out of his house. He had seen some shit, lots of shit. And this guy wanted to talk and talk and talk some more. The magic moment came when he asked Preacher what he could do to get his normal life back. I had to drop my head because we did not call him “Preacher” for nothing. And what Preacher had in store for this family was going to rock this guy’s world.

			“Well, what you need to ask yourself is, is my house in order? Would I be happy for Jesus to walk into my house today, or is there anything here that I would be ashamed of him seeing?” Preacher said firmly, looking him straight in the eye.

			At this point, the poor guy jumped up and stuff began to fly. He started filling Preacher’s arms with all sorts of things. Porn, alcohol, more porn, a bong, a pipe, more porn, another bong, more porn, more porn, a fifth of Jack, more porn, another pipe, and more porn. The guy looked around the room, exhausted. Preacher and I were in total shock.

			The guy looked around one more time and then suddenly dove for my feet. “Excuse me,” he said as he came up with more porn for Preacher’s already full arms. “There, that’s it,” he said, out of breath as he looked at Preacher proudly. “My house is now ready for Jesus. Is that it? Will the shit stop now?” Preacher, after asking for a bag and placing the non-Jesus items in it, began to explain to the guy it was going to be a little bit more complicated than that. The guy’s face turned white and he almost began to cry.

			“Listen, man, my wife isn’t acting right. Shit is walking around here. I had something attack me in my bed. And my daughter says her doll told her to kill her four-month-old sister. We need help here.” The guy was clearly crying at this point.

			Preacher set down the bag of items, went over to him, and put his arm around him. “Would you like to pray with me?” he asked. The man nodded yes, and they began to pray together. When the prayer was over, the man lifted his head and it seemed as if it had helped him. He appeared more composed and calm. Immediately, I felt a shift of energy within the room, which quickly drew my attention away from the husband. It was an almost instant coldness.

			The wife had entered the room.

			Preacher sat back down by me as she placed herself next to her husband. Instantly, I began to assess her. She looked horrible. She had sunken eyes, gaunt cheeks, and pale skin. There was no color to her skin other than gray shadows. I recognized her behavior the moment I saw it.

			She was cool, calm, and collected. She even admitted smoking pot without blinking an eye. “I need it to relax sometimes.” I was getting nowhere fast and I knew it. In the meantime, Preacher was setting up a time to go to church with the husband, who was more than ready to throw himself on the altar at this point. We left the couple with the promise to return for further evaluation with equipment.

			I identified what the problem was. I knew the wife was possibly attached, and there was part of me that feared she might even be already under a possession, but I had no proof. If she was, the demon was playing a clever cat and mouse game with me. Part of me was also very worried because this house also was on the Cromwell addition of town. So, we could very well be dealing with the same type of thing we had dealt with at the Screaming House. I had the feeling she knew me, like she was looking through me. I was scared, because I was close to it and I also knew what it was capable of. I realized I was playing with fire. But in order to get the ball rolling, we needed evidence. We needed something to act upon. I decided to send Preacher back in a few days with a recorder to interview the wife without the husband being present. My thought was to shake up the game a little and to see what confirmation we could come up with. So, that is what we did. A few days later, Preacher and another male team member went to the house in the middle of the day to interview the wife alone. Preacher came back with the tape, and we sat down to listen.

			Recording Transcript

			Preacher: Can you tell me about your daughter?

			Wife: My daughter is four years old. I can’t keep up with her anymore. She is out of control.

			Preacher: Did your daughter say she wanted to hurt her sister?

			Wife: She did more than say it. I found her in the crib with her pillow over her sister’s face, trying to smother her. She said her doll told her to do it.

			Unknown Whisper: Do it.

			Preacher: How did you handle it?

			Wife: I panicked. I spanked her. I don’t think I am a very good mother.

			Preacher: Why do you say that?

			Wife: I don’t think I love my children.

			Unknown Whisper: Kill her.

			Preacher: You said, before we sat down here in the kitchen, that you don’t like it in here. Why don’t you like it in here?

			Unknown Whisper: Bitch. Kill her. Bitch.

			Wife: I don’t like the refrigerator.

			Preacher: Why the refrigerator?

			Unknown Whisper: I did it. I did it. Bitch.

			Wife: I find the door standing wide open all of the time, even after I just closed it.

			Unknown Low Voice: I opened the refrigerator.

			At that moment, I stopped the tape. Preacher was looking at me with his mouth wide open. “I told you, Preacher. I told you it was hiding from me,” I said, clearly excited. But who was I going to get to help solve the problem? I was not going to be able to turn to the Catholic Church for this one, for reasons that I am going to leave unsaid here. Some things should remain private.

			I had to think and I had to think fast. Then I remembered a friend of mine from Louisiana, named Rev. Martin Thompson. Reverend Thompson was a Southern Evangelist and an exorcist. I immediately got him on the phone and told him what was going on. I let him listen to part of the tape on the phone. He wanted me to send a copy of the tape to him through file sharing, which I did. Not even an hour later the phone rang, and he was on the other end of the line.

			“I am on my way, Steven. It is going to take me a day to get to you, but I am coming. Do not tell her I’m coming to perform an exorcism, but someone better have a serious talk with that husband of hers, because when I get there, it is going to hit the fan, the Lord’s fan, if you know what I mean.”

			We set the plans in motion, and I hung up. Preacher looked at me, as if to ask if everything was okay. “Everything is all right, Preacher. He is on the way. He will get into town tomorrow night, and we will go over there the next morning. You need to get ahold of that husband and school him on the ways of the Lord, because help is coming in the form of thunderous Holy Ghost power.” Preacher looked at me even more puzzled. “Just wait until you meet Reverend Martin Thompson. “

			Reverend Thompson hit town the next night, right on schedule. He checked into the local hotel and rested up to gain his strength for the next day. We were going to meet at Preacher’s house first, to say our hellos and to partake of Holy Communion before going to the apartment. To my surprise, Reverend Thompson called to ask me for directions to the Screaming House so he could get a look at it before meeting with us. I gave him the directions. I waited at Preacher’s and sure enough, right on time, Reverend Thompson pulled up and jumped out of his car. 

			“That darn house you lived in, Steven, is about the spookiest place I have seen in a while. I pulled up to it and the darn front door opens up. Now, I am not sure if it was letting something out or if it was inviting me in, but I tell ya, I would like to take a crack at that one, if I ever get the chance.” There was no doubt in my mind that I was sure he would. There was also no question that it would be a fair fight. You could just feel the energy coming off of this man, and instantly I knew I had made the right choice.

			After we visited for a few moments, we got down to business. We discussed what we were going to do and how things were going to be handled. Then, the last thing we did was gather around the kitchen table, where the reverend administered Holy Communion. I have taken Communion many times before in my life, but this moment, in this small kitchen, it meant something. There was power in it. It was the raising of our armor before battle. At that point, it was the closest feeling to what it would be like to go off to war—just maybe a small inkling of how that might feel. At that moment, we were being fortified.

			When we got to the house, everything was seemingly quiet and actually serene. The husband had been instructed to tell his wife we were bringing in an investigator from out of town who was a specialist with this type of haunting. She seemed to be buying that idea. We were also instructed to refer to the reverend as Martin. The first thing Martin did when we arrived was turn off all of the power within the house at the power box. He then placed different gauges in different rooms. In the girls’ bedroom, he placed a temperature gauge, which we could read from the living room. While someone was talking outside with the wife, Martin came up to me and said, “Watch that temperature gauge and I will show you something real cool.” He was holding a crucifix in his hand as he headed into the girls’ bedroom. I was watching him on a monitor as he placed the crucifix on the “evil doll,” with a huge smile on his face. To my surprise, the temperature in the room started to rapidly drop. It dropped over twenty degrees in under a minute and then held steady.

			“See, looks like something ain’t right with that doll. We need to get it outta here. Either I get rid of it, or you send it to Zaffis for his museum.” He went into the bedroom and grabbed the doll. As soon as he left the room with the doll, the temperature immediately went back to normal. I sat there in amazement.

			The wife immediately saw what was in his hands. “What are you doing with that? Put that down.” Then the screaming and crying started. This went on for about an hour. The husband finally intervened. He removed the doll himself and put it in Martin’s car.

			We were now sitting in the living room, Martin beside me on the couch and the wife glaring at us from across the coffee table. She was pissed at both of us. “Will you hold this for me?” Martin calmly handed her a Bible, which she took without thinking about it. She didn’t even take the time to observe what she had been handed. She looked at the Bible in her hands and then looked at Martin, and it was clear at this point that the war had started. She drew her arm back with the Bible in her hand, and she slammed the book on the floor. “Now why would you throw a perfectly good book like that on the floor?” he asked her calmly, picking up the Bible.

			“I don’t like religion. I don’t appreciate it. And I don’t think I like you,” she said to him in total disgust, with eyes glaring.

			“That’s okay, but would you mind holding my crucifix?” The first thing that went through my mind was why in the hell would he give her a sharp object to hold?

			“Keep it!” she said to him, immediately.

			It was about eight in the evening when the exorcism began. The ritual was very emotional at times. There was one critical moment when I knew the tables were turning. She began to cry and when she began to cry the whole room began to cry with her. I myself cried uncontrollably, and I am not sure even where it came from. Some will tell you it is when the Holy Spirit has entered the room, and that is when I noticed some sort of an energy shift had taken place. You could feel evil exit and God arrive.

			Call me crazy and say what you will, but I am just telling you what happened. At this point, the woman collapsed and we laid her down on one of the couches. Everyone left the room except for Martin and myself. Martin looked at me with the tears rolling down my face, and I looked at him with the tears rolling down his face, and he said, “Cool, isn’t it?” Then, all of a sudden the woman jumped up from the couch, pushed past everyone, and rushed for the front door. Martin yelled, “Catch her, Steven!”

			When I eventually caught her, she was doubled over outside on the front stoop. She was going to be sick and she was having trouble standing. I leaned down and I put my arms around her waist and I held her up as she began to vomit. She began to vomit up a black substance, continuously. I have never seen someone vomit so much in my life and I have never seen anyone vomit up this blackness that was pouring from her body. While she was doing this, I could feel the bones in her body begin to move. Her vertebrae, her ribs, everything was readjusting itself. She was cracking and popping beneath my arms and chest. I was completely blown away by the whole thing. When it was over, she collapsed like a rag doll in my arms.

			I carried her back into the house and I laid her back down on the couch. She appeared to be sleeping. My face must have been white because Martin looked at me with a smile on his face and said, “You felt it, didn’t you? You felt the demon leave her body? Didn’t you?” I looked at him and all I could do was nod my head in agreement. “Something you will never forget, kid. Never forget that for sure,” he said as he leaned over to check her.

			After an hour, she stirred, sat up, and started to talk. The first words out of her mouth were, “I want my babies.” I looked at her face. She looked like a different person. No more sunken eyes. No more sunken cheeks, in fact they were rosy. The husband went next door and got the children, and when he gave her the baby she started to cry. And I have to admit there was a second there when I was a little jealous of them. I reflected for a moment, wishing I could have had my wife suddenly wake up and want her babies. I patted Martin on the back and said, “Good job.” I was proud of what we had accomplished there. The last time I saw Martin, he was getting into his car, and with a nod of his head he was gone. Even though I would miss him, I would cherish the things he had taught me and the experience we had shared together.

			The whole experience did leave me with more questions. Why Union, Missouri, again? More specifically, why did another case of possession happen within the boundaries of the Cromwell addition of town? The odds of two possessions happening so close together are very slim, at best. It just did not make sense. What was wrong with Union, Missouri, and what was the secret this town was hiding? My theory about the fallen angels and cult activity might not be too far off of the mark. Something bizarre was going on in this small town and I was going to find out what it was.
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			Chapter 14

			Flashback, 1992

			I loved working in the theater more than anything else in existence. You never knew what to expect from one moment to the next. It was this constant, ever-changing world. I found it exciting and exhilarating. I was home and I fit in. There was only one time in my life when I really felt like I belonged, and that is when I was in the theater. Whether I was working or I was on stage. I have never felt at home anywhere else but the theater. The rest of my life, I have been nothing but a fish out of water. It’s kind of sad, walking around feeling like you don’t belong because you are not where you should be. The truth is, we all make concessions for our life and for those within our lives. I was so happy in the theater, and I would spend hours there. Maybe it was an easy place for me to hide, because I knew at home I had a wife who was falling apart. It was my place to escape, and when your place to escape becomes your job, it’s all over. You become a major workaholic. I was unbelievable. I would get there early in the morning and I would not leave until very late at night. On Tuesdays, we would usually have a party for whatever show we had in town, and that usually meant we would go out with the cast afterward to show them around. Those nights could and would often last until dawn.

			It was my job. I had to do what was required by my job, and I relished it. I would hit those doors and anything that was going on in real life was gone in a second. As soon as I crossed that threshold, I was on a whole different planet, where those outside problems didn’t exist, where wives who cried all of the time and pulled their hair out in the middle of the night were not there. I could tell my receptionist to hold my calls when my wife would call on those days she thought she could not handle life anymore. When she tried calling, over and over, I would just have her turned off. It was that easy. My life was Evita, Tommy, Les Misérables, The Phantom of the Opera, and numerous concerts and stars who would come and go in a constant flood of chaos. Why would I want to go home? I would dress in the best suits and best ties, and I loved it. All of the time, things were getting worse at home, and I didn’t know or I didn’t care to pay attention, because I was living the life I had always wanted to live. Right or wrong, it was how I kept my sanity and my marriage together. Without it, we were all going to fall apart, and I didn’t know if I was going to be strong enough to pick up the pieces. There are two sides to every story. This is my side of it. This is what I did wrong. I know it. Sometimes it is easier to hide from the problems rather than face them.

			We were living in the city. Our house was one of those “yuppie rehabs,” the kind you see in magazines with track lighting and those huge pocket doors. We had the latest in security, just in case someone decided to step over the line into our little yuppie bubble. Heaven forbid if they did, because the police responded quicker for us than they would for, let’s say, two or three streets over––the streets we avoided. It is kind of sickening, now that I think about it. We were everything I now find pitiful. Maybe that is the word to explain the life we were living. Pitiful.

			I remember it was a fall evening and the drive home was perfect. The leaves were in full change. The reds, oranges, and yellows contrasted nicely with the brick of our brownstone as I pulled up. Fall in St. Louis is one of the prettiest times of the year. I walked up the walkway, admiring the trees and just the whole atmosphere of the neighborhood. It would be Halloween soon. The kids loved Halloween, and I had to admit that I loved it, too. I had to admit that I loved everything about my neighborhood. I loved everything about my city. I stepped up the stairway and I could hear little footsteps running around inside. I had already been spotted. They knew that I was home.

			The front door opened with a flurry of excitement. Lydia, of course, was leading the pack. “The pictures were flying off the wall and were hitting Mommy in the head,” she said, flushed with excitement.

			“In the head,” Michael added, punctuating what she had just said.

			“What are you three up to?” I asked, ready to get in on the game I thought they were obviously playing.

			“Daddy, you must listen to what I have to tell you,” Lydia said, with the verbal skills of a 20-year-old, not a five-year-old. “The pictures were flying off of the wall, and they were hitting Mommy in the head.” Matthew was standing to the side, giggling about the whole ordeal.

			“Where is your mother now?” I asked.

			“She is laying down,” Lydia excitedly told me.

			“Laying down,” Michael said, again punctuating what was just said.

			“Lying down,” I corrected them as I set my things down. I went down the long hallway to the bedroom. It is no wonder that these were called shotgun houses. You shoot into the front of them, and the bullet would hit every room before going out the back. And if you were lucky, you got to live on two floors with a beautiful staircase dividing the two. Our bedroom was in the back, on the first floor. “You kids stay in here and watch some TV,” I said on my way, causing Matthew to giggle with delight.

			The bedroom was dark as I entered. I started to turn on the light. “Please keep the light off,” my wife’s voice asked, coming from the bed. I walked over to the bed and sat carefully on the side of it next to her.

			“You want to tell me what happened?” I asked.

			“It was awful. You are not going to believe me, even if I tell you,” she said quietly, not moving on the bed.

			“Of course I will. Why wouldn’t I?” I asked.

			“The kids were just horrible today. I couldn’t get them to listen. No matter what I did, I could not get them to do what I wanted them to do. They wouldn’t pick up their toys or stop running in the house,” she said. I was a little confused, because this was the typical “the kids would not listen to me” routine. As usual, I was not hearing anything out of the ordinary from her. I did not understand why she was in bed with the light off as the kids were having the run of the house.

			“Okay?” I said, trying to be supportive. However, the fact of the matter was, I never could understand having to be supportive over normal childhood behavior.

			“Well, I lost my cool and I told them I was going to spank them if they didn’t listen to me, and a picture came off the wall and hit me in the head. They still were not listening, so I tried to grab one of them and another picture came off the wall and hit me. Every time I would try to stop them, Steven, I would get hit in the head with a picture or something. Something in this house was trying to hurt me, or stop me from trying to get my children to behave.” She started to cry.

			“What pictures are you talking about?” I asked. I have to admit the whole scenario seemed too wild and far out to believe, but I was playing along because I had been down this road before, and I knew things would go much easier if I just gave in to it.

			“Just look around. You’ll see,” she said.

			That is when I looked around and there were indeed pictures off the walls, lying on the floor. “Sure thing, honey, there are pictures lying on the floor,” I said, trying to make sense of it all and trying to calm her at the same time.

			“See, I told you so!” she said through her tears.

			“Tell you what; I will pick up this mess. Why don’t you sleep and I will take care of dinner,” I said. I knew from past episodes that it wouldn’t do any good to try to talk sense into her when she was like this. The best thing I could do was close the door and let her sleep. And that is what I did. I went around, putting the pictures back on the walls.

			“Is Mommy okay, Daddy?’ I turned around to see Lydia standing there, watching me pick up the pictures and hang them back on the wall.

			“Mommy will be fine, she just needs to rest. What do you suppose happened to the pictures?”

			“I don’t know, Daddy. The madder Mommy got, the more they hit her,” Lydia said.

			“Hit her?” I asked.

			“Zoomed off the wall and hit her,” said Lydia with both hands to add effect to the statement. “I see,” I said, hanging the last picture on the wall and making sure it was good and straight. Then I turned to her. “Tell you what; how about Happy Meals tonight for dinner?” I proposed. With a screech of delight, Lydia was on her way to get her brothers ready to go, while I stood there puzzling over the whole ordeal. It didn’t make much sense to me. After all, I had not been there, so how could I know?

			July 2006

			I needed to do what I needed to do––and what I needed to do was raise my children. I did do a community production of Guys and Dolls when the kids were in their early teens. I wanted them to see me at least do one thing. It had nothing to do with ego. I wanted them to see that part of me. They were so young, I knew they would not remember what life was like then. But it was important for me to get them into the theater and work. They helped work on the sets and they got to learn how to hang lights. When it came time for the production to actually open, they got to see people stand on their feet for their dad. It was a side of me they had only heard war stories about, up until that moment. War stories are fine and all, but to actually see it, well, you can’t replace that kind of memory. Now I know that just maybe my grandchildren will hear about that part of my life. I would hope so. You want your children to know you as a person, not just as a figurehead. I wanted them to know me, and to know me you have to see me in my element. The theater is my home. They got to see me at home and not just from sitting in an audience. They got to get their hands dirty in it. I wish I could have told the judge all about it on the day of my divorce. I wish she could have known about my hands-on approach to raising my kids. Lydia wanted to come to court with me. I wouldn’t allow it. There is no reason to expose your children to the ugliness of a divorce hearing. They don’t need to witness the undoing of their family institution. In this case, it was dreadful.

			The judge asked my ex-wife questions about the children, and she had trouble answering all of them. She sat there with a smile on her face the whole time. She did not know Matthew was a football player, or that all of my kids were required to play instruments in the band. She had no idea that Michael wanted to be a geologist, or that he was considered a gifted child. She did not know Lydia was a straight-A student who loved music more than life itself. She was clueless about these things and she covered up her shortcomings with that Cheshire grin when she could not say anything of real substance.

			When it was time to speak on my behalf, the judge asked me about the children. I told her all of these things and more. I expressed to her how proud I was to be the father of these wonderful human beings and how I was doing everything I could to raise them. The judge told me I was doing a great job. Then she granted the divorce, but before she granted it, she looked at my ex-wife and asked, “You understand you are giving up your parental rights?” She replied, “Yes,” with a smirk on her face. The divorce was granted. Afterward the judge said that in all her years working within a family court she had never seen anything like that from a mother.

			I was unsure about my feelings. What I had just witnessed had made me sick to my stomach. I was thankful I had the wisdom not to let Lydia come with me. I felt shell-shocked. My ex-wife was acting like it was a moment to celebrate with the people she had come with. She had just given up her parental rights, and she was going to celebrate it. There is no other way to say it. We all know the marriage did not mean anything to her, because she had someone else’s baby while she was still married to me. However, this was a strike against the children. It was so obvious during the proceeding that even the judge picked up on it. 

			I walked away from the courthouse knowing that I was going to get hit with an onslaught of questions from the children when I got home. I realized I was going to have to answer some tough questions and deliver some tough answers they were not yet prepared to hear. My children were going to have their hearts broken, once again. It was a difficult decision to make, but I came to the conclusion that it was the children’s choice whether or not to have a relationship with their mother. I had never kept her away from them. All I asked was that it be supervised. They now had the choice of how they were going to deal with her. I was out of the picture. They were now old enough to make those decisions for themselves. I knew she could not physically hurt them anymore, but emotionally, I wasn’t so sure. That relationship had to be theirs and theirs alone.

			I could no longer protect them from her, even though in my heart I wanted to try. But sometimes, in order to protect them, you end up hurting them even more. So I took a deep breath and, to my surprise, none of the kids really seemed to care when I presented them with this idea. I think that their mother had put them through enough heartache already. The damage was done. Maybe some of that hurt would heal, but they would have to do it without me. I could no longer put myself in the line of fire. My wife had died years ago. The moment I walked into my house on the night she told me she was leaving, she was already gone. The person who remained was someone I did not know, and a person whom I did not marry. My wife was dead, and who was left was now a stranger.

			I went to bed that night with a sense of relief that the divorce was finally over. I could start to heal now, but I was not exactly sure what I was healing from anymore. I mourned the loss of those early years, those good moments, but the bad so far outweighed the good that now all I could feel was relief. She no longer had any legal hold on me or even my name, anymore. That is really what I found myself grieving. I was mourning the fact that I no longer could feel anything good about her. That is a horrible thing, to have someone do so many awful things to you that you can’t mourn the loss of the good times you once shared. But nothing could outweigh the emotional terror and distress she caused my family. 

			Reflecting back, I tried to see her as the angel she once was when we were young, but then I remembered she was Jekyll and Hyde. She stole my youth and my time to love away from me. I don’t know if I will ever be able to love again. Trust is gone. Where my trust in another should be, there is a very thick, dark, emotional wall. At times, I feel disappointed in myself because I know that I should let it go. If I am still the one harboring the pain, then she is still in control of my life. I feel as if I can never forgive myself for being deceived and dragged down a dirt road. The deepest part of me needs me to forgive myself so that I can move on emotionally. But we all know that forgiving ourselves is the one thing that is very hard to do.
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			Chapter 15

			August 2006

			The security alarm went off with a crash on the front porch!

			I was back in my home in the city. I walked slowly down the long hall to the front door. The walk seemed like it was taking forever. With each step I took, the pounding of my heart became louder in my ears. The screaming of the security alarm intensified, building anxiety. From the other side of the door I could hear a voice yelling. Through the glass in the door I could see some sort of low movement. Something was moving around on my front porch. I cautiously opened the door to reveal the porch and whatever it was.

			“Thas okay, I jus don know where the fuck I’m at,” the voice was slurred and obviously drunk. I walked slowly onto the front porch to see a homeless man, drunk as could be, lying there. “Thas okay, I jus don know where the fuck I’m goin!” the man was shouting, in a drunken stupor. I could hear the police sirens in the distance. 

			“The police are on the way, sir. You have set off my security system. If I were you, I would get going,” I said sternly, trying to get him off my porch where he had already spilled the contents of his bottle. It had obviously broken when he fell. I did not see any blood, so I knew he was not hurt.

			The man’s head was down and I could not see his face. “Did you hear me, sir?” I asked. The man’s head slowly rolled back to reveal his eyes. All white with no iris or pupils, nothing but white. So familiar, I had seen those eyes before.

			“You think it’s that fucking easy?” he giggled. I backed away from the door into my hallway as the man rose to his feet.

			“Get away from here!” I said in a panic.

			“You are not going to get me to go away that fucking easy,” he giggled.

			“You don’t belong here. You need to go!” I said, my voice trembling.

			“Fuck you. I am home,” he said, laughing.

			The police cars pulled up, and he collapsed once again onto the porch. “Thas okay, I jus don know where the fuck I’m at.” He was once again the drunk. The neighborhood was filled with red and blue lights. The police officers came to take him away.

			I woke up with Michael looking at me with a puzzled look on his face. I had fallen asleep on the couch, and he was playing a video game of some sort. I looked at the screen and I saw zombies with white eyes. “You okay, Dad?” he asked, looking at me with his hands still moving the controller.

			“Yeah, I am fine,” I said. The dream had shaken me up some. It was almost a replay of a night when a homeless man had fallen on my porch and hit my door, setting off the alarm. I let the police take him away that night without question. I didn’t bother asking anything. I gave my report, and the trouble was gone.

			The trouble was a human being—someone I had not taken the time to learn anything about. He had crossed the line into my world, and in my world, folks did not take a moment to find out about people like him. Out of sight and out of mind. Just as long as we did not have to deal with them, it was just fine that way. I thought about it and I felt the guilt creep into my gut. If there were one person in this world who had the right to haunt my dreams, it would be him, because when he needed someone, I didn’t give a damn. I let him get taken away.

			The funny thing is, three years after that incident, I found myself homeless with three children. Thank God I had somewhere to go, but still we had no home of our own. We were homeless. I guess you could call that “the karmic fuck of it all.” What if everyone had turned their backs on us? I could have been just like him. Any of us could. That is something really scary, when you stop and think about it. I could have been just like him and someone could have done the same thing to me. A feeling that could only be described as guilt ripped into my gut as I thought about it.

			“Where’s your sister?” I asked Michael, who answered without looking. “She is still on her date with her boyfriend.” I immediately looked at the clock. It was not quite midnight. She had about ten minutes before she was busted. I hated curfews and making the kids abide by them, because the fact of the matter was I hated them when I was their age. But there was this little voice that reminded me of all the trouble I would have gotten into if it had not been for my curfew, or the times I got in trouble when I broke it to do those things that I did not want my kids doing.

			A great way for parents to ensure that their children will not come home drunk or stoned ever again is to trap them in conversation when they get home. You talk to them for a very long time when they come in. Now, understand they want nothing more than to run to their rooms, but because they want to totally convince you they have been angels, they will talk to you for however long you want. So my suggestion to you is to have fun. Find many topics of interesting conversation. The whole point of this is they have to endure it. Now, if they are standing, which is my favorite, they will try not to sway or lean heavily or hit the wall with their bodies. This can be a very difficult thing to pull off when you are discussing with them how you make sandwiches. Have them make you a sandwich, or a frozen pizza—that will take even longer—leaving more time for discussion.

			The whole point here is that they will think twice before ever coming home in that condition again, and you have avoided having to have the regular, boring parental convo—and you get fed. Beautiful, isn’t it? Works every time. You will only have to do this once or, if the kid is named Matthew, you might be doing this once a month for a while, but you do get fed unless he decides to cut open the pack of hot dogs with a samurai sword. Then there will be blood, and you will be in the ER for a long time.

			So there I was, waiting to bust Lydia for curfew. Hoping she would not pick this night, of all nights, to test the curfew waters. I knew it was coming and she was going to do it sooner or later, but tonight I wanted things to go smoothly. Headlights in the driveway, and then I waited for it and waited for it. No car door, which means now I had to be an asshole and turn on the porch light and walk out onto the porch, showing the young man in the car and my daughter my displeasure with the long wait for her to come in. So I do. And as I do, I see a can off to the side of the porch. A can like I had seen before. And like before, there was something sticking out of it. I knew if I went for it now I would be caught, and I did not want the kids to see it. So I did my routine and went back inside. I flipped the light on and off a few times, and thank God I got car-door closure. I heard the sound of the car pulling out of the driveway and leaving as my beautiful daughter stomped up the porch steps and slammed open the front door to indicate she was finally home from her date, and was truly pissed off at me.

			“Did you have to do that? I was coming.” She stomped into her bedroom and slammed her door, music on. Home safe, my mission was accomplished. All three children were now inside and secure. My job as their parental figure was complete for the night. Now all I had to deal with was that can as soon as I could get outside without a fuss. All three of them had to sleep at some point. At least I prayed.

			I sat on the couch and turned the TV on. The news was its usual depressing self. My mind was on the can outside and wondering what kind of note I was going to find in it this time. “British Houses of Parliament temporarily shut down due to anthrax alert.” I heard this coming over the TV and sighed because it was five years after 9/11 and we were living in a whole, new, frightening world. Sometimes, it was easier to tune out the chatter from the outside world than to deal with the onslaught of what seemed continual fear-mongering, which kept filling our airwaves on a daily basis. Was today a “red” terror day or a “yellow” terror day? It was so easy to get caught up in it all if you allowed yourself to, but something always told me that is exactly what we were supposed to do. Get caught up in it all. When the right hand dictates fear, you are not necessarily paying attention to what the left hand is doing.

			I was lucky all three of the kids were sleeping pretty heavily in no time flat. I took a deep breath as I quietly got up from the couch and headed for the front door. I turned the knob slowly in order to try to open this door with as little sound as possible. I was successful, as the door swung open with little or no noise. I stepped out onto the porch and walked down the stairs toward the can waiting for me. There in the can, like before, was another dildo. Please forgive me, there is no other name for it, and I am almost embarrassed to say the name of it today. But there it was, and around it was wrapped another note. I slowly unrolled the note to see what it had to say.

			“I am coming for you and I am coming for your kids.”

			I stood there for a moment, in the light of the moon, just staring at the note in my hands. What was I going to do? My first instinct was to call the police. Seemed logical to me; the police are there and they are supposed to protect you in these types of situations. So I snuck back in the house, grabbed my phone, went back out onto the porch, and I dialed the police station directly. I thought this would be better because at the moment, it did not seem like a groundbreaking emergency that would require a 911 call. I asked to speak to an officer, and after a moment an officer came on the line. I explained to him what was going on and he just listened. Then he said, “You’re the guy that lived in that haunted house?” I told him I was, but this, as far as I knew, had nothing to do with that. I again stressed that we were being threatened in a very strange way. The officer’s tone changed with me.

			“Well, it is most likely nothing. Just somebody trying to get under your skin and really there is nothing we can do until they make some type of physical move toward you or your children, but I feel that is highly unlikely.” I could not believe what I was hearing. He was not going to help me. “I will make a report that you called . . .” I cut him off before he could finish, and asked, “Would you like the note and things for evidence, to go with the report?” He told me that it would not be necessary.

			I hung up the phone. That is when it really hit me hard that there was not going to be any help coming. I was not going to have anyone who would care. I was going to have to begin to think how I was going to take care of this on my own. Then I settled into it. I was used to that. Now I knew the rules of the game, and I understood how I needed to play it. I opened the trash bin, and I slammed the can and its contents into the trash. I would kill somebody, if I had to, in order to protect my family.

			From inside the house, there was loud banging and I could hear Michael screaming. As I ran into the house, I noticed the banging was coming from the walls, and just as I went to comfort Michael, it stopped. Michael was clearly freaked out. I told him it was nothing, just a tree limb and some wind. He must have believed me, because he rolled over and went back to sleep. Once you explained something to Michael, he was all right. That is just the way he has always been. He was always the quickest child to fall apart, but always the easiest to put back together.

			There was no real explanation for the banging and pounding. The noise had stopped right above Michael’s head. I went around the house, making sure all of the windows and doors were secure and locked. I could take no chances at that point. I hate feeling helpless, and I hate not knowing where something is coming from. Give it to me and let me deal with it, and I can handle anything you have to dish out. However, not knowing who or what I was dealing with was going to drive me crazy. Not knowing a motive or reason for it made it all the more terrifying. I guess I am a lot like Michael, in that respect. We can handle anything once we have the explanation. We are both easy to put back together that way. I sat back down on the couch and I flipped the TV back on. I fell asleep as they were saying something about Serbia.

			Matthew woke me up the next morning. I had slept the whole night on the couch. “Pops, you have to wake up, she is driving me nuts,” he said, as he made a funny face. Lydia was obviously up to something, because she was in full force “General Patton” mode to get the house cleaned for me. She came into the room, hands on her hips.

			”Leave Dad alone and get busy. I told you we are going to get this done and THEN you can do anything you want, but not until this is done.” I wanted to hide my head just a little longer, but I knew the vacuum cleaner was coming and she was going to make a special emphasis on the area of carpet around where I was sleeping. Sure enough, I could hear Jaws power up. My sister and I both had named our vacuum cleaners “Jaws” for the kids. It was just something that stuck, and the cats were terrified of it, so the name seemed fitting. The roar of Jaws came into the room and, just like I predicted, the area around the couch was getting special attention. I rolled over and looked up at her with one eye open. “Oh, Daddy, I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said, as my sweet, loving daughter. I mumbled something at her as I got up from the couch and headed into the bathroom for a quiet shower.

			It is amazing how the simplest things in life can take away just about every thought or problem you have. A hot shower is one of those things. Bathroom door locked, no one can disturb you. God, it can be pure heaven on earth. No kids fighting or asking for something for ten minutes. Then, there was sound of something being inserted into the bathroom door lock, something turned, clicked, and Matthew was in my kingdom. “What are you doing in here?” I asked.

			“I had to go, Dad, I couldn’t wait. Besides, she is being a real witch to me today. She wants me to do everything.” He was talking a mile a minute and my solitude was completely gone.

			“What is that smell?” I asked.

			“Sorry, Dad. I told you I couldn’t wait. That would be my brand,” he said as he went laughing out the door. I could hear her screaming at him from down the hall. I quickly got out and dried off because I could not breathe. I was thinking maybe I should take him to a doctor or something because that smell was not normal.

			That is when I heard Lydia yell from down the hall, “Take out that trash!” My heart dropped to my feet when I heard those words.

			“Oh my God, he is going to find the can.” I had not pushed the last can down into the trash last night. I quickly threw on my clothes and went running. I pushed past Lydia in the hall, who had a shocked look on her face. I opened the front door, stepped out onto the porch, and saw Matthew and Michael standing there. Michael was holding the note. He was reading it while Matthew had the can and its remaining contents in his hands.

			Michael looked up at me with a puzzled look. “What is this?”

			I did not know where to start. Lydia came charging out the door to yell at all of us and stopped immediately because she could sense she walked in on something. Besides, Matthew did have a dildo in a can in his hands.

			“Put all of that back into the trash and let’s go inside. I will tell you.”

			Lydia immediately became uneasy. “You are going to tell us what?” She looked at me as Michael handed her the note. “Oh my God, Daddy,” she said with tears in her eyes as she read it.

			All I ever wanted to do was live a good, full, and happy life with the three of them. I wanted nothing but happiness and normalcy, because of all of the crazy things we had to deal with my ex-wife before she left. I wanted to put my children back together and I wanted to keep them safe. And then from there, it was supposed to be happily ever after. But the outside world kept getting in and fucking things up. It seemed no matter how hard I tried and how hard I fought, I would still have to break some type of horrible news to my children and see that look in my daughter’s eyes. I remembered, once again, Lydia with her tears streaming and crying, “Oh my God, Daddy.” It breaks my heart still. I cannot go there without it tearing me apart. I looked at other families and I tried my best to give them that sort of life, and what we got in return was nothing but a complete and absolute nightmare. Now I stood there on that day, and I once again had to see that fear in her eyes. The sound of her voice, which will give me bad dreams until the end of my time on this earth. “Oh my God, Daddy.”

			“Sit down,” I said, as we went into the living room. “This was the second message like this I have gotten from whoever is sending them.” Michael immediately jumped up, grabbed the phone, and handed it to me.

			“Call the police now, Dad,” he said, boldly, which at the moment made me want to smile, but I knew that what I had to say next was not going to go over well.

			“Sit down, Michael,” I said, calmly. “The police told me last night, they cannot do anything unless this person makes some sort of physical move against us.” The room got deathly silent.

			It seemed like hours before anyone spoke. “You mean we are all alone in this?” Michael finally spoke up. “Yes,” I said, looking at him directly to emphasize to him the seriousness of what I was telling him.

			“That is why we need to start doing things a little differently. We need to start checking in with each other more, keeping things locked at all times. Not taking the same routes to wherever we go. I have thought a lot about this. It seems to me, if we never set a pattern of behavior, it would be very hard for someone to follow us.” The boys were both nodding their heads in agreement.

			“I don’t know if I can take this, Daddy. This is just too much,” Lydia said with tears still in her eyes.

			I went over to her and I knelt down in front of her. “It is going to be okay. I am not going to let anything happen to you. I have always kept you safe. That is not going to change now. I promise.” My promise is something my children know stands true. They understand that once it is given, it is kept. The words “I promise,” once spoken to my children, hold a lot of weight. I forced her to look me in the eyes and I whispered sternly, “I promise.”

			Life became different from that moment on. Our already damaged, false sense of security had been broken once more, and this time it was clear we were not going to get it back. All of us were living in the past, even though we did not want to admit it. I think that day, I broke some kind of trust between Lydia and me, which would take years to heal. It was almost as if she felt I was hiding something from her that I shouldn’t have been. And I guess I was keeping it away from them, but there were a few reasons why I was. One of those reasons was the graphic nature of the attack. Who would want to share that sort of thing with their children, especially their daughter? The other reason was I wanted to keep their lives as normal as I could. I hoped I could handle it on my own, without them ever having to know about it. Maybe it was a dumb move—and now I know it was, because it was going to become impossible to hide it from them. I hope it has not caused too much damage, because all we ever had in this world was each other.

			[contents]

			

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			September 2006

			The phone rang. It was early in the evening, and I was sitting on the couch contemplating what I was going to make for dinner. The thought of going to grab some burgers for the night seemed a likely choice, and the boys were in agreement with me. I picked up the phone, half expecting it to be my mother, but it wasn’t.

			“Mr. LaChance?” The voice on the other end was male. I had never heard this voice before and my first thought was it must be some kind of telemarketer. “Yes, this is Mr. LaChance,” I said with a firm voice in order to take control of the call, just in case the sales pitch was coming.

			“This is the Steven LaChance who lived in the haunted house in Union, Missouri?” Usually when a phone call started out like this, it was someone either wanting to know where the house was or a paranormal team wanting to know if they could investigate it. I never gave in to these calls or e-mails. My thought was to keep the location of the house as quiet as possible because the new family living there had enough to deal with without the intrusion.

			I took a deep breath. “Yes, this is him.” I was waiting for the usual routine to begin, but it quickly became obvious that this call was going to be of a different sort.

			“Mr. LaChance, you do not know me, but I know everything there is to know about you.” The statement caught me off-guard and I had no idea where this was going. My first thought was that this could be the person who had been leaving me the little notes.

			“Yes?” I asked. It has been my experience that you are going to find out a whole lot more by just being quiet and listening. Most of the time, people do not stop to listen and miss something important that was said. The one-word question is always the best way to go. Then you just sit back and listen.

			“I am not going to tell you my name, because that is something you do not need to know. What I will tell you is that I know a whole lot about you and what is going on in your life. Things you have no clue about are at work around you, and you need to hear what I am saying and take it to heart. Because if you don’t, your family is going to get hurt.” Two words struck a chord within me and I was fighting the urge to lose my cool with this caller, but instead I just answered, “I am listening.”

			His voice was serious and he sounded concerned as he continued with the call. “Mr. LaChance, I am dying. It does not matter to me if you listen or not. I have cancer and it is slowly eating away at me, but before I go, I want to right at least one of the wrongs I have participated in.” When he said he had cancer, that is when I noticed his breathing was labored and his voice was weak. “You are on a path of destruction and you have no clue. Right now, all of your phone calls are being taped.” That got my attention because I had noticed a strange clicking recently whenever I had been on the phone. “This call is being listened to as well. I can guarantee you that. They know where you are going, and they know exactly when you will be back or are coming home.” This was starting to sound a little too much like the “men in black” for me.

			“Who is watching me?’ I asked, with a little bit of disbelief in my voice.

			“The point I am making to you is that who is watching you is not of consequence, but it is what they want from you that is.” He began to cough heavily into the phone. I could hear a wheeze as he continued. “They want you to stop what you are doing. They want you to forget about the house and your experiences there and move on with your life, keeping your mouth shut. You are being followed and watched constantly, and with malice. You have no idea what you have stepped into here. These are not the type of people you want to make angry with you. They have enough resources to wipe you off the map without a second thought.” I noticed my hand holding the receiver had begun to shake.

			“If you expect me to believe you, then you are going to need to tell me who they are.” There was a deep pause and then a breath before he continued.

			“If I tell you who, then you are already dead. You might be dead already and this is not going to help you at all. But you need to listen. They have tried to stop you, and you keep on going. When they tried to hide information from you, you would just take another avenue to try to find it. They have tried to stop you, and you just will not stop. There are some things in this life that are better left alone, and this is one of them.” He coughed again, and it was clear he was getting worked up.

			“Let me tell you a story of a captain who sold his soul. He did this because he was heartbroken over the death of his wife. The wife he had killed––along with a baby. Some would say Voodoo was involved. Some will tell you it was black magic. I am going to tell you the truth. It was far worse than anything you could imagine. The angels fell from heaven, Mr. LaChance, and some people have found it to their benefit to worship the fallen, instead of God. You might want to call it a cult. Many have died through the years by threatening their way of living. Money and power is a great motivator in the dirty actions of men who have it and do not want to lose it. You, Mr. LaChance, are in the way. When someone or something gets in the way, they are either moved or they are eliminated. You, Mr. LaChance, are in danger of elimination because you will not let it go. I have no care for myself. I am already dying. If they come for me, it might be a blessing to end my life now. But you have everything to live for and you are pissing them off.”

			I took a deep breath and sighed. Something in my gut told me he was telling me the truth, but my stubbornness was getting in the way. “Tell me something to convince me they are watching me?” I asked.

			“What were you doing, sitting on the porch recently in the middle of the night, into the morning hours?”

			I shot back instantly without thought. “Anyone could have seen me. Even you could have. You are going to have to do better than that,” I said defiantly. He was clearly getting agitated with me.

			“The police refused to help you with your little problem. You are pretty much on your own with that one, aren’t you? Little presents getting in the way?”

			I grabbed the phone tighter. My knuckles were white. “Are those from you?” I asked.

			“Don’t be a fool. Of course they are not from me. I am a dying man and have no energy to stalk you or your family, but someone out there does, and I think you are not going to like him very much. You need to stop now.” His voice went from stern to relaxed, in a matter of moments. “I have said all I have to say to you. I have nothing else. You are either going to listen to me, or you are going to regret it.”

			I had to ask, “The person leaving me presents. He is one of them?” The voice began to chuckle.

			“No, he is not one of them. He is just some rogue, messing with you on his own. They already know who he is, and believe me when I say this, he is not part of them. They will not play childish games with you like that. When they come for blood, you will not even see them coming. You, my friend, have some serious problems on your hands. You need to listen to what I am telling you, or those problems can and will blow up in your face, and they will take out innocent people in the explosion. Could be someone you know has already met up with them and it was too late. Could it have been on purpose, or were there supernatural forces at work? Doesn’t matter really; the end result was still the same. Blue in the dirt is a horrible way to go. That was a calling card, and you did not get it. The supernatural is real. You know this more than most people walking around. You know what the supernatural can do, but still you ignore it. I don’t want to see you end up a suicide, Mr. LaChance. Do you understand?”

			He had made his point. He had given me the proof because no one knew where Tommy got the lethal dose of heroin. The police didn’t seem to care. Even if they did consider him some type of derelict young man, it did seem odd that they didn’t try harder to find the person or persons who gave him the deadly injection, which would kill him in the end. They just did not seem to care.

			“Yes, I understand,” I said, and the caller hung up. I quickly looked at the caller ID to see if I could get a number, but it said UNKNOWN. Then, in the silence of the room, once again in my life, I began to rationalize the irrational. In the end, I would decide he was lying, or he was the person leaving me the notes. He had read about Tommy in the newspaper. It would be later when I would fully understand he was telling me the truth.
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			Chapter 17

			October 2006

			Storms clouds surrounded me. In the distance I could hear the boom of thunder. The clouds in front of me were rolling and illuminated by the occasional flash of lightning. The air was heavy and cold as the wind began to blow around me. A storm was coming.

			I was kneeling in a meadow. I was crying. The grass around me was whipping faster and faster with the blitzkrieg of the wind. The clouds were now overhead as the lightning began to hit the ground. Their strobes made the surrounding grass flicker even more in the cold, increasing wind as the booming of thunder hid my whimpering in the grass.

			Ahead of me was a hooded figure in white. Shrouded in white from head to toe, the figure had its back turned to me and was screaming at the sky. Hands outstretched toward the oncoming clouds and heaven, with the lightning now coming down just ahead, smashing to the ground. In my mind, there was a feeling of recognition inside me, which told me to get to my feet and head toward the figure in white. Was this Armageddon? Did Jesus stand before me, facing the oncoming storm? The oncoming clouds were in front of me now. I began to struggle to my feet. The wind was fierce now and I began to run toward the figure in white, while the lightning crashed to the ground around. Closer and closer I got to the figure in white; the figure was screaming something I could not understand to the sky. “ lç lah µyçpyfh, Liées h[r yl ryb[hl,” the figure kept screaming to the skies over and over again. Could it be Arabic or Hebrew I was hearing? “ µyçpyfh lç lah, Liées h[r yl ryb[hl,” the figure continued screaming over and over again.

			My mind was telling me that I needed to get to Jesus. I had to touch him and talk to him. I ran faster and faster until I stopped directly behind the hooded, shouting figure. “Jesus?” I shouted through the deafening sound of the storm. The ground was now rumbling beneath my feet. “Jesus, is that you?” I asked.

			The figure slowly lowered its hands and spoke in a language I could understand, with a deep chuckle, “No, I am not your Jesus.” The voice seemed low and almost morbid.

			“Then who are you?” The figure slowly turned around as I spoke.

			“I am one of the forsaken, just like you.” The figure faced me and began to pull away his hood.

			“Jesus did not die for my sins.” He began to drop the robe from around his body to reveal black bleeding stumps where wings once were. “Your Jesus left you alone a long time ago, you fucking fool.”

			I woke up with my heart beating out of my chest. I lay there for quite some time, and I tried to calm myself down. The damn nightmares had begun to come more often and become more bizarre. The sun was shining through the windows and I needed to get up to start the day. Today was the day of the A Haunting premiere.

			I stepped into the shower with the hot water beating on my back. It was awfully quiet in the house. I must have slept while the kids left for school. I was a little irritated that they didn’t wake me up before they left. It was kind of an unspoken rule, between all of us, that we never left without saying goodbye to each other. I turned and let the hot water run over the top of my head. The water felt great as it ran off my head and down my back. I was thinking about the evening that was ahead. It almost seemed like a lifetime since we had filmed for the show A Haunting, and tonight we were going to get to see the end result.

			I was feeling a bit of anxiety about the whole thing, because my life was getting ready to go out to millions of people. I was trying to weigh the possibilities of how people were going to react. The show was hugely popular at that time, so there was no chance that people would overlook it. They were going to see it. People in the town of Union were going to see it. I think that what worried me most was the local reaction. You know, the people you see in the grocery store, the gas station, and church. Those are the people who mattered. I was getting ready to tell the town of Union that it was haunted, in a very public way.

			I heard commotion near the bathroom door, and then the sound of it opening. My first thought was that Matthew had stayed home from school. “You had better have a damn good reason for why you did not go to school today,” I said, sounding a little more than irritated. There was no answer in reply. “Did you hear me?” I asked, as I turned off the water and reached for my towel. Still no answer, but instead the footsteps moved closer to the shower. “I am not kidding. Answer me,” I said, but still no answer, as the footsteps stopped right outside the shower. I could hear heavy breathing. I quickly wrapped the towel around my waist. The only thing separating me from the intruder was the shower curtain that hung in between us. As I watched the curtain in fear, I noticed that it started to morph its shape. I could have sworn it was coming toward me. Nervously, I backed up against the wall of the shower. Once my eyes adjusted, I noticed what looked like two hands pushing through the vinyl drape. I remained silent because I knew, at this point, it was not one of my children. Reaching deeper into my comfort zone, the hands pressed on. Suddenly the outline of a face appeared and then I heard a deep inhale of breath. The curtain was sucked into the mouth of this unknown visitor. I reached for the curtain, drawing it back quickly, as I prepared for a fight.

			No one was there. The bathroom door, which I had heard open, was closed. I ran for the door and flung it open. I ran down the hall, searching all the rooms, but I was alone. There was no one in the house. It was clear to me, at that moment, that whoever had been in the bathroom with me was not of the living.

			I dressed hurriedly and left the house for a place with people around. I felt the need, at that point, to be among the living. And to tell you the truth, that moment had scared the hell out of me. I had to calm myself down. I found myself sitting in the White Rose Café, looking around at all of the people and, once again, I was wishing I was living a life like them, without a supernatural clue. I was resenting feeling the isolation and aloneness I was feeling at the moment. But I felt safe and that was what mattered.

			That evening finally came. October 6, 2006, eight o’clock, Central Standard Time, was when A Haunting premiered “Fear House” on the Discovery Channel. Things leading up to that premiere had been a blur. I had been doing upwards of four interviews a day. It was a hard time for me. I found myself reliving the nightmare, over and over again, with every interview. It was harder on me than I thought it was going to be. Nothing could have prepared me for the onslaught of publicity leading up to the show, and the overwhelming response that was to come after. Life for us was changing very quickly. We were still getting the usual calling cards from our stalker. The boys found it funny that every time we turned around, there was a new sex toy with a note to throw away. It was kind of funny when you think about it. This guy must have been spending a fortune on dildos, because we would find at least one a week, all of them wrapped in the usual “coming to get you” note. The absurdity of the whole thing seemed to lessen the fear, but at this point it was just one more dildo to hit the can. I had to wonder what our trash men thought when they would empty our cans. And then, on the other hand, I would not want to think about it at all. Life was changing.

			We went to my parents’ house to watch the show on the night it premiered. It was a very surreal moment to sit there and watch your life as it played out on the screen with someone pretending to be you. The show had its high points and low points. The low ones I just wanted to forget. I remembered the exact moment when the demonic clown came on the screen for the first time. I looked at Matthew and said to him, “Oh boy, you have done it now.” I was elbowing him in the ribs and we both laughed. It was good to see him laugh about it. Years later, he would describe the clown as having no eyes. Just eye sockets where the eyes should have been. How do you deal with something so horrible? I often wondered why the specter chose that particular way to play its evil game with him. For years, I found myself uncomfortable talking about the clown. John Zaffis had explained to me that it actually was more common than you would think. To understand this notion, you have to put yourself into the shoes of a child again. Once you do that, it becomes crystal clear why it chose the clown.

			The high points left me wondering why they chose that particular moment to portray. The depiction of my dad as an old man, with white hair, got a laugh from the whole family and my mother quickly piped in, “If they decide to show me as some white-haired old lady, I am going to beat you.” She was looking directly at me and we all laughed some more, but there was a moment of fear when I had the thought they might just do it. Although it was a joke, there was part of me that felt responsible for how my family was portrayed. I wanted the show to reveal how close we all were. How if one of us had a problem, we all had that problem, until it was solved. I wanted the show to portray how loving my parents were and, at that moment, how young and vibrant they were, as well. But instead, the show characterized my father as an old, white-haired man worried about a fuse box.

			Don’t get me wrong. I think they did an excellent job of telling the story, in 48 minutes, for a general audience. I had to commend them on how they transformed what was a very R-rated story for a family who was sitting down in their living room for a night of television. But it left me feeling as if our lives had just gotten a whitewash. Much of the story went untold. It left me with mixed feelings.

			The kids were excited when the show was over. They had just been on television. For a kid, that was a huge deal. Later, Matthew would tell me he was a superstar at school because of the show and later, when we toured on a national level, it solidified his status. That was a big relief for me, because in the back of my mind I always worried the outcome would be different, causing them to be outcasts among their peers. Michael was never too thrilled with the show. He was not part of it because he was never really comfortable enough to tell his version of events. To this day, I do not discuss Michael and his experiences with anyone because of that reason. What happened to him is his to choose to handle anyway he wants to. The attention and questions that came after the show bothered him a lot. I was told that when he was asked about it, he would tell the questioner to ask his brother or sister. I always felt a little guilty about that. I wish I could have made it go away for him. I wish I could have done so for all of us.

			It was fairly late for a school night when we got home. The kids jumped out of the van and ran for the door as soon as I parked. We were laughing and joking around on the way to the front door. Sitting on the porch, waiting for us, was another package that I simply picked up and threw into the trash can, without letting it break into the good night we were having. It was as if it wasn’t even there. We went into the house, where we began our nightly routines. Settling into the normal routine that night, after the premiere, took some doing on all of our parts. The kids seemed overly hyper, and Michael had waited until the last minute to tell me he had an English research paper due the next day. In true Michael fashion, he had known about this paper for over a month. Now, pulling a topic out of your ass for a research paper after a long day is not always the easiest thing to do, but when last-minute duty calls, you have no choice but to do just that. I sat on the couch thinking, with Michael constantly questioning me, “Did you come up with something yet?” I was trying my best to come up with some sort of topic that we could write about together quickly, without too much trouble. I looked over at the TV stand and inspiration hit when I saw the DVD case sitting there for Oliver Stone’s JFK. A perfect topic: “The Assassination of a President.”

			The research required us to watch all of the “Special Features” on the Special Edition DVD, which also gave me some time to just kick back and relax. Then the writing of the paper started, directly on the computer as we wrote it, editing it in the process. It took us about two hours to get it done and it was extremely late when we finished. “Thanks, Dad, I love you,” Michael said, as he proudly walked into his bedroom with his paper in his hands. Disaster had been avoided once more, and life was back on track. The sun would rise tomorrow and things would go on. Well, when you’re a kid and you have a paper due the next morning that you haven’t even started, it does seem like Armageddon. And if anyone is going to judge me for helping him write it, then let it be God, because those who would point fingers obviously have never had school-aged children.

			I turned out all of the lights and I headed to bed. Just before I was about to close my eyes, I remembered the incident in the shower that morning; now I was awake to face what remained of the night alert and alone.
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			Chapter 18

			Flashback, 1985

			It was Christmas Eve, 1985. Cafe Balaban’s in the Central West End of St. Louis. I was there with a friend and my current girlfriend at the time. This one I thought I loved, boy—did I think I was in love with her. My first true love. Your first love is always something that you remember, and for some, the one you wish you could forget. Her name was Eve. To me she was a goddess, with jet black hair that she kept cropped short. She was a model from Chicago who looked like she stepped off a Vargas print. Eve, the eternal woman. Eve, dressed in black, with a black, gold-tipped cigarette hanging from her mouth. Her eyes looking over the top of her very expensive Wayfarer sunglasses; everything had to be in place. Everything always matched, and I hate to admit it now, but even I matched. I was no more or less than an accessory. I was just as much an accessory to Eve as she was the trophy on my arm. We made a fucking perfect pair of shallow individuals.

			“Excuse me,” I said, standing up to head to the restroom.

			“Where are you going?” Eve snapped at me, with a look of disdain on her face.

			“I was excusing myself to the fucking restroom, without actually saying something unpleasant, if that is okay with you. But now that you have forced me to say it, I might as well go ahead and say I am going to take a piss.” This caused Eve’s friend Alexis, who was with us, to giggle. Eve shot her an instant glare and she immediately quieted down.

			“Well, why not just say so to begin with? You don’t have to make a fucking scene.” It was a no-win situation. I knew if I had gone the other way, she would have been mortified as well. An accessory is obviously not supposed to have bodily functions, at least ones that are not fun and for pleasure.

			I stumbled my way to the bathroom, a little blurry from the Tanqueray I had already consumed. Now Balaban’s was one of those classy eighties sort of places that you went to when you wanted to be seen. The food was overpriced and so were the drinks. Eve would not have it any other way. She was a snob when it came to where we went. She was not the type of girl you would find in a Golden Corral on a Saturday night. I stumbled into the bathroom and stood there looking in the mirror. I was dressed in an oversized, black tuxedo jacket from the forties, the coolest baggy pants, and wingtip shoes. I had a fresh haircut, with just enough spike to it. I looked like a million fucking bucks, but I felt like complete hell. I was in complete hell. Was this where life was headed for me, I wondered, as I examined myself in the mirror. I had to make sure I was neat and everything was in place. I didn’t really have to take a piss. I just needed to take a moment to get away from Eve’s endless, narcissistic chatter. “Here Comes Santa Claus,” was quietly playing in the background as I continued to look into the mirror. It was Christmas Eve and I should have been home with my family. What in the hell was I doing here? I was miserable.

			The door to the bathroom swung open, and in walked a Santa Claus who stood beside me in the next mirror. Just the sight of him reminded me that it was Christmas, and there was a brief hope that everything was going to work out. Just the sight of him made me want to be home with my mom and my dad and my family. It was Christmas in the city and anything could happen, I told myself. I knew I was asking for a miracle, but miracles usually don’t come for shallow people.

			“Merry Christmas, Santa,” I said, looking at the jolly old elf standing next to me.

			“Merry Christmas to you, too. Hey, you look like you could use a little gift from old Santa,” he said, smiling.

			“I don’t think much could cheer me up right now, Santa. Woman troubles, you know?” I said to him, smiling because of his gesture.

			“I bet I have something to put you right back into the Christmas spirit,” he said with a chuckle, putting his hand into a pocket of his velvety-red suit. Santa took a mirror and a razor out of that pocket, and began cutting and making lines of coke on the mirror.

			“Hey, kid, want to snort a few lines of coke with ole Santa? A little Christmas toot?” Santa asked, laughing beneath his beard. I was shocked. I looked at him with a frown on my face and headed for the door. It was too much to take. “Merry fucking Christmas to you, too,” I heard Santa say as the door shut behind me.

			I tried to compose myself, but I couldn’t. I needed to get out. I needed to get out of there. I had stepped into Christmas hell and it was time to climb my way out of the hole. I went to the table and grabbed my coat. I needed some air. I needed to go. I needed to get some place where people weren’t fake––somewhere without a coke-snorting Santa Claus and gold-tipped smokes. I needed to get somewhere that was real. I needed to go home.

			“Where do you think you are going?” Eve asked, shocked.

			“Anywhere but here,” I said as I went out the door, putting my coat on to face the cold. I filled my lungs with the cold night air. It felt good.

			“Will you wait one fucking minute!” It was Eve, her voice coming from behind me.

			We were standing there at an intersection on Euclid Avenue, and we were about to have it out. “What is your problem, Steven?” she demanded.

			“What is my problem, Eve? I don’t know who I fucking am anymore. I don’t dress like me. I don’t talk like me. I don’t walk like me. Hell, Eve, I don’t even fuck like me anymore. I don’t know who I am. I am this man that you have invented and I’ve got to tell you, I cannot stand myself when I look in the mirror anymore. It is Christmas Eve and we should be with our families, home where people don’t care what we look like and what we do, but where are we? We are where you think we should be seen. My God, I just had Santa Claus—Santa-fucking-Claus—ask me if I would snort a few lines of coke with him.” I tried to calm myself down, but I took one look at her face and I knew where this was headed and what I must do. “Eve, I am at rock bottom and I don’t think I’m going to make it back in one piece. I love you, I do, but for the life of me I cannot stand you. And I don’t think you even know me.”

			I thought she was going to try to rip my head off of my shoulders by the way she was looking at me. Well, there it was. It was the final straw. That was all that needed to be said. It looked like I would be spending Christmas with my family after all. Eve could not stand the thought of rejection, and what I had just said to her I knew she would consider a rejection, and it was. I loved her, but I needed her out of my life. I needed her to go away.

			She walked away from me, leaving me standing alone in that intersection, under a pair of silver bells. It had to look like a scene out of a modern version of It’s a Wonderful Life. When I should have been heartbroken and destroyed, I was happy. Santa walked out of the restaurant and looked over at me and waved. I waved back and then I headed to my car, leaving Eve behind. I could hear “O Holy Night” in the distance. It was over, and I was going home. That was when I learned how important family is during the holidays and at all times. Home is where the heart is and I needed my heart to be home.

			Thanksgiving 2006

			It was a few days before Thanksgiving and things were going well, which was surprisingly nice, considering my track record with past holidays. I had taken a job as a security guard in a local shopping mall, leaving my other job behind. I needed a change of pace, something new. The job required long hours due to the upcoming holiday. It was actually kind of refreshing because I would walk the whole length of the mall, over and over again. It was a mile all the way around, so I knew I was getting some great exercise. But I was tired. It was a daily grind and they would keep track of you electronically, because you were required to “wand in” at different check points. There were times throughout my shift that were dull and boring, and other moments of pure adrenaline.

			I usually worked with an ex-cop who was funny, and his stories would occupy those dull moments. We were becoming very good friends. He was a professional kickboxer who received his training from Chuck Norris, the actor. His hands and feet were considered lethal weapons. If he was ever arrested, they would not only cuff his hands but also shackle his feet. On a few occasions, I got to see his skills in action. It was amazing what he could do.

			My day off was the Monday before Thanksgiving, and I felt pretty good. My plan was to have a nice, quiet night at home with the kids—maybe rent a few movies and that sort of thing. Lydia came into the house and immediately went into her room. She seemed to be in a mood but I didn’t think much of it.

			The phone rang; it was my mother. “Steven, I found a note Lydia wrote. I didn’t go looking for it or anything. I found it on the floor. She must have dropped it out of her purse or something like that.” I could tell by the sound of her voice something serious was going on.

			“A note?” I asked.

			“Yes,” she replied, with a serious tone.

			“What did it say?” I had to know. I never made it a habit of looking through their things, and I know my mom and she wasn’t that type, either. But when she found it, she opened it to see what it was and there you go.

			“She is planning to marry her boyfriend, Bill.” Well, I breathed a sigh of relief. Of course she was. All girls have that fantasy about getting married. “She is planning on marrying him the day after she graduates,” my mom said, very worried. Now that was a different story. Lydia was going to college. We had already picked a college for her, about four hours from home.

			“What are you talking about? Lydia is going away to college,” I replied, now very worried myself.

			“They are planning on getting married and she is not going.” I heard the crack in my mother’s voice and I knew she was near tears.

			“Let me get off the phone and see what is going on. I’ll call you back.” I hung up the phone and took a few minutes to gather my thoughts.

			I called Lydia into the living room. She walked in with a look of defiance on her face. She knew what we were going to talk about, and she already had planned her course of action. This was a moment I completely handled the wrong way. I should have just kept my mouth shut and waited it all out, but then again, I couldn’t let her give away her future because of a boy.

			“I already know what you are going to say and there is nothing you can do about this, so you might as well save your breath,” she came at me, defensively, and did not even give me a chance to talk with her first.

			“You are way too young and have too bright of a future for this, Lydia,” I snapped back at her.

			“Well, I am marrying him, Dad, and there is nothing you can do about it, so don’t even think you can try,” she snapped right back at me.

			“I did not raise you to ruin your life this way. This is not like you. What about all of your plans?” This went back and forth for about 15 minutes, and then she turned and headed down the hall, saying, “I am marrying him and you can’t stop me.”

			There. She had said it. A few moments later she came rushing into the living room with her clothes in her hand. She did not say anything. “If you go out that door, you will not come back. I will not live my life constantly worried about you leaving. I just can’t do it,” I said with my voice trembling. She went out the door and slammed it behind her. I sat there wanting to run after her and remind her that she was my princess. I wanted to tell her how much I loved her and that I didn’t want her to grow up so fast. I wanted to stop her, but all I could get out was a whispered, “I love you, princess.”

			She was gone, running down the street with her clothes in her hand to the waiting boyfriend’s car around the corner at the bottom of the hill. My heart instantly broke. I never really understood what that meant, until that moment. I could not breathe. I could not speak. I could not move. She was gone and there was no way to stop her from going. She was gone way too soon. Why did it have to happen so fast? I gave her everything I could. I stood by her in the best way a father could. Where was the helpless, innocent child I held in my arms? This was not the way this was to happen. She was to leave to go to college and come home on holidays. She was to have a great career, and only then would she marry and have a family. Marriage was to be the last thing on the list. She was not to run out my door, at 18, to a waiting boy, with her clothes in her hand. She was making life so hard on herself this way. I wanted to scream. I wanted to die. This was too much for me to handle. I raised her to be strong-willed, and in the end, it turned against me.

			I sat there for what could have been an hour or more, thinking. Michael came through the door, took one look at me, and asked me what was wrong. I struggled to get the words out, “Your sister is gone. She left this afternoon.” Michael had a shocked look on his face as he listened, and asked, “She is not coming back?” That is the moment I completely broke down. It was the worst day of my life.

			Thanksgiving came, and I hoped and prayed she would show up at Grandma’s, where we always went for holidays. She never came. I walked around in a fog all day long. Every time the door would open or the phone would ring, I would jump. She never showed up. No word, nothing. One thing we, as a family, always agreed upon was that no matter what we would always be together on holidays. It did not matter where we were or what we were doing. If it was a holiday, we were together. How could she forget our family promise? Looking back, I realized she was scared at the reaction she would get if she did show up. The whole day left me feeling more like a failure as a father.

			That night when we got home, there was another can with the usual contents sitting on the porch. I lost it. I started screaming and yelling and I threw the can across the yard, screaming, “If you are watching me, you son of a bitch, come on out and we will handle this now. Me and you, motherfucker!” I screamed and I yelled until I could scream no more. Then I slammed into the house. The phone instantly rang, but when I picked it up, there was nothing but heavy breathing on the other end. I ripped the phone, cord and all, from its connection, and threw it against the wall. Then I stomped down the hallway, leaving the boys with their mouths wide open, as I slammed my bedroom door.

			It was a good thing we had another phone, and when I woke up, it was ringing. I answered it to find out I was late for work. “Dammit,” I said as I jumped out of the bed, throwing my clothes on as I headed out the door. I drove like a maniac to get there. When I arrived, the mall was packed. I knew it was going to be a horrible day. About halfway through my shift, my friend the ex-cop and I got a call from a shoe store about a lady who had just stolen something from the store. They saw her take something, but they weren’t exactly sure what it was. They just saw her put it into her purse. We got the description of the lady and headed out into the mall to find her. We spotted her about eight stores down.

			The ex-cop walked up to her and barely got out the words, “Excuse me,” when she took off running. We ran after her. She headed out the front doors into the parking lot. There, the ex-cop took over and caught up to her. He slammed her to the ground, cuffing her behind her back. She was crying as we walked back in and headed to the store. She was saying something about how her baby needed something she could not afford. When we got back, a police officer was already there to meet us. When they emptied her purse there was a pair of tennis shoes in a baby size. You could tell from the size of the shoes we were dealing with a mother of a two-year-old or so. They asked the manager if the store would like to press charges and the manager did not hesitate with the answer, “Yes.”

			The whole incident did not sit well with me at all. I can understand the importance of having a strict shoplifting policy, but in this case, she was desperate. Why couldn’t they see that? It was a desperate act, carried out in desperation. I knew deep down that if I needed something like shoes or food for my kids, I would have done the same. You would be amazed at what you would do for your children. They could have had the insight to see it as well, but instead they walked her away in cuffs. All of a sudden my job was not exactly the way I imagined it would be. I knew there would be shoplifters, or fights to break up, but witnessing sadness and desperation was not on the list. She was going to jail for nothing more than a pair of baby’s shoes. How senseless and heartbreaking was that? Now, I know you could come up with a lot of reasons for the justification of her arrest, and so could I, but the fact remains she was in trouble and was pushed to a point where she felt she had no other choice. She had never done anything like this before because when they pulled her record, it was clean. It made me sick—and it still does—that I participated in ruining her life, because of her desperation and a pair of baby’s shoes.

			The world is a tough place to live. The dropping economy was forcing people who would never dream of doing anything wrong to turn into criminals out of sheer desperation. Do you know what it would be like on Christmas morning to have a child and have to tell them you had nothing for them? The social pressure the holiday puts on struggling parents can be immense. Think of how many times we are confronted with the picture of the happy, perfect family during the holiday season? You see them gathered around tables in front of feasts. You see them gathered around Christmas trees, handing out presents. You see the images of children, happy and excited. You don’t see the other side of it. You don’t see the family that is having a bad time of it, trying to struggle to make things happen out of nothing. I love hearing the phrase “remember the reason for the season.” These families cannot even afford the luxury of going to church, because they might not have the clothes to wear or the shoes to put on their child’s feet. Now, you tell me how you would react if you saw this type of family walking down the aisle of your church on Christmas morning? Would you greet them? Would you accept them? Be honest with yourself, because facing your own actions is the only way you can change your reactions. What about a bum? A drunken bum who decided to come in and get out of the cold, and it happened to be at your Christmas service? I would like to think I would be open and caring. But do you really know until it happens? There was that phrase a few years back that asked, “What would Jesus do?” I have seen some people wearing those bracelets and exhibiting the most horrible behavior. I saw a young man once in the movies who was loud and obnoxious. He was making fun of people who entered. What did that saying on the bracelet really mean to him? Or was he just wearing it because it was the current thing to do? Compassion and understanding is not a religion. It is a way of life. A way we should all behave, no matter what we believe or what time of the year it is. I learned this from my father, whom I have seen give someone money for food or gas, without question. He did it without hesitation or thought, and he never would talk or brag about it afterward. He did it and it was done. I knew what my parents’ reaction was going to be when I told them what had happened at work that day. And I was ashamed when I told them, because I did nothing to stop it from happening. I could have offered to pay for the shoes. Or I could have suggested they let her go with a warning. Instead, I stayed quiet. I did nothing.

			It was another step in the loss of my humanity. Another step we all are forced to take deeper into the darkness because of either our lack to care about another person or our inability to stand up for the wrong we see before us. We all open the door for evil to step in. It is as simple as not standing up for right when the moment is presented to us.

			December 2006

			December 21, 2006, started out as a pretty good day. I got up and got ready for work. The boys were going to stay home that day. The day before, they had put up the Christmas tree by themselves. It looked God-awful. They thought the last thing you did was put the lights on. So the tree actually had the look that it had been wrapped in barbed wire when the lights were off. This was one of the most horrible, yet memorable, Christmas trees I have ever seen. I looked at it on my way out the door and I laughed to myself. I went to work and when I got there, it wasn’t very busy. I was enjoying the walk around the mall, talking to different people I met along the way. It was a good day and for a moment I had forgotten all of my problems. About two hours into my shift, I got a call from the office to call home. I was told that there was an emergency. I hurried downstairs to the phone and I called home. Michael answered the phone, “There is nothing to worry about, Dad. The fire guys are here now and they just need your insurance information.” I listened to what he had said, but all I heard was “fire guys” and “insurance information” and I knew that something serious had just happened.

			“I am on my way home,” I said. Without even listening to his response, I hung up the phone and headed out the door for home.

			When I got there, the firefighters were already gone. Both of the boys met me at the car when I pulled into the driveway. “It really isn’t that bad,” Matthew was saying, following me as I headed for the door. My kitchen had caught on fire. The cabinets were charred black and the ceiling, where the fire had tried to spread, was a dark, smoky black and the house smelled of burned . . . well, everything.

			“What happened?” I asked as I surveyed the damage.

			“I was cooking French fries like they do at McDonald’s, when some girl I knew came to the door,” said Matthew, sheepishly. “I was standing in the door talking to her and then she told me, ‘There is a lot of smoke behind you. It looks like you might be burning something.’ Well, I turned around and there was smoke everywhere, man. I looked and I could see flames in the kitchen shooting up to the ceiling. So I tried to put some flour on it and it just got worse. Then I started throwing water on it from the sink. While I was doing that, Michael called the fire guys and they were here in no time, but lucky me, I had already put the fire out. They told me what a good job I did and everything,” he said, trying to convince me he was a hero in the situation.

			I took a deep breath and then I spoke, “Everything is not all right. You could have burned down the house and you could have killed yourself and your brother in the process.”

			He looked at me with big eyes and replied, “But that didn’t happen, Dad. They said if I had not thought to put it out, the house would have been a goner.” I could not believe he was going to justify this to me. I could not believe what I was hearing.

			I looked at my burned and charred kitchen, and then I turned again to speak with him, “You burned down my fucking kitchen. Do you not see it for yourself ? Because if you need me to give you the damn grand tour I will be more than happy to do it, but my suggestion to you right now is to run and I mean run and find a fucking place to hide.” He looked at me with shock because I was not getting his point and he obviously was not getting mine, because I had to say once more, “Run and fucking hide. Do you hear me?” He started to head outside and I stopped him, “Not outside. You are grounded for the rest of your damned days. I think going to your room and shutting the door might be a better idea, because that way I do not have to drag your ass back inside.” He went to his room and shut the door, and I was left in silence to look at the damage. I just sat down on the couch because at the moment there was not much else I could do.

			Saturday night, the night before Christmas Eve, came quickly. My friend Bill and I were booked at a bar in Illinois to do an event for a no-kill animal shelter. The event was going to have a Misfits tribute, as well as pole dancers. We knew the crowd was going to be somewhat Goth even before we got there. We had put together a great presentation, filled with plenty of evidence and footage. It was exciting to do something in front of a young crowd. We were on at about eight in the evening, and it went great. The crowd was full of questions and interest. I have spoken to a lot of crowds in my career, but this was probably one of the best. We got a beer from the bar after we were done, and sat down to watch the remaining acts.

			Christmas Eve came and there was no stopping it. I had finished my Christmas shopping and I was on my way home. I was not sure if Lydia was coming home for Christmas Eve or not. But when I got home, the boys told me she had called and was coming. I was a little nervous, but I could not wait to see her. It was the longest time we had ever been apart. She came in that night and headed for the kitchen. She laughed when she saw the burned kitchen and commented on how the house still had that charred smell––and it did. I was not sure how long it would take me to get it all cleaned up and to get that smell gone. Most likely longer than it took me to clean the house after Matthew chased his brother and sister through it with a bag full of powdered Ajax swinging in the air. Have you ever cleaned Ajax up off of everything you own? Not an easy thing to do at all. You can’t get it wet or it becomes a bigger mess, and this particular kind of Ajax had bleach in it. So needless to say, if you did get it wet on the carpet, it was going to be ugly. I imagined that cleaning the kitchen was going to be a longer process than the Ajax incident, but at the moment, I had been working so many hours, it was impossible to get to even begin it at that moment. So Lydia got almost the same impact upon seeing the kitchen as I had.

			It was a good night. She stayed for a couple hours and then she was gone again. I found out she with her boyfriend’s sister, in her basement. I was glad she was someplace safe, however, I was angry with the both of them for harboring her. This was a woman who had children of her own. I wondered what she would do if this was one of her children. Then I thought about it and decided she would be glad her child had someplace to go. I had taken many kids in off the street; I still do. I provide them a place to stay. I would not be in my right mind to let a kid sleep somewhere like the park or in a car. I felt this was God’s way of paying me back for all of that, maybe? But I was not going to show it. I was still going to make her think I did not approve, in the hope it would make her come home and do the things she needed to get done to prepare for her life. I know many people had to think I was the biggest asshole to walk the earth, but when it came to the welfare of my child, I didn’t care about the opinion of others. That night went by without any arguments. I was just so happy to see her, but when she walked out the door to leave, I felt empty again. I never knew it was going to be so hard to let go. But I wasn’t letting go completely until I knew she was going to be safe. Also, this boyfriend of hers needed to do the right thing by her.

			Lydia also came to my parents’ house for Christmas. It was okay. Everything was going just fine. She came and she left. My mother was telling me I had to let Lydia go as she walked out the door. I still was ready to fight for her. It is so hard to explain. It’s not a feeling I have felt before or since. That feeling that she was in some kind of danger—even though she was safe. The difference was, she was not home, safe under my roof, and I missed her so much. I had never missed someone so much in my life. We were way too close for this. This did not make sense to me. Why would she do this? Did she not love me anymore? Did I do something wrong? The questions just kept churning around and around in my head. Why did this happen? I was being forced to let her go. She did not cut the apron strings. She had ripped them out.

			It was a few days after Christmas when I got a message from some lady I had never heard of before, directing me to this blog site. There was something there she wanted me to read. I went to the site and I could not believe what I was reading. There, on the blog, was post after post from my stalker, and he was talking about me and my family.

			December 24, 2006

			I was at an event where Steven LaChance was last night. I was so close to him I could have stabbed or shot him in the back and no one would have ever known. He would have been long gone before anyone knew what had happened.

			December 26, 2006

			I know where Steven LaChance lives in Union, Missouri, and I know where his kids go to school. I want to get one of the kids and kidnap them. I think the daughter would be best. I would like to capture her and put her through a Forensic Psychological Interrogation to try to break her down. We can discuss this more when we all meet on January 29. Just tell me what to do and I will move forward with it.

			I e-mailed the woman and asked her about what they were planning on January 29. That is when she told me they were gathering at some bed and breakfast to discuss how to handle me. Handle me? Who? That is when she started giving names, and at the head of the list was a woman I knew all too well. It was the woman who Helen had asked not to come back to the Screaming House, because she was harassing Kelly and spreading lies about her. But to go this far? This seemed ridiculous to me. It wasn’t until I started doing research on the man who had been leaving the harassing notes in our yard. Research revealed to us that the man had worked for the FBI and that he was also in the military at some point, as well. There were also big gaps in his life that could not be filled in by research. Regardless, this guy did have the knowledge and ability to pull off some pretty bad stuff. Then I looked up Forensic Psychological Interrogation. That was the moment I knew I needed some help, and if the police were not going to give it to me, then I was going to have to find it for myself. 

			Article after article came up with same thing. These articles talked about practices that involved detention and psychological or physical pressures that blurred into torture. The articles also mentioned the CIA and prisoners at Guantanamo Bay. That was enough for me. I knew at that moment I could not take the chance. I was actually grateful that Lydia was not living at home and that maybe this nut did not know where she was living. I called her immediately and told her that she needed to keep a very low profile. She asked me why and I had to tell her why. I could hear in her voice that she was scared, and I tried to act as calm as I could about it, but the truth is, when someone is threatening your children—I don’t care how old they are—the guard goes up and the guns come out.

			The first thing I did was make a public announcement about what was happening. I did this for a few reasons. I wanted some type of record out there in case anything happened to any of us. I also wanted the stalker to know I was on to him and that I was ready to turn the tables on him. I talked to a friend of mine, and he collected all the research he needed on this guy—and the process was started. I also got myself a bodyguard to accompany me every time I went out in public. The ex-cop, with the lethal feet and hands, was the perfect choice for a bodyguard. It did not take long to get a description of the stalker from my friend. Someone had made a visit to him, and when he answered the door, they said his full name and added, “We now know where you live.” My e-mail friend was able to come up with the location of the bed and breakfast and I immediately put the information out to the paranormal community. It was going to be very hard for them to meet when the paranormal community knew the location, time, and purpose of the gathering. I had covered all bases.

			January 2007

			January was a long month. I called in sick one day in January with the flu. All of us had it at the same time. If I had not called in that night, I would have had to handle a call where a woman’s leg was cut off when a car hit her in the parking lot. My friend, the ex-cop, answered the call that would have been meant for me. I just couldn’t go back there. It was too much to even consider. I could not have made it through something like that, and I understood at that moment that I was in the wrong kind of profession. I left the job and started interviewing for a management position with a convenience store and gas station. I got the job and it paid well. So, I found myself driving back and forth through the snow and the ice, which seemed to continually fall that year.

			During that time, my friend Bill and I also met three people who were going to help change my life, and become three of the best friends I have ever had. The Booth Brothers were twin brothers from England who had made a documentary called Spooked. It was critically acknowledged and received a warm reception on the Syfy Channel. The main plot revolved around Keith Age, who would later star in the film they were getting ready to make called Children of the Grave. The Booth Brothers and Keith Age had seen a photo that one of our team members, Tom Halstead, had taken of the shadow people of Zombie Road. They also heard about the stories of the things we had experienced, down that dark and deserted road. For five miles this road had been closed off to traffic and went down through the thickest of woods you could imagine. It was also very dangerous. They wanted us to take them down to Zombie Road for their new film. Well, of course when someone comes to you and asks you if they could put your work on film, you don’t usually say no. It was a way for us to show the world some of the things we had accomplished. It was also an honor to work with some of the best filmmakers at that time.

			We would have these long phone meetings discussing exactly what we were going to do and how we were going to film it. These meetings were so detailed we even discussed what we would wear. Not one aspect was overlooked in those conversations. Everything was planned out, completely. The only missing item was whether the paranormal were going to perform on film or not. That was not something we could plan. During the course of our conversations, one of our team members came up with a haunted building that had been used for many different things during the years. One of those things was an orphanage. The building was called the Pythian Castle, and was currently being used for weddings and banquets. It was also put on the list for filming. It was decided we would meet at the haunted hotel in Eureka Springs, Arkansas, where a paranormal convention was being held at the beginning of March 2007.

			[contents]

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			February 2007

			The last week in February was rough. I had not seen Lydia since Christmas, and for the most part I did not talk to her either. Most of the time when we would talk, we would fight because I was doing everything I could to have her reconsider marriage and go away to college instead. She wasn’t having any of it, and she started planning a wedding. She was going to get married in June, right after she graduated, right out of the frying pan and into the fire. She would not listen to me. Her response was I didn’t like her boyfriend. That was far from the truth. The fact was, I really did not know her boyfriend because she rarely gave me the chance to get to know him. She called me an education snob because all I wanted to do was to discuss her college plans with her. I was not against her having a boyfriend. I even told her they could still see each other while she went to school. There was nothing wrong with a long engagement; it happens all of the time. If it was meant to be, it would be meant to be—four years down the road. She would have nothing to do with the idea or even consider it. She was 18, and I had no clue what I was talking about in her book. She was pushing her independence and in doing so, to her satisfaction, she was pushing me away.

			One night, after a huge blow-up with her, I went to stand up and I could hardly walk. My abdomen was swollen, and it hurt like hell. I drove to the emergency room with Matthew in tow. All I knew was that I was hurting. I was not completely sure why. They ran tests and x-rays, the whole routine. The end result was that the Crohn’s disease I had when I was younger had come out of remission—due to severe stress. There was so much swelling in my abdomen that it was pressing on my spinal column; I was barely able to walk. I was immediately given pain medication and a strong round of steroids, as well as another medication to force the disease back into remission. I was completely out of service for the next four days. We were only a week away from filming Children of the Grave.

			The medications worked quickly, and within four days I was up and walking with no problem. The steroids had reduced the swelling, and it was no longer pushing onto my spinal column. I wanted to hide. I did not want to see anyone or talk to anyone. However, I needed to be there for the filming. I had given my word and, in this business, sometimes your word is the only thing that matters. I was very ill. It amazes me how stress will attack the body and shut it down. I had just been through too much, too quickly—and it took its toll on me.

			The Saturday before filming started, Matthew and I went out to get our clothes for the film. We had all decided to dress in black fatigues and combat boots. Bill and I were going to wear black berets. The fatigues were a great idea, because they would help us carry everything we needed. Zombie Road was going to be a very long walk into the middle of nowhere, and we needed to be able to have everything with us for the hike.

			In the years that followed, I have often been asked about our clothing choice and I would always reply, “I don’t know what you wear in the woods, but we Missouri boys know how to do it right.” It amazes me still today what an influence we had on people with our clothing choice. You still see forms of it all of the time with different groups. It was the inspiration for the name change, from Missouri Paranormal Research to the Paranormal Task Force. Even before filming, we had already discussed how and when to change the name. Our target was going to be May for the change, and the opening of new departments in our group. There was actually a lot to do to make this change possible, and we worked very hard to make it a reality. We were the Paranormal Task Force now, and we dressed the part. I had mixed feelings, at first, about the name change. It felt strange to give up the name we had already been working under for three years. Now, when I look back, it was one of the best moves we ever made. And in the end, it would turn out to be my last move with the group before I left.
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			Chapter 20

			March 2007

			We started the trek down Zombie Road late in the evening of March 11, 2007, with cameras in tow. There is a psychological impact the road has on you when you start at the top and work your way down, farther and farther into the darkness below. You descend away from civilization, away from anyone who could hear you scream. You are completely on your own, isolated. The bluffs from the Meramec River rise up around you like castle walls. The road breaks apart in spots, and you have to jump across high ravines to make it to the other side. You can’t run, because if you do, you are likely to lose the road in front of you or find yourself falling 20 feet down a dark ravine. Help will not come, and the coyotes will be more likely to find you before anyone knows that you are missing.

			It had already been a very long day of shooting at the bottom of the road. With more than a few Red Bulls in our systems, we stood at the top of the road and gathered our team to make our way down. We were making sure all of our equipment was working. All of the batteries were charged and everyone had a flashlight of some sort. You could feel the excitement in the group. Our goal was to film the shadow people. There was this feeling of not knowing if we were actually going to meet that goal or not.

			Keith Age and the Booth Brothers had selected us because of the photos of things we had captured on the road in the past. Tom Halstead had more riding on this than anyone because it was his photo of the shadow people that had brought all of us to the road that night. His reputation was riding on this journey. There were months of planning for this one night at this location. It was all riding on capturing film evidence of the shadow people of Zombie Road.

			We began our journey from the top of the road and we were not very far in when we heard people screaming at us through the woods. The locals had heard we were there and what we were doing. On the road in front of us was written: DEAD PEOPLE THIS WAY.

			There was a large arrow at the end of the phrase, pointing straight down into the darkness. We all were a little nervous. I have heard Christopher Booth talk about this moment on more than one occasion. He always describes this moment as a The Hills Have Eyes moment, and he was exactly right. We knew of the horrible things that had happened on the road in the past. We knew of the satanic worship and sacrifices that had been made on the road before. And here we were, with these faceless voices screaming at us in the darkness, knowing full well we could be in serious danger.

			“Bring lots of guns,” a police officer had told us earlier in the day. Most people would have stopped at that point, but we didn’t. We were not going to let some vigilante group of locals stop us from filming what could be the best evidence of shadow people ever caught on film.

			Bill took the lead, and I backed up the group at the rear. My feeling was that if we were going to be attacked, they would come from behind and they would have to get through me. Also, I had always been afraid we would lose someone in the darkness of the road. I could not imagine what would happen to the person who simply walked away from the group and got lost on the road at night, by themselves. We were armed with every type of camera you could think of, along with a thermal camera as well. Keith Age was following Bill, and behind him was Phillip Booth with a camera, filming the whole scene. Christopher Booth was in the back of the group with me. We were both filming with handheld cameras. We were two miles down the road when the voices we heard became way off in the distance and eventually disappeared. The bluffs were beginning to rise around us, making it impossible for anyone to attack us from any angle except the rear. But there was no one there. Not a sound.

			Keith, who was filming with the thermal camera, instantly halted the group. He saw, in the thermal camera’s view panel, the eyes of a pack of coyotes. We were surrounded. You could hear them surrounding us in the woods and above the bluffs. Worst of all, you could see their eyes. “Now, I want everyone to stay tight. We have a group of coyotes surrounding us,” Keith warned.

			“Coyotes, mate? Is that something we need to be concerned with?” Christopher began quizzing Keith on the coyote situation, immediately.

			“Hell yes, we need to be concerned. They usually go for the weakest in the group, and I think the weakest in this group would be the Englishman from LA, so you better stay with the group, Chris,” Keith said, half joking and half serious.

			Christopher looked at me, and I could not tell if he was frightened or excited. He finally spoke up, nervously, “I would like to see the fucking Ghost Hunters bunch do this one.” Then we started to laugh.

			Farther down the road we went. The road in front of us would break apart, and in the space where the road had broken apart was a 20-foot drop—straight down into the ravine below. The first person had to jump across the break, and then we would hold the hands of the others, one by one, and pull them to the other side. I remember one moment when Philip lost his footing and I thought for sure he was headed down the ravine, into the darkness below. But at the last moment, Keith grabbed him and pulled him to the other side. The road began to level off as we worked our way down.

			We finally made it to the area where the shadow people had been spotted time and time again. The group was moving very slowly, pausing at moments to see what they were getting on thermal. During one of these pauses, I looked at Christopher and all of a sudden it became very cold. I could see his breath and I could see mine as well. 

			“Steven, it is getting fucking cold,” he said, while filming. We turned around behind us, and there, in both of our cameras, was a huge, rolling, black mass that covered the road. “Do you see it?” Christopher asked. “Yes,” I answered. I could see it and it was moving very slowly. We could not have been more than six feet away from it. We both stood there, filming. We were both amazed at what we were capturing. Once it had moved on, we moved to catch up with the group again. Suddenly Keith motioned for us to stop, and that is when it happened.

			I have been asked about this moment over and over again through the years. It was very cold and the air around us had a strange feeling to it, almost like something was sucking the air right out of the atmosphere. Then, they started to step out from behind the trees. We had found the shadow people of Zombie Road. There must have been 15 to 20 of them. They made no move toward us. They just stood there and observed us, as we observed them. Some of us spoke things, in exclamation. Some were just quiet, and watched as they slowly faded into nothingness. We had met our objective. We were thrilled, and there were other things to come our way that night, but after that moment, nothing would compare. I can remember walking out of the woods that night, thinking we were all changed by the event. How could you not be? We got a glimpse of the “other side.” Not only that, but we had captured it on film.

			The group was quiet as we walked out of the woods in the early morning. Each and every one of us knew we had seen and filmed something that had never been captured before. We felt accomplished, but at the same time, changed and humbled. No words can describe the feelings we felt that early morning in 2007. We went back to the hotel where Keith and the twins were staying and had a good hard shot of Jack to celebrate our accomplishment.

			I look back at the moment years before, when I challenged Bill to disprove the legend of Zombie Road. Had I not made that suggestion, we would have never filmed the shadows we caught that night. It is funny how one simple decision can lead you into something great. My theory is that the shadow children cooperated with us to show the world they existed. And Tom Halstead was on cloud nine, because he had proven to the world the validity of his photo.

			I have not been back to investigate Zombie Road since that night. There is no need for me to return there. Why go back? It was time to move forward and leave Zombie Road and the shadows in the woods behind. We had proven our theories.
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			Chapter 21

			April 2007

			I am standing in a crowd of people. I cannot make out what is going on in front of me because the crowd is so large. Everyone is trying to watch something, but I cannot make out what it is. There is loud music playing—something from the Misfits. I feel the crowd push forward and my feet lift off the ground as it surges forward. I can feel the bodies pushing in on me from all sides. It is crushing and I find myself not being able to breathe. I want to just take a big breath of air but the crowd around me keeps pushing. I want to scream, but I have no air to scream and besides, the loud music would just drown me out anyway.

			I feel a sharp pain suddenly in my back and I can feel something warm begin to run down it. What was I feeling? I try to raise my arm, but my hand cannot lift due to the surging crowd. I hear someone behind me. A girl begins to scream and I can feel the crowd separate from me, creating an opening as I fall to the ground. I put my hand to my back and I bring my hand forward to my face. I am bleeding. I am bleeding badly. I try to make it to my feet, but the world seems as if it is closing around me and I fall to my knees. I can hear the screaming of the crowd around me as I collapse. Why am I bleeding? I reach behind me again and I can feel something sticking out from my back. I pull and it comes out into my hand. I bring it forward and I see I am holding a bloody knife. I have been stabbed in the back. I collapse all the way to the floor. I roll over to my back and I can see the faceless figures of the crowd. I know I am dying. I know there is no help for me. I lay there watching the screaming crowd as I start to black out.

			It was the Saturday afternoon before Easter, and I was lying on the couch taking a nap. I sat up and I looked around the room. The boys had made plans with some friends for the night and it was just me there, alone. I could still feel a sharp pain in my back. I hurriedly reached around and felt where the pain was coming from and there was nothing there, nothing more than a muscle spasm. It was just a remnant of the dream. My phone rang and I jumped at the sound. It was Bill.

			“You ready for tonight?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I will be there,” I said in return.

			“Okay then. See you in a little bit.” Then he was gone. We were doing another benefit at the bar for the no-kill animal shelter, same deal with the same crowd.

			I dialed the phone and my friend the ex-cop picked up on the other end. “Are we still on for tonight?” I asked.

			“We sure are,” he responded.

			“Okay then, I will see you soon,” I said.

			Before I could hang up, he added, “Steven, it’s going to be okay. If he shows up, I’m going to get him. I promise.” I was speechless for a moment. Had it seemed that apparent to him?

			“I sure hope so,” I replied, and then I hung up the phone.

			Bill and I had decided to wear our Children of the Grave fatigues and berets to the event. It was a great way, we felt, to begin the process of the name change to the Paranormal Task Force, instead of Missouri Paranormal Research. I can remember having trouble buttoning up the shirt and when I looked down, I saw my hands were shaking. I told myself to pull myself together. I was going with a bodyguard. Not just any bodyguard, but a good one. I knew he would handle any situation that could arise.

			The bar was crowded that night. My bodyguard was near me, surveying the crowd as I spoke. He did not seem alarmed and showed no signal that I should be alarmed, either. Things went great. The crowd loved the information and loved the ghost footage we had to show them. There was not enough time to take all of their questions during the presentation. There were simply too many of them. So afterward, I was working the crowd, talking to people and answering the questions I could. Then a loud sound of music drew all of our attention to the stage as the pole dancer came out to dance. The crowd pushed forward as the music grew louder and the show became more intense.

			I could see my bodyguard point at me, making a gesture to look behind. He was desperately trying to make his way through the crowd to get to me. I can remember thinking, “Oh my God, the stalker is here.” It all went into slow motion, almost like a car wreck. I turned around and saw the faces behind me. “Where is he?” I whispered to myself. And then my gaze fell onto one guy in the crowd, a blond guy. He was smiling at me, and it wasn’t a friendly smile. His smile was menacing. It seemed as if the world stopped when I made eye contact with him. I knew the moment I saw him that he was my stalker, and so did my bodyguard, who was forcing his way through the crowd. The stalker immediately tried to leave, but the crowd would not let him get to the door. So he moved forward past me and headed into the bathroom.

			“You stay right here,” my bodyguard told me, as he headed into the bathroom. It seemed like hours passed with no one appearing at the bathroom door. I was beginning to worry, and then I saw the blond guy shoot out of the bathroom. He started pushing and shoving people in the crowd to make his way out the door. He looked scared as he pushed, and then I saw my bodyguard walk out of the bathroom door with a smile on his face. He started heading behind the stalker, right out the front door. Later, I found out that he had pinned the stalker to the wall in the bathroom and had a little chat. His words, not mine.

			There was another visit made to the stalker’s house, and I never knew what took place from there. I knew they had him on the run, judging from his reaction that night in the bar. I never heard from him again. No more little packages and no more threats. He was gone out of my life for good, and in the end that is all that mattered. It was over. When I look back at the whole thing now, I still cannot believe that I could not get any help from the Union police; had I waited for something to happen, I either could be dead or one of my children could have been hurt. It was a huge relief when it was finally over, but it took a long time until I would no longer find myself looking behind my back, looking for him to be there. It changed the person I am today. Sometimes when I am in a crowd of people, I find myself being extremely nervous and more than a little guarded. I have been told before that I seem like a snob or stuck on myself. This is not the case at all. The truth is, I am never quite sure if I can trust the strangers I meet out on the road. It takes a lot for me to go out there to talk and to do the things necessary for an author. I have had some tense moments since then as well. I had this one guy come up to me during a signing and start talking about the executions he did when he was in Vietnam. He got very graphic. Marie was sitting next to me when this happened and then he began to tell me how much he enjoyed it. I thought for sure we were in trouble that day. Eventually he left, and when the signing was over, I made sure we were not being followed. Since then, I have looked at pictures of me in crowds, signing copies of a book. I always look like a deer in the headlights. I am not sure I will ever be comfortable in a crowd setting. When I open a door, I half expect to see a package, or when I am walking through a crowd, I anticipate those steely eyes stalking me from a distance, once more ready to pounce. But if it happens, I will be ready. I am no longer innocent where that is concerned.

			May 2007

			Lydia’s graduation came quickly that year. My princess was graduating from high school. I went, of course, even though things between us were still very tense. I had mixed feelings through it all. As I listened to the scholarship awards, I shook my head knowing that Lydia could have been one of the award winners, if she had not made the decision to get married. I got to talk to her and give her a hug when it was all over, but she seemed so distant from me. I can never remember a time when we were so distant. She was getting married in a month, and the closer it came to the day of the wedding, the more we fought. I just could not bring myself to go. How would I give her away, in front of the eyes of God, when I would be lying that it was okay? I just could not do it. I was against it and I was not going to act any differently. And we were fighting on almost a daily basis.

			My dad bought me a pink tie to wear to the wedding with my black suit. I had, for a moment, decided I would go. The day before the wedding Lydia called me, screaming that I was supposed to get a tuxedo, and now they were not going to get a discount on her fiancé’s tuxedo because of me. She knew I was wearing my suit, and I even told her about the tie my dad bought for me to wear. I told her then that I was not coming. I explained to her that you can only push a person so far before they snap. I was heartbroken. I threw the tie away, because I would not and could never wear it. I did not go to my Lydia’s wedding, and in some ways I feel as if that moment in my daughter’s life was stolen from me.

			A few weeks later, in the middle of the night, I got a phone call from Lydia. “Why did you not come to my wedding?” she asked. I explained to her that she was never going to talk to me the way she had, the day before the wedding, ever again. I told her if she could not show me respect, then I had no room for her in my life. We talked for a long time and when I hung up the phone, I was sure we would be okay. It took almost a year for us to finally be good again. It was the worst year of my life. I could not live without my daughter any longer and I could not argue with her anymore. I felt such a loss when she was not around. It almost killed me. Daddy loves you, princess.

			With all of these things going on at once, I decided to write a book. Christopher Booth and I had long talks about me writing a book on the Screaming House, and why I should do it. “Haunting just did not tell the whole story, mate,” he would say. He had heard the whole story, and before we filmed Zombie Road, he went with me to the house. It was the first time I had been back since I had left it. Philip and Keith were with us. I was terrified in the car and could not move as we pulled up to the house. Philip immediately jumped out and began filming. I did not get out of the car. I stayed in the car with Christopher and Keith. Christopher saw the emotions hitting me just from being there in front of it. “You need to write the book, mate. If not for any other reason than that it might help you get over this. I know it is affecting you and your life still,” he said in the car, on the way back to the hotel. Keith and Philip had fallen asleep in the back. It was just the two of us talking; an instant connection between the two of us was made. There are certain things in life that are better kept a secret. The conversation between Chris and me was consecrated. Some things are sacred. That conversation sparked the idea of writing The Uninvited. Without that push, you wouldn’t be reading this sequel today.

			I can’t tell you how difficult it was to write the book. It came out of me so quickly. I wrote the entire first draft in less than a month. The difficult part was facing the emotions that were still left inside me for that horrible place. Activity around my house rose to meet those emotions. There were things flying out of cabinets, banging on the walls, shadow figures; it was almost as if something was trying to keep me from writing it. The more it tried to stop me, the more committed I became to get it done. Morning, noon, and night, I would be writing. The nights were the worst. However, in the end, I had a book. Laura Helbig took the book and did the edit. We then sent it off to four publishers and immediately got a response from Llewellyn Worldwide, which published the book. It was done, and it is true that I left part of me behind on those pages, and some of myself has been left here on these pages. I left a lot of things behind.
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			Chapter 22

			June 2007

			We got a call about a family that needed help. They were living in a house, which they claimed was haunted, in the woods of Missouri. The wife had been held and beaten in the shower and the door to the oven had been ripped off its hinges by this entity. Bill and I decided we needed to send a team out to investigate. However, Bill was not able to make this one, so I asked Preacher, Rachel, and her boyfriend to assist.

			At first, when we arrived on the case, things did not seem as violent as the description given to us by the family. It was actually pretty quiet. We began the process of going through the house and taking initial readings, pictures, setting up equipment, and interviewing the family. The master bedroom was located at the end of a long hallway. The family had told us, during the interview process, that most of the activity was coming from there. Footsteps and figures would always lead to that bedroom and at times, it was an impossible room to sleep in. We entered the bedroom and I turned on the light. We looked around and then all of a sudden, everyone in the room began to taste what was described as gunpowder. I have never been a gun enthusiast, so I could only tell you that I tasted something burnt in my mouth. The taste was sort of like when you were a kid and you had those caps you use in a cap gun. Once discharged, they left a smoky residue and if you breathed it in, it tasted horrible. That was the best way I could describe it. It was something like that. We took some EVP samples along with some other things, and then set up equipment to monitor the room. When I turned the light off in the room, I looked back to make sure everything was working, and that is when I saw something glowing underneath a flag on the wall.

			I stopped Preacher and Rachel and we went over to check it out. I pulled the flag back and to my surprise there was a note written in glow-in-the-dark ink. The note read something like this:

			I write this note to whoever is going to find it and read it. I can no longer handle this anymore. He has taken my heart from me and has destroyed everything that I am. I am no longer a person inside this body. I think he is possessed and I am afraid that it is now coming after me. I will not become like him. I am ending my life tonight. I have no other choice but to do it. No one can give me any reason why I should not do it. I cannot be hurt anymore by him. I just can’t take anymore . . .

			The note broke off, just like that. There was something else there, but it was not readable. Below that was a series of claw marks scratched into the wall. They looked like they could have been made by human hands.

			Preacher and I immediately began to cleanse the house. We worked from the front to the back, sealing the four corners. When we approached the bedroom, something drastically changed. From the moment we began the blessing in the bedroom, the closet doors began to open and close violently. At one point, a growl filled the room. We continued the blessing until all of the activity had stopped. The house was finally quiet and you could feel that the negativity had been abolished.

			Rachel was desperately trying to decode what remained of the apparent suicide note. She sat on the floor with a pen and paper, and wrote down every word down along with anything else she could make out. She had a series of words, and for a few weeks afterward was trying to make sense of them. I would get e-mails from her almost daily with some kind of different interpretation. However, that night was the last night I would see her alive.

			I was working as a producer for talk radio at the time. I would produce six hours of talk radio during the day, and I had a show of my own as well. I can remember getting ready to go on the air when I heard a news story about a murder-suicide in Sullivan, Missouri. I did not hear the names. I can remember thinking that our little country bubble of safety had been popped once more. There are murders out here, away from the city. They do not happen too often, but when they do, you can bet your bottom dollar they are going to be horrendous.

			I wasn’t even in my house when I could hear the phone ringing inside. I threw down my keys and darted to pick up the phone. It was Preacher and he began to ramble on so fast that I could barely make out what he was trying to say. “Slow down, Preacher. I am having trouble making out what you are saying,” I said. The next words he said were slow and deliberate.

			“Rachel is dead. She was shot in the head at close range with a shotgun.”

			I can remember thinking, “Please God, not a shotgun.” The case file history of “The Glow-in-the-Dark Case” found that the girl who wrote the suicide note had killed herself with a shotgun. She blew her head off.

			Preacher relayed all of the details. Apparently Rachel’s soon-to-be ex showed up with a box of gifts for the children. He used this as an excuse to get inside of the house. When he opened the box to show Rachel the gifts, he pulled out a shotgun, shooting her in the face at close range. Then he turned the gun on her boyfriend, just missing him by a hair. Rachel’s ex left and went down the street to the local car lot. Someone asked him what he was doing, and he put the gun on the ground for leverage, bent over it, and shot himself in the chest.

			I hung up the phone. I couldn’t think. I sat there on the couch in complete shock, and then I became violently ill. How do you begin to comprehend something like that? I just kept asking myself over and over, “Why?”

			Rachel’s viewing was a closed casket, because obviously there was nothing left to observe. Her boyfriend was in complete denial at the moment. You could tell by looking at his face he just simply was not there. I gave him a hug and we talked for a few minutes. While I was talking to him, I noticed the gunpowder burns on his face. It was a very close call for him. Rachel’s children were there, and it broke my heart to know they would now have to go through this life without parents. The youngest was not much more than a baby, and I just wanted to hold him and tell him it was going to be all right.

			The funeral service was beautiful and the minister spoke about anger and how you need to let those feelings go, but it is very hard when you are looking at a closed casket of a mother way too young to be in it, and her small children sitting right in front of you. How do you deal with that anger? Those poor babies will never know much about their mother. These children will hear stories, but in the long run that is all they will ever be, stories. I left the gravesite that day and I looked at Preacher and Marie and I told them I was done. I was leaving the group. In my right mind, I could not go on this way. Somehow I couldn’t help but to feel responsible. Could I have brought about the demise of Rachel by simply involving her in the case? The deaths were way too similar. The one thing I did not tell you about Rachel is that she lived on Captain Cromwell’s land in Beaufort, Missouri, when she was a little girl. While living there, she was terrorized by something unnatural. Too much had come full circle for me to ever be comfortable investigating again.

			“What do you mean, you’re leaving the group?” This was the overall reaction from everyone in the group when I told them I was leaving it all behind me. I didn’t give any specifics, really. I left quietly. Most of the group assumed it was so I could go be a writer, which was the furthest from the truth. I could no longer take a chance like this with anyone else. I didn’t want my curse to become the burden for another innocent soul. I was having a nervous breakdown because I felt responsible for so much. It seemed everything was coming to a head at once. I had the weight of the world on my shoulders and I was finally falling apart. What if the Screaming House was what really killed Tommy? What if all of the miscarriages that have happened to the females who were close to me were because of the evil that followed me? What if Rachel had died the way she did because of my connection to Cromwell, and I was stupid enough to let her go on that case? It was too much. The train was heading into the station much too fast for me and I felt like I was losing control. I had to walk away. Even today, I know there are those who do not understand why I gave up my group the way I did. But those people need to understand I should have never started the group in the first place. I had no business doing what I did.

			In return, with anger as a catalyst, the group tried to wipe me away. They erased my name from EVERYTHING. I was no longer remembered as the group founder; I was nonexistent. They had expunged my name from the website I had built. It was almost like a divorce and the children were taking sides. There should have never been sides to take. They tried to eliminate my presence, when they should have been trying to help me get through it all.

			The people who were the closest to me became my enemies overnight. Why couldn’t they see what the truth was and what was happening to me? Everybody was worried about Children of the Grave coming out, but at that moment, I felt no one was really worried about me. They just stole what was mine and left me out in the cold, without a second glance. The rational is the irrational when you have been through everything I have survived. Marie, Preacher, and Tom were the only ones who stuck by my side through it all. They may not have completely understood what it was that was happening, but they knew something was wrong.

			Looking back now, I can understand why the team felt the way they did. I was always the rock they could count on. Through the worst of times, I was always there, solid and moving forward. They did not know or understand what was going on. Years later, after we put it all behind us, I still don’t think they realized what actually had happened and how bad it truly was. I should have listened to Zaffis in those early days when he told me, “You cannot be a case and an investigator at the same time. It’s dangerous and it will not work.” He was right: it did not work. As a matter of fact, it was disastrous. Instead of turning down the dance, I went right along with the devil’s waltz. In the end, it not only almost killed me, but broke me completely down. 

			In the aftermath, I was treated as an outcast by those who did not understand that all I was trying to do was protect them. They did not understand that the group should have never existed in the first place. It was the wrong thing for me to do. The group was born out of hell, and I had no business leading it into further disaster. All of the feelings came out in an instant. And no one could see I was hurting. No one could understand there was something terribly wrong. The best thing for me to do was to walk away. I did it for them as much as I did it for myself. It was something that had to be done. I do believe it would have destroyed us all had I not.

			August 2008

			The phone rang one afternoon, about a year later. It was Helen, and I could tell by the sound of her voice she was under, once again. “Steven, I want to tell you something. I just happened to find, in Charlie’s dresser drawer, a pen knife. Now I want you to keep it a secret, because I took it and put it under some magazines next to the bed. Some place where I can easily reach it while he sleeps.” The line went dead. I knew instantly, she was going to try to kill him once more. At this point, I was ready to say fuck it, and let her do what she was going to do. I was not willing to ride in at the last act once more and save the day. I had no more hero left within me. If it were not for Marie, I would have done just that.

			“Steven, you have to call the police. You cannot let her kill him. If she does and they find out you knew what she was planning, you are going to be just as guilty,” Marie pleaded with me. She was trying to talk some sense into me but it was a really hard sell, because at this point, I’d had it with Helen and the monster she held within. Why should I go out of my way to once again save the woman who tried to kill me? She wanted to shoot me in the head and then commit suicide herself, and I stopped her. Why should I do it again? Wasn’t God asking too much from me? And then Marie spoke the words that would change my mind, “If you let this happen without trying to stop this, you are playing into the demon’s hands. Don’t you see that?”

			I called the sheriff’s department and I told them Helen had a knife and what she was planning to do with it. I explained to them that if they did not get to her before she got to Charlie, she would kill him. They agreed to dispatch someone out. After I hung up with the cops, I picked up the phone and called Helen. I spoke to her calmly and deliberately, like I was speaking to a child. “You need to get the knife and put it in the middle of the kitchen table, do you understand me?” She calmly responded with “yes” to everything I was telling her to do. “Now when the police arrive, they are going to ask you where the knife is. You need to tell them it is in the center of the kitchen table. Do not point to it or move toward it in any way. Let them get the knife without your help,” I said to her, afraid if she reached for the knife they might feel it was an aggressive move. “Do you understand me?” I said to her. Once again she calmly responded with a “yes.”

			The police came and got the knife and then gave her a choice; she could either go to the hospital right then or go to her daughter’s house. She chose her daughter’s and they took her there. If you ask her today, she will tell you that she does remember her actions on that night. She will also tell you I called the cops on her, which we both find funny.

			Today, Helen and Charlie are divorced. Helen is doing well now, and there have been no more homicidal episodes. In some ways, I think if the demon was still with her, it left when it understood that I no longer cared what it did. I know that attitude sounds cold, and maybe it is, but it ended up saving Helen’s life. That was the last incident that I had with her. From that moment on, I understood that I needed to keep a safe distance between Helen and me. There have been times when we see each other, but they are few and far between. Sometimes distance is the best move you can make when the haunted are involved, and from where Helen stood, it was the best thing to do for both of us.

			We got together one time a few years ago, and went to lunch and did some other things with Marie. That night, Helen was taken away by an ambulance after we left. She thought she was having a heart attack, and when they gave her some medication for an upset stomach she aspirated on it and quickly developed pneumonia. They had to put her into a medically-induced coma to let her heal. The truth of it was, she almost died. It was a long time until she came around and showed improvement. She had to be on oxygen 24/7 and physical therapy was a must. After several months, she recovered, but now it is easy for her to contract pneumonia and when she does, it is severely life-threatening. She will never be normal again, and it has aged her way beyond her years.
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			Chapter 23

			March 2009

			It was late one night when Matthew called me. He had been at work at the local gas station, and he was asking if he could bring someone home with him. He was excited, and I had to ask him to slow down so I could understand him. 

			“Dad, I have the story. I have the whole story,” he kept saying over and over again. 

			“What story do you have?” I asked him, clearly not understanding where he was coming from. 

			“I have the whole history of the land the Screaming House was built on, and I have the whole story of the family,” he said back to me, even more excited. 

			“Where did you hear this?” I asked. 

			“I got it from a Cromwell family member. Dad, they have pictures and everything,” he said once again, excitedly. “I am bringing them home to meet you. They want to meet you. They want to tell the whole history to you directly.”

			1874

			It was a stormy summer night. The windows of the large house were rattling with each rumble of thunder. The wind was howling as strange shadows were cast upon the walls. With each flash of light, the flicker of the flames from the oil lamps and candles danced in the darkness. The pounding on the front door sent a very large servant woman scrambling down the stairs to answer it. She had served the captain and his wife, Minerva, for many years, as a slave and servant. It was hard for her to consider herself as anything else, even though all of the slaves at the Cromwell homestead had been freed. Even with their freedom, they all had stayed on to serve the captain and his wife. Screams of agony came from the upstairs bedroom. The mistress was having a baby, and Ivy hurried even faster toward the door to let in Doc, who was waiting outside on the porch in the storm.

			“Where is she?” Doc asked as he entered. He handed his coat and hat to Ivy. “This way, Doc,” Ivy answered, setting his cane and hat aside. Another scream came shrieking down the steps. Both Doc and Ivy looked upward until the screaming subsided. “She is upstairs. Right this way,” Ivy said as she began to lead Doc up the long, grand staircase to the second floor. Doc could make out someone sitting in a chair outside the door, and he assumed it must be the captain, waiting for the birth. His assumptions proved to be correct, and as he moved closer, the captain stood to shake his hand.

			“Now, you don’t worry about anything. I will take really good care of everything,” Doc said as they exchanged handshakes. Ivy opened the bedroom door and another scream escaped out. Doc hurried into the room, with Ivy behind him, as the door was shut firmly, muffling the screams of birth.

			The captain sat in his chair outside the door, where he awaited the news about the birth of his new child. He sat there with his head in his hands to partially block out his wife’s screams. He assured himself she was in good hands with Doc. He knew the rumors about Doc and the whores from Moselle, but instead of doing abortions, tonight the doctor would be bringing life into the world. He hoped that life would be a son.

			All of a sudden, the night was pierced with the first cries of life and the baby was born. The bedroom door opened slowly, and Doc stepped outside, almost blocking the door. “Before you go in there, I think there is something I should tell you,” said Doc, looking at him with a seriousness that he had never seen before.

			“Everything is all right with the baby?” the captain asked, with a worried look on his face.

			“Everything is fine with the baby. There were no complications,” Doc said, still trying to block the door and the view behind it.

			“Well then, let me in there to see my wife and child.” The captain pushed his way past Doc, who was still trying to stop him. Once in the room, he could see the shock on Ivy’s face and he knew there was something wrong. He raced over to the bed, where his wife was lying with a bundle in her arms. There was a look of horror upon Minerva’s face. This was not the look of a new mother. As he got closer, he saw the baby that she was holding in her arms and he began to scream. He screamed, and then he screamed some more.

			These were screams of a broken heart. Minerva was holding a mixed child. The captain knew instantly that the baby did not belong to him, and that was the ultimate betrayal. The baby was a black man’s baby. Minerva began to sob violently at his reaction, trying to say she was sorry, but the words would not come out through her tears.

			“Ivy, take the baby away,” Doc said as he came back into the room. Minerva was crying and trying not to let the baby go, but Ivy got the child away from her and was out of the door.

			Doc looked at the captain and said, “Do you want me to clean up this mess?” The captain did not say a word, but nodded his head yes, and walked out of the room crying—a broken man. Doc, standing next to the bedside looking down at Minerva, immediately put a cloth soaked in chloroform over her face as Minerva tried to fight. She tried to scream for help, but the screams fell on deaf ears, because no white man would care about a woman who had slept with a black man and carried his child. She quickly passed out and Doc went to work. Both of her lungs were pierced with wires inserted into her sides, between her ribs. Her lungs collapsed and immediately began to fill with fluid. Minerva struggled, but she would not make it through the night.

			The captain walked into the nursery where Ivy was with the baby. “You know what you need to do, Captain. You need to get rid of this bastard child, this unholy thing. You can’t have this running around. Send it back to hell, Captain. Send it back to hell.”

			He pushed Ivy aside to walk over to the bassinet that held the sleeping baby. “What is it?” he asked.

			“It’s a bastard boy, Captain, and make no mistake, it is unholy. You need to kill it,” Ivy said, standing next to him.

			“I need to kill it?” the captain asked her, with tears in his eyes.

			“You must kill it. You have no choice. You cannot have this bastard ruining your life. Kill it.” With this, Ivy put a pistol in his hands. “Just point and pull the trigger. It is as easy as that,” she said as the captain pulled back the hammer on the gun. Doc walked into the room and the captain turned to him.

			“It is done. Won’t be long now,” Doc said, and immediately tears began to roll down the captain’s face. He turned to face the bassinet once more.

			“Do it,” Ivy said, and a loud bang rang out throughout the house.

			It was done.

			“Dress it in its christening gown,” said the captain as he left the room, dropping the pistol on the floor at the door.

			The baby was hung in a tree near the servants’ quarters for all to see. It was hung by its feet and it was dressed in a white christening gown. The dead baby was hung there as a warning to the servants and anyone who else might see it, to never cross the captain again. All of the male servants were gathered outside the quarters near the tree, lined up, and shot. The farmhands stood aside and watched. One of the servants tried to run and was shot in the back immediately upon trying to escape. On her deathbed, Minerva would not give the name of her lover, and so she sent many innocent men to their deaths. It was a death sentence for all, instead of just one.

			Some speculated that the servant who tried to escape was actually the one who deserved to die, but no one ever really knew for sure—no one except for Ivy. Of course she was happy to stand by and watch the sacrifices as they were made. She was a Voodoo high priestess, and was gratified to see the land washed in blood. This would make her djab happy. A djab is the personal spirit that Ivy had a magical contract with. Her djab was particularly powerful and aggressive, because it was one of the Loa, or angels. In Ivy’s case, her djab was one of the fallen, one of the angels cast out from heaven along with Lucifer. It would be very happy with the sacrifices that night, especially with the sacrifice of the baby hanging in the tree.

			Although pneumonia would be the official cause of death listed on Minerva’s death certificate, the actual cause of death was murder. The problem had been taken care of and the captain’s honor would never be tarnished by such debauchery by her ever again.

			“There is no God!” the captain screamed to the heavens. He dropped to his knees and frantically started clawing at the dirt. He clearly had gone insane. Behind him, in the darkness, stood a figure, faintly glowing, with something moving wildly in front of it. Again, the captain screamed out in extreme and utter agony, “Why have you deserted me?” Again, something started to move wildly in the darkness as the glowing figure began to slowly move forward. The captain sat up on his knees and began scratching his chest. Blood began to surface, as tears streamed down his expressionless face.

			“Because your God does not care,” a low, female voice murmured. It came from the glowing figure that waited in the darkness. Her words were deliberate, drawn out, and full of accentuation.

			“You have forsaken me,” the captain whispered into the air, with tears running down his face and bloody torso. The figure in the darkness began to move closer with something still moving wildly with it.

			From behind him, Ivy came into the light of the fire, dressed in all white, from head to toe. Her head was wrapped in white, and in her hand she held a chicken by its feet. The chicken’s wings were flapping wildly. In her other hand she held a knife. Holding the squirming chicken over the captain, she took the knife and cut the chicken’s throat. As the blood began to pour over the captain, she began to dance and her eyes rolled back into her head. She was now under possession. The captain began to rub the blood all over his face and body and he began to growl and scream. His eyes turned black. His soul no longer belonged to God. Ivy started to laugh because she knew she had made her djab proud. With all of the sacrifice and blood, it would stain the land and it would make her more powerful than she ever dreamed of being. Her life would become epic, and the sacrifices of that night would forever leave their mark on generations after, who would no longer worship anything but the fallen who now gave Ivy her strength.

			The captain took care of Ivy for the rest of her life. She never wanted for anything. She moved from Missouri to New Orleans, and no trace of her was ever heard of again. A short time before the death of the captain, he made a trip to New Orleans. Family members speculate it was to see Ivy for one last time, but no one ever knew for sure if that was actually the purpose of his trip. Shortly after returning home, the captain died. Some descendants of the captain debate whether he is actually buried in the grave under the small, understated tombstone that marks his grave today. Right next to his grave is Minerva’s. Her tombstone is large and ornate. It is the tombstone given to someone out of love. When you stand at the grave, you have this overwhelming sense of sadness and love. She was the love of the captain’s life. He loved her more than anything else ever put on this earth. He would not share her, and her betrayal was too much for him to handle. On the night of those tragic events, his heart was broken and he turned cold and distant; a man whose family described him as mean and heartless. It worked as a poison on the generations to follow. The Cromwells were known for being cruel and unforgiving. They also hid their secrets. They hid them well.

			The Screaming House was built upon the grounds that used to be the Cromwell slave quarters. It was said, by some family members, that one of the basement walls was actually one of the walls preserved from that original building. If you went into the basement of the Screaming House, you would notice the majority of the walls were built from normal concrete, but one of the walls was built from an older, almost sandlike concrete material. The tree still stands outside where the dead baby was hung for show. The baby is still sometimes seen hanging there, at three in the morning, and you can still hear the captain’s screams breaking the silence of the night. His screams of grief, heartache, and despair.

			This is the story that was told to me in 2009 by a Cromwell family member. I was sworn to never reveal the source. In a way, it this source will go down in history as the “deep throat” of the supernatural. The Cromwell family member told me someone might kill them, if others knew they had told the story. That was made clear to me, and even though I was given permission to tell the story, I was made to promise to never give away the source. During our conversation, I found the dichotomous worship of Catholicism and Voodoo quite intriguing. I had to wonder if the rituals Ivy once practiced were still practiced by the Cromwells today, imbedded within the families that practiced the ceremonies. Were they raised with the mixture of Catholicism and the worship of the fallen, in the same way I would be a Protestant or someone might be Jewish? This would make it nearly impossible to break the cycle. The fallen, demons, ghosts, Voodoo, Catholicism . . . the final story was just the same, when you consider it. It was all just a matter of semantics.

			I think back to Mr. Winters, the landlord of the Screaming House, and it all makes sense. He is feeding demons, sacrificing families for his twisted beliefs. And more importantly, he is sacrificing children, much in the same way that Ivy orchestrated the sacrifice of the baby, many years before. A spiritual sacrifice. But let’s face it, a sacrifice is still a sacrifice, by body or spirit.

			Here again I will include the last e-mail contact I had with Mr. Winters. This time I think it will be crystal clear to you what his intentions were and are:

			Last e-mail contact with Mr. Winters, landlord of the Screaming House

			November 2005

			The new children are having fun running around upstairs and “screaming” as children do when they’re having fun . . . but the parents will stop that soon, when they finish moving in and getting unpacked. When the kids first got there, they immediately ran up the stairs, as little tykes do. They began running in and out of rooms, screaming and laughing with joy . . . It was so nice to hear “little angel screams” . . . I hope their guardian angels will watch over them tonight.

			Little angel screams. Those words and the way they were emphasized tell the whole story, now that I know the complete history. They clearly demonstrate the evil intentions of this evil man. It is enough to make your blood run cold.
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			Chapter 24

			Flashback, Autumn 1979

			My grandfather was dying. My grandfather was dying of cancer––brain cancer to be exact. There comes a time in a young boy’s life when he ceases being a boy and begins to be a man, and this was that moment for me.

			Grandpa Joe was everything in the world to me. He was a dapper fellow in his day, with a lanky walk and a fedora perched on his head—a hat I would later make the mistake of filling with water as a practical joke as a boy. This was the only time I ever remember my grandfather getting really mad at me. All in all, he was my buddy. Grandpa Joe was my partner in whatever we did. He was full of old wives’ tales, superstitions, and sometimes mischief. Many nights, I can remember him telling me old ghost stories. There were times I actually believed he thought they were true. Now, looking back, I have to wonder if somewhere there was some truth to them. Maybe there was some shard of truth there. Maybe he had actually lived these things.

			I know there were times throughout my life when I wished he was there. He used to send me birthday cards, and the age on the card was always a few years older than I actually was. I imagine he did this on purpose to make me feel much older, more mature. My grandmother used to get so mad at him for that. I can still hear her telling me that he bought the card, and she didn’t—because she would have gotten the age just right. I loved those cards.

			My grandfather was a permanent fixture on what was called the “Liars Bench” in Potosi, Missouri. The Liars Bench was where the old men in the town used to gather and try to one-up each other with their stories. Old Frenchmen had a penchant for stories. I often wish I could remember just a portion of them today. I used to sit there and listen to them go on for hours. It is a practice long gone, but I wish the Liars Bench was still there, because I have a story to tell them and my story is true. I wonder what my grandfather would have thought of all of this. I wonder what kind of advice he would have for me, to get through it. The superstitions of an old Frenchman might come in handy.

			I had spent the summer of that year helping my grandmother care for him. I was witness to the loss of dignity that comes with cancer. I had shared with him those moments, when you thought that it was maybe just possible that he could have beat this thing, but in the end, it got the best of him. He lay in a hospital bed, down the hall, dying. I had already gone in to say my last goodbyes. He was there, lying under a mass of wires and tubes. There is that part of you that wants to cry out, “Please, Grandpa, don’t leave me.” But deep down, the reality is there in your face, the notion that we all must go. This was his end. I suddenly had a fear that my father, who was standing beside me, would pass as well. “Please, Daddy, don’t you ever go.” Sometimes I think that I want to die before everyone else that I love. The loss would be too much for me to handle. The grief would eat me alive.

			I had dealt with the death of my other grandfather at the age of nine. However, we were sheltered from his death because of our ages. I remember going to my grandmother’s house after school that day. I remember my mother, in all her wisdom and caring, looking at me as she said one sentence, “Bad day, buddy.” There was nothing else more to be said, “Bad day, buddy.” I can still see her face. The ugliness of it all had been hidden, but the grief was impossible to hide.

			There was no hiding this, and make no mistake, a cancerous death is a dreadful death. The waiting room was cold and dark. It was the middle of the night. I had been coming in and out of sleep, a restless sleep. Every time someone would enter the room, I would wake up. How could anyone actually sleep when a loved one is dying at the end of the hall? I could feel the sorrow building in my chest. I lay there with my eyes closed. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run down that hall and grab him and run. Run as fast as I could and maybe, just maybe, we could escape all of the madness that lay before us, but you can’t outrun death. Death will catch up in the end. There was no escaping the inevitable. He was going to die.

			That is when I heard it. It was soft at first, a soft sound. “Shhhhhh … ” I opened my eyes. I was trying to focus through the tears that I had been crying. “Shhhhh …” I turned my head to face the couch directly across from where I lay. No one else in the room was moving. Everyone else was asleep. “Shhhhhh …” It was my grandfather, sitting there with his one finger to his mouth, an action that I had caught him doing many times in early morning hours, when he thought he would sneak past everyone to sneak out of the house. Of course, I would put him back to bed and we would both giggle as I told him, “You are not going no place, old man.” There he sat, as if to tell me that he finally was getting to go. “SHHHHH …” My attention was distracted, and I was completely awakened by the sound of crying coming from down the hall. It was my grandmother. Grandpa Joe had died. He died while I was dreaming about him. I looked back to where I had seen him sitting in my dream and he was gone. “Goodbye, old man, I love you,” I whispered.

			Autumn 2011

			It was near the end of September 2011 when the supernatural activity began to get out of hand around our house once more. Michael had departed for college in St. Louis, and that left Matthew and me as struggling bachelors. We were left at home to fend for ourselves. We used to get a kick out of that idea, and the idea of the bachelor pad we were living in. It made us laugh when we would say it, and it really was a good time for both of us. There is that time in your child’s life, when your relationship turns into more of a friendship. Your children become your best friends and your relationship dynamic quickly changes. I found that I had finally reached that point in my life with my children. Lydia, who now had two daughters, was quickly gaining a new respect for me as a father. It is funny, but you cannot really understand the sacrifice and the depth of your parents’ love until you have children of your own.

			I was getting daily phone calls from her now, asking for advice and just simply wanting to talk and share with me. I would often find myself laughing as she told me what kind of trouble one or both of the girls were getting into. Then, there were those times when she would just need some words of encouragement. I could usually tell when that was needed, and I would find myself remembering how difficult those days were when I was raising her and her two brothers. Those memories were strangely triggered by her present problems with my grandchildren. “Everything always comes full circle, baby,” I remember my grandmother telling me when she was still alive, and she was right. Everything does come full circle.

			Life, for the most part, was good. Matthew and I were traveling the country, going from speaking engagement to speaking engagement, having tremendous adventures along the way. “What was that I just hit?” I asked Matthew in the hills of Pennsylvania, late one night while we were driving. I had hit some type of strange-looking animal in the road while I was talking to Marie on the cell.

			“I think it was a mountain lion, Dad,” he said, trying to control his laughter. I would have expected to hit a deer, because for miles I had seen the road strewn with their dead carcasses.

			“A mountain lion, you’re kidding, right?” I asked, hoping he would laugh or something to let me in on the joke.

			“Nope, it was a mountain lion. I’m sure of it. Aren’t mountain lions an endangered species?” he asked, trying to hold back his laughter while I pulled the car into a gas station on the Pennsylvania turnpike. We had rented a car for the trip, and the only car they had available was a Versa. Not only was I facing the potential death of a mountain lion, I was going to get to explain to the rental company that I had the privilege of killing an endangered species the size of a mountain lion with a Versa. Matthew jumped out of the car to survey the damage. I sat firmly behind the wheel, refusing to get out.  

			“Come on, Dad, get out and look. It is not that bad.” He was trying to coax me out of the car, and I really was afraid I was going to see a horribly smashed-up front end. I got out of the car slowly and walked around to the front. “See, it’s not too bad, Dad.” And he was right; there were two large dents on the bumper, and for the most part that was it. Then I looked at the license plate. Was that blood on it? I looked closer, and when I bent down to get a better look, a huge chuck of lion meat fell to the parking lot at my feet. Oh boy, I not only hit a mountain lion, I had destroyed a mountain lion. The turnpike police were nice about the whole matter, and gave me a report number. It was true––we had hit a mountain lion. They found it on the far side of the road, back at mile marker 138. Then they asked us how it was possible for two men way over six feet tall, to fit into a Versa. They stood and watched, laughing at us, as we got back into the car. When we were on our adventurous road trips, there was always something happening and a story to tell when we got home. We were having the time of our life doing it.

			I knew I was sick. I knew it was serious. I had been through enough with my heart over the past few years. It seemed like every six months or so I was getting stents put in, but nothing seemed to be slowing the heart disease down. I felt like a ticking time bomb, just waiting for the moment when the buzzer would sound and all would be over. I was waiting to die.

			It was in September 2011. We had been hitting the road hard that year. It seemed as if we would get home, and then it would be time to head out once again. I was so tired and nothing I did could help. Matthew would often have to coax me out of the house, and in the end he was even packing for us. I no longer had the energy to do much of anything, and I was trying to hide it as best as I could because I knew what the end result was leading to. I was popping nitro like candy. I could actually feel my heart gurgling in my chest, trying so damn hard to push the blood through the hardening and closing arteries. I made my promised appearances and then, when I got home, I would be completely wiped out for a week or more. I knew something was seriously wrong. But how do you tell the people you love that you think you are dying? How do you tell them that you want to live so badly, but your heart just won’t let you? How do you lay your head on your pillow at night, terrified you might not wake up the next morning? Even worse, what if someone I loved found me dead? Can you imagine the type of damage that it would do to them?

			I wanted to keep it quiet. I did not want to go through what I knew was coming. I wanted to make sure I had everything in order before I even stepped into the doctor’s office, because I knew there would be one more cath done, and I knew, without a doubt this time, it would show I was in big trouble.

			The activity in the house began to quickly gain in momentum during this time. There was banging on the walls day and night. At night, a shadow figure would be outside the front door and you could see it turning the doorknob, trying to get in. Matthew, at first, did not believe me about the shadow figure. I woke up early one morning and walked into the living room to find him wide awake and frightened. He had seen the shadow figure. He saw the doorknob turn. He saw the figure stand at the front door for two hours and then, when he thought it was gone, it began to knock on the kitchen window, which was in the back of the apartment. When he went to look, there was no one there. The nightmares for both of us were almost on a nightly basis, and we got to the point where neither one of us was sleeping very much. Then the cabinet doors in the kitchen began to open and close on their own. One night, Matthew walked into the kitchen, and I saw him stop; he had the strangest look upon his face. “What’s wrong?” I asked him, and he just said it was nothing. I could see he was trying to hide something from me, behind his back. I walked into the kitchen, and every single cabinet door was standing wide open. Then I saw what Matthew was holding in his hand. It was a butcher knife. “What are you doing with that knife in your hand?” I asked.

			“I found it lying on the kitchen floor,” he said, with a frightened look on his face.

			“You found it on the floor?” I asked again, not fully understanding what he was trying to tell me.

			“I came in here and I saw everything open and when I looked on the floor the knife was lying neatly there. Pops, I think it was leaving us a present or something. I don’t know, maybe a sign or something?”

			From that night on, we would walk into the kitchen to find all of the doors open and knives on the floor. Sometimes neatly in a row, and sometimes scattered about. The strangest part of it was you would never hear it happen. I could walk out of the kitchen and turn off the light and go back just a few moments later to find the same scene repeating, doors open and knives on the floor. Shannon Lusk, who is my editor, came to stay one weekend to work on this very book with me, and the activity escalated even more. Electronics began turning off and on without anyone touching them, or even being in the same room. One night, Shannon walked into the bathroom in the middle of the night. When she was finished, she washed her hands and turned off the light. Before she could get the door open, loud pounding traveled down the bathroom walls. She swung the door open in panic, and yelled out to Matthew and me. The sound of the banging on the walls was incredible. It was on an inside wall, so I knew it was not one of the neighbors. It happened shortly after three in the morning. Needless to say, no one slept any more that night.

			I began to think that maybe I needed to call John Zaffis and tell him what was going on, but there was one thing that kept me from doing it. I knew he would not be happy with me if he found out where I was living. Where was I living? I was living down the street from the Screaming House. For some reason, I thought it was a good idea to put myself where I could keep an eye on it. I felt it had come after me when I lived clear across town, so it was not going to matter if I lived any closer, or not.

			There was one more thing. I was also living in the exact apartment where Tommy was injected with the lethal dose of heroin. I understand it was total and absolute defiance on my part. I wanted to show it I was no longer afraid. I wanted to show it that it could no longer touch me or hurt me, because I wasn’t going to let it. It was a stupid move. But stupid or not, there was a strange sort of security it gave me, living so close. I don’t expect anyone to understand it and I am not going to try to justify my actions. I was living near the house, and that was that. I was living in the apartment where Tommy was given his death sentence, and that was that. Was it an obsession? No. I was no longer obsessed with the house. I just wanted to be safe, and if you think about it, the best way to deal with an enemy is to stay just close enough to observe it. There was no false sense of security. I was living on the frontline and I knew it.

			I completed all of my Christmas shopping the first week of November of that year. Once I had it all done and ready to go, I called the doctor to make an appointment for my heart. My cardiologist wanted to see me right away. The routine was exactly what I expected. The appointment was made for the cardio cath. You know, I can remember walking into the hospital that morning for the test. I can remember thinking, “When I walk out of here, my life will be changed forever.” I knew there would be bad news, and I knew where it all was heading. My cardiologist stood over me while I was still on the table. He had this serious look on his face. I can remember looking at him and saying, “I am in trouble, aren’t I?” He looked at me and smiled a serious, but comforting smile. “It is time for an operation. There is just nothing more we can do with stents. Your heart is strong, and I’m afraid if we wait much longer, you might have a heart attack that would weaken the muscle, and that is not where we would want to be. You need a bypass.”

			There. It was said. Finally, they were giving me a bypass. I knew what that meant. They were going to crack open my chest because of where the blockages were in my heart. They were going to have to take my heart completely out of my chest to get to the troubled areas. There were going to be multiple bypasses. I was not shocked at the news, because I already knew it was coming.

			The operation was scheduled for the Monday before Thanksgiving. No one had to tell me what the routine was going to be. I had already done enough reading on my own. The night before the operation, I did not sleep at all. Earlier that night I had made a phone call to my good friend and brother, Keith Age. We talked for a while, and I knew I could reach out to him, because I knew if anyone out there was going to understand, he would. He knew the score. He knew exactly where I was headed. “Would you take care of Matthew if something happens to me?” I asked him.

			“Nothing is going to happen to you. You are too stubborn for that shit,” he said, trying to get me to lighten up.

			“I know, but if something goes wrong, will you make sure Matthew is okay?” I asked again, a little more seriously.

			“You know I would, but nothing is going to happen. You are going to be all right,” he said again, with a little more confidence in his voice. I was making a mental checklist of everything I needed to do and everyone I needed to talk to.

			I think out of all my friends, Dakota Lawrence took the news the worst. Dakota had always been like an adopted son to me. “You are going to be all right, Dad. Aren’t you?” he asked, and I could hear the fear in his voice and the fact he was trying to fight back tears.

			“Of course I’m going to be all right. You know me. Of all the things I have been through, this is not going to take me out. Trust me, I will be fine,” I said, and I held my breath because I felt like I might be lying to him. The truth was, I didn’t know if I was going to be all right, but the thing is, I was being given the time to say my goodbyes, and time to put things straight. If I was going to die, I was going to be ready for it. The one person who knew everything would be fine was Ms. Pittman. Ms. Pittman was the person who was always there for me, whenever I needed words of wisdom. She was very psychic and she was also Dakota’s grandmother. 

			“Everything is going to be just fine. Don’t you worry about this. It is going to be all right,” she said to me on the phone while silently holding a fist up to let Dakota and his mother know they had better pull their shit together. Ms. Pittman could, at times, be a woman of very few words, but you always knew to listen closely when she spoke because she was trying to tell you something important. Her wisdom was always there, whenever I needed guidance or a kind word, and on this day I needed both.

			The morning of the surgery came. The hardest part of the whole thing was having to tell my family goodbye before being taken away. How do you appear to be strong in the face of it all? How do you look in their eyes and say goodbye, knowing that it could be the last time? I forced myself to keep smiling when all I wanted was to tell them not to go. It was too early to go. We had not said everything or done everything. But I knew, if this was our last moment, I did not want them to see me crying. I did not want to leave that picture for them to remember. So when it came time, I smiled and told them I loved them.

			I was dead for a total of 38 seconds on the table. There is that point in the surgery when they remove the life support and basically restart your heart. At that point, for all intents and purposes, you are dead. Now, I know you want me to tell you that there was a white light that came down from the heavens. You want me to tell you that I saw my sister and all of those I have loved who have passed. I saw none of that. The only thing I can remember is this sharp pain shooting throughout my entire body. A feeling like my whole body was being slammed down upon a hard surface, and I had the instantaneous thought, “I know why babies cry when they are born. It hurts.”

			I then opened my eyes and I was in the ICU with Matthew looking down at me. When Lydia came to see me, I asked her to come closer to talk to her. “I didn’t see her. I didn’t see my sister,” I said to her, with tears in my eyes. Secretly, I was hoping that if anyone was going to be there, it would be my sister. I felt like I had missed my chance to see her, talk to her, tell her how much I missed her, and I missed the chance to tell her I loved her. It just didn’t happen. I was not given the chance.

			I was in the hospital for nine days due to complications. My right lung had collapsed during the surgery and I was not able to go home until it was better. On Thanksgiving morning, they put in a pump for my lung by inserting a tube into my right side. My older brother watched from the hall, and I can remember keeping my eyes locked on his while it was going on. I tried to keep it all out of my mind by watching him. The truth is, though, I felt like I was falling apart. I had never fully understood what it was like to have your body completely give out on you, until that moment. When you cannot breathe—that changes the game completely. There is a panic that is biological, telling you that something is terribly wrong. But I got through it. I came home. I had survived something else in my life, and when I got home, the supernatural activity had completely halted. No more banging, open cabinets, or knives. For the first time in years, I could say my life was normal. It felt like all the supernatural activity was over.

			I cannot explain it to you any clearer than that. All of the activity was gone, and for the first time in a very long time, I felt normal. I felt like I had before we moved into that damned house. I felt alive again, very much alive. I felt like a storm had passed and the skies seemed clearer and the atmosphere was lighter around me. And for the first time in many years, I could sleep once again. No more nightmares, no more fear, only good, sound, and peaceful sleep was ahead in my future.

			It took about six months for me to understand the message I was given when I came back into my body from what I assume was death. “I know why babies cry when they are born. It hurts.” My whole adult life, I had run around complaining about someone did this to me or this horrible thing happened to me. I was never strong when dealing with my life. As a matter of fact, in some ways I was behaving like a big, old, whiny wimp. The message was given to me in order to understand that I was going to get to live more life, but with the understanding life is gonna hurt sometimes. Sometimes, it is going to hurt so bad that pain is going to resonate throughout your whole body and take your breath away. Life is not good or even easy all of the time, but it is within those hard times and pain when the work on the soul is really done. It is supposed to hurt. Without the pain of life, the lessons would not be learned. I needed to accept and even embrace the pain as much as I did the happier times. Life hurts, and guess what, my mother was right when she told me she never promised me a rose garden. In complete contrast, Ms. Pittman was also right when she told me to stop and smell those roses. This is the contradiction of life, and within those contradictions, a soul can and will become whole again.
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			Chapter 25

			August 2012

			I look back throughout the years, and I see how everything seems to have come full circle. I remember Zoe and the Tower card. I have a clear understanding now of the message it was trying to give me. All I was ever willing to see was the destruction that the card depicted. I would not allow myself to see the full picture, the cycle of demise and resurgence. There is a rebuilding. I completely overlooked the idea that sometimes things have to be destroyed in order for them to rise from the ashes, wiser and stronger than before.

			Sure, I had seen my share of damage. Let’s face it, I had encountered total and absolute obliteration at times, but that is not the end of my story. My story is not going to end with me, a sad, demolished person, because I have been given the gift of rebirth. I have been given a chance to start fresh. I have had mediums come forward and tell me that my vision during my surgery, about the pain of coming into this world, was actually signifying my rebirth. The reason the supernatural had stopped within my life was that it could no longer touch me, because the bond or hold it had on my soul was broken at the moment I died.

			Everything that has happened to me was responsible for my rebirth and making me the person I am today. There are always going to be haunted houses. There are always going to be those who want to hurt others for their own selfish or evil ends. There are always going to be people who choose to serve something other than a kind, loving, and impartial God. People you love are going to die and move on. You are going to die and move on, but while you are here, it is your responsibility to live your life to the fullest. To live fully means to have pain, as well. Bad things will happen to you.

			There are people who are going to try to hurt you and destroy you. But just remember that out of the rubble you will build again and live again. Life hurts and through that pain is how we grow. The tower in the end can be rebuilt. I have been asked before if I would like to go back and change the horrible things that have happened to me. I can honestly, without hesitation, answer “no.” I am the person I am because of every single thing that has happened to me during this life, and because of those things I am stronger.

			So in the end, there is not much more to say. Bless those who hated me and hurt me. Bless those who lied to me and beat me down. Bless those who deserted me and forgot about me when I needed them most. And may God’s blessing come down upon the demon that tried to destroy me completely, because in the end even the wicked need to be blessed and forgiven. BLESSED ARE THE WICKED.

			“When Jesus therefore had received the vinegar, he said, It is finished: and he bowed his head, and gave up the ghost.” 
—John 19:30
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			Epilogue

			March 6, 2013

			I left Union, Missouri, on August 10, 2012. I think “left” is the wrong word, and “moved” just doesn’t fit what my intention actually was. I ran away from Union. I ran away from all of the pain, the heartache, and the memories that haunted me day in and day out every time I would walk down a street or pass by one of the places that played its part in that whole old nightmare. I ran away from my family and my friends. I needed to decompress. I needed to learn how to live once again, without having to look around every corner or being afraid to enter every dark room.

			I can remember the sense of relief I felt as I drove away from the Union city limits. I felt free for the first time in years. Free to once again feel my life was on some sort of normal track. Maybe I cannot find the right words to explain those feelings, but they were there and they were real. The first time I had really allowed myself to feel in a long, long time. I had a tear in my eye as I saw I was finally leaving it all behind me. The wicked hold it had on me was finally letting go, and I was free.

			I drove 15 hours straight to get to my new home in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina. I drove as fast as I could. Almost as if some unseen hand was going to come up from somewhere and rip me back. I ran. I ran as fast as I could. I did not give myself time to think about what I was doing. I was leaving behind two of my grown children, my mother and father, and my grandchildren. Don’t you see it was something I had to do? The other option was to stay there and die. The place was killing me. That I knew. I knew if I stayed there it was going to get the best of me, so I went as far east as I could. I did not stop until I made it to the water.

			For six months I stayed there at the beach. And every day when I woke up, I felt a sense of security I had lost a long time ago. I was healing. I was putting it all behind me, and I was beginning to heal the wounds, which by staying in Union had just ripped further and deeper into my soul. I was becoming whole again, and as I began to feel again, I understood I had made a serious mistake by running so far. With healing comes understanding. I understood I had left every single person I loved behind.

			The day before Thanksgiving, I was in my kitchen getting things ready for the next day’s feast, when a knock came on the door. The FedEx man was there, handing me a package when I opened the door. I was taken aback a little by its arrival, because I had not expected anything. I opened it and saw it was mail sent to me by my publisher, Llewellyn. They had received this and had sent it on to me. It was a 156-page book, and on the cover it said, The Roman Catholic Church: An Analysis of the Steven LaChance Haunting. It was written by a demonologist for the church. I took it out onto my patio, in the sun where I felt safe, and for the rest of the day I read.

			It started off with an explanation of the choirs of angels who fell with Lucifer. It explained about the cherubim. All the things that I had uncovered myself or suspected were finally being explained to me by someone else. The strangest part was that a lot of the information in it were things that this priest could not have possibly known. These were things I had not shared with anyone publicly until I had written this book. This book was already written and was in the process of being edited at that point.

			This priest knew so many things about myself and my life that he could not have possibly known. I had always thought the haunting had started with my ex-wife, but I was never quite sure exactly how they were connected. He explained to me that the haunting had started before my first child was born. He knew my ex-wife had been doing something she should not have done. I had always suspected this. He talked about her emotional demeanor when she had thrown Michael to the ground so many years ago. I had always told people that she was not the same person I had married. I knew there was something wrong with her, but I could never put it into words. The priest made it crystal clear. She was possessed at the moment she did something no mother would ever do. I sat there reading, and at times I was crying because he was right. How could I have been so stupid? I knew all of this and yet I needed this complete stranger to come along and make sense of it for me. Had it been one of my cases, I would have picked it out right away. Why did I not see it for myself ?

			I continued reading as he went step by step and point by point, explaining to me things that in my heart I knew to be true. My haunting started with her. My haunting began way before she left me, and I had not seen the clues about where we were headed. The priest named a major demon in his report, Belial, whom the church believed was very much part of this haunting and the possessions.

			According to the Dead Sea Scrolls, “Belial is a term occurring in the Hebrew Bible which later became personified as a demon in Jewish and Christian texts.” In one of the Scrolls, Belial is the leader of the Sons of Darkness:

			“But for corruption thou hast made Belial, an angel of hostility. All his dominions are in darkness, and his purpose is to bring about wickedness and guilt. All the spirits that are associated with him are but angels of destruction.” —The War of the Sons of Light Against the Sons of Darkness

			What does this mean? The easiest way I can explain it to you is that Belial is one of Satan’s commanders in the war against God, or anything holy, for that matter. He falls at the top of the hierarchy of the fallen, at the right hand of Lucifer. A cold chill ran through my body. I shut the report for a moment and walked away to clear my head. That was the first time I heard the name, and this will be the last time I ever speak or write about it again.

			I thought back to a dream I had a few years ago. Those of you who had read my book Crazy might remember this dream, from the last section of the book. I told very few people that this was actually my nightmare. Here it is again, because it is very important to my case and my life.

			I was in an old farmhouse. The floors were wood and I could hear them creak and moan beneath my feet.

			I was following my grandmother. We were moving almost as if in slow motion, and she would turn occasionally, motioning and whispering to me, “Follow me, child.”

			The house was very old. There were no modern amenities that I could see as we passed from room to room. It must have been rather large because it seemed to take us forever to reach the back door. My grandmother stepped outside, saying, “Follow me, child.”

			The land outside was flat and dry. There was a windmill in the distance. Nothing fancy, just one of those scaffolding types made from wood. There were storm clouds bubbling up in the distance and the wind was blowing.

			Somehow I had lost sight of my grandmother and I started to panic, thinking that I had lost her. I looked around, not seeing her until I heard her voice.

			“Over here, child.”

			There she was, sitting in a rocking chair with her back to me. Relieved, I went over to where she was sitting.

			“Kneel down here, boy,” she said, motioning for me to kneel next to her chair. Of course I did as she asked. We sat there with her rocking; the clouds were bubbling up closer and closer over our heads. We said nothing. We sat there quietly. The wind blowing. Quietly.

			Then she spoke, “Listen to me carefully. It is in the bloodline.” Instantly my grandmother cracked into several ravens, which began to fly into the angry clouds above.

			I thought about this dream as I read something the priest had included in the report. He spoke about the possibility of generational things being at play with the haunting as well. Oftentimes, priests’ families will be plagued with demonic activity. The activity is actually an attack against the priest—by causing harm and distress to his family. My family are descendants of the Order of St. Michael. This is a French order of knighthood that was granted to nobility. It was named after St. Michael, the archangel who led the armies of angels against Satan and the fallen, defeating them. Billions of angels fell from the heavens at St. Michael’s hands. It makes sense when you put Belial in the context of the haunting, and relate that to the historical significance of St. Michael and his “relation” to my family. I think about my grandmother’s words, and I now fully understand what she meant when she said, “Listen to me carefully. It is in the bloodline.”

			The report continued, and for many reasons, I am not going to tell you everything included in it. One of the major reasons is that it dealt with very personal details of the case that were not only mine, but also everyone else’s who had been affected by the haunting. The report concluded with a final finding, which was that the Roman Catholic Church found that the haunting was a classic case of demonic infestation, oppression, obsession, and possession. In the end, that is all that really matters.

			I closed that report with a greater understanding of the haunting that changed my life. It had answered the questions I had spent years trying to find answers for. What struck me even more was that I had the answers the whole time. I may not have had a specific name or religious understanding, I just needed to trust my own heart and my own thoughts, because the answers were there right in front of me. Maybe it was because some of it was so hard for me to handle, or I was not ready to admit understanding, so I had blocked it out or did not want to really accept the truth. In fact, I felt, after reading the report, that I might have been performing this strange masquerade for a truth I really did not want to know. Whether I accept it now or not, it is what it is. I can no longer run from it under the guise of seeking it. A strange contradiction in thought, but at the same time I can see it was the way I protected myself from it and the truth.

			When I finished reading that day, I could feel the final steps of healing and understanding had begun. With each passing day afterward, I became more and more homesick for my family and my friends. I wanted to go home. I wanted to be back with those who mattered most to me. This was not home. This was a self-inflicted sanctuary that I no longer needed, and with that understanding all events and circumstance began to pull me back to where I belonged. Back to home.

			On December 7, 2012, I packed up and headed back home—home to where I grew up. This was my childhood home in Washington, Missouri. I drove straight through the night, and I could not get there fast enough. I arrived early the next morning at my father’s and mother’s house once more. The last time I had stayed there was when we had first fled the Union house. Now I found myself there by choice. I felt safe and protected. Later that morning, my granddaughter Caroline came through the front door. She had no idea I was there, and when she saw me, she ran to me and put her arms around my neck with the biggest hug. When she pulled back, I saw tears in her eyes. “Papa, never go away again,” she said to me, and then hugged me once more.

			“I won’t, baby. I won’t,” was all I could say.

			Those days are behind me now. I found a place to live in the town of Washington. This was my homecoming. Things fell into place quickly, and before I knew it, life was back to a normal pace. The beach seemed like a long time ago, and I could not imagine what I was thinking when I moved there. I moved halfway across the country to end up coming home again, but I guess that is part of the learning journey, isn’t it?

			I settled into my new home and started my journey once more, only to receive some disturbing news shortly afterward. The phone rang. I could hear Bill on the other end of the line. He sounded worried and not like himself at all. “Steven, it’s Tom. He is in the hospital. He had some sort of stroke last night. He has not awakened yet. Steven, it is serious.” I listened quietly. How could he be talking about Tom? I was getting ready to spend time with him very soon. As a matter of fact, I needed to tell him I saw one of his ghost pictures in a movie I had watched a few nights before. He couldn’t be talking about Tom?

			Unfortunately he was. Tom Halstead died at 7:10 a.m. on Valentine’s Day. Phil and Ivana Booth were there, holding his hands as he passed, with his family. It took our breath away. For days, all of us walked around feeling like we could not breathe. We walked around with this tremendous sadness, which would not go away. All of the things that had separated all of us, years ago, seemed so insignificant. We were a family once again and we had been so distant from each other for way too long. Within the shadow of death, we came together again. We came together to remember, and we came together to grieve.

			On a snow-covered Sunday afternoon we once again gathered at Zombie Road. We gathered to say our final goodbyes to Tom, who had meant so much to each and every one of us. We stood there on the clearest blue day, in the snow. We shared thoughts of Tom and we prayed together. James played “Amazing Grace” on his bagpipes, which Tom loved to listen to so much. A wreath was put on the edge of the Meramec River. The last thing we did was release balloons. As we watched the balloons sail into the sky, there was a moment that I will never forget. The balloons formed into a perfect heart in the sky. At that moment, you could feel a sense of peace. I have no other words for it. It was a moment that literally took our breath away, and I have to tell you it felt like Tom was with us for that singular moment, and he was happy. We stood there in the snow and that was the instant we said goodbye to Tom.

			Together.

			December 10, 2013

			Helen is dead. There is no other way to say it other than just to spit it out. The words seems strange to me now, even as I write them. She died on an ice-covered, snowy Friday—just a few days ago. She went out to clean the ice and snow from her car and when she returned inside, she collapsed from a major heart attack and was gone in an instant.

			Gone in an instant? What the fuck does that mean? After all we had been through. After all we had survived, she goes out outside to take care of the most mundane of tasks—and dies? It just doesn’t make sense. She was stronger than that. She wasn’t supposed to die on me. She was not supposed to die alone. I should have been there. I should have been there to hold her hand. She was like a big sister to me and, in many ways, she had replaced my own sister who had died. Out of all the nightmares and craziness, I was given back something I had lost. Helen was the only one who really understood and knew what we went through during the haunting. I feel so alone. I want to get mad and I want to scream, “This is not fair!” She was only 66 years old. We should have had plenty of time left. Instead, I am left here alone with “gone in an instant.”

			My phone rang at 10:35 p.m. that Friday night. I answered it, anticipating Helen’s voice on the other end of the line. “Steven, it’s Patty. Mom’s dead,” Helen’s daughter said, very quickly. I could tell by the way she said “Steven” that there was something terribly wrong. I think I screamed or yelled into the phone. I am not sure. It is all a blur now. The shock overtook me instantly. The fog has not totally lifted from me yet, and I dread the moment it does. The moment when the realization fully hits me that Helen will never be there again when I need her. Helen will never be there again, with a cup of coffee or a piece of cake, to make me feel better when life has taken an unexpected turn. Helen will never be there again with that unspoken understanding of what we went through during those dark days. Helen will simply no longer be there.

			I had spent the whole day with her last Tuesday, Christmas shopping. We had the best day. We laughed so much all day long. It was like old times, and Helen was like the old Helen. She was clear and lucid the entire day. We talked about things we had never discussed before, and things we had not discussed in a long time. We talked about our families and how much we loved them. We talked about our exes, about how good it felt to finally move on by forgiving them and putting away all of the things they put us through. Helen told me she was in a very good place. The best place she had been in a long time. And then on Sunday, not even a week later, we were in a church saying our goodbyes. It just does not seem possible or even real. I pick up the phone and expect her to be there, and I get angry when she is not. The veil of grief comes washing over me again.

			I always thought people might be afraid of Helen when they met her, but that was never the case. People loved her. When we would go to give a talk or open a movie, people would surround her with questions. Not only did they have questions, but people wanted to touch her. This never bothered her. I would see her surrounded by people, giving them hugs one after the other, answering anything they had to ask her. People gravitated to her light. I can only guess that the same thing is going on in heaven now. You know, she used to say to me, “That old Mr. Winters had better hope I do not die before him or I will haunt the hell out of him.” No one has heard from or received even the slightest sign from Helen yet. I imagine she has her hands full with old Mr. Winters. I would like to think she is busy haunting him, instead of being haunted by him and his wicked ways. I would like to think she is busy and now he is the one running, for once. I hope his guardian angels are watching over him, because he now has a heavy load to carry. 

			Yesterday I was looking at pictures of Helen from over the years. I could not help but notice the drain the haunted years had upon her. I never really noticed it before, until I was looking at the photographic evidence of what these years had done to her. She had aged way before her time. It was obvious, the toll it had taken on her body. I had to remind myself it was only the outward appearance I was viewing. Inside, Helen demonstrated the strength of giants and the greatness of the saints. I remember sitting in that church listening to the priest years ago, and how Helen began to cry when he told us that the good are the ones the demonic will attack. Helen never knew how good she was. Helen never understood how special she was. The things she did in this life, she did without thought. She lived her life from her heart, and that is why the demonic attacked her. She reflected everything God could ever want from us. The demonic had tried to extinguish her light, but failed over and over again. The light that drew people to her, the same light that people desired to touch and be close to, now is the light that shines like a star from heaven.
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			The True Story of the Union Screaming House

			Steven A. LaChance

			Its screams still wake me from sleep. I see the faceless man standing in that basement washing away the blood from his naked body.

			Steven LaChance was forever transformed by the paranormal attacks that drove him and his family from their home in Union, Missouri. When another family falls victim to the same dark entity, Steven returns to the dreaded house to offer aid and find healing.

			Paranormal investigators, psychics, and priests are consulted, but no relief is found. The demon’s presence—screams, growls, putrid odors, invisible shoves, bites, and other physical violations—only grow worse. LaChance chronicles how this supernatural predator infects those around it. But the one who suffers most is the current homeowner, Helen. When the entity takes possession and urges Helen toward murder and madness, LaChance must engage in a hair-raising battle for her soul.

			The Uninvited is a true and terrifying tale of extreme haunting, demon possession, and an epic struggle between good and evil.
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			Encounter with Hell

			My Terrifying Clash with a Demonic Entity

			Alexis McQuillan

			The events in this story are true, but the names and locations have been changed to protect the reader. Alexis is a psychic who never believed in demons until she came face to face with pure evil. This is her true story of battling a terrifying entity that was so powerful it turned her life upside down and put her in mortal danger …

			Her nightmare begins shortly after she and her husband relocate to a small lakeside community. After hearing rumors about the nearby Matthews residence, Alexis investigates the nineteenth-century house and its spirit inhabitants. She soon finds herself caught in a demon’s snare of violent fury—subjecting her to deep growls, a malevolent force attacking her in bed, and phantom apparitions, ultimately leading to a horrific spiritual battle with a demon hell-bent on her destruction.

			978-0-7387-3350-0, 216 pp., 53⁄16 x 8
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