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Part I


A Paranormal Thriller Memoir






Prologue


A small amount of light shines through the windows into the basement from the streetlamps outside, which allows me to see.
Enjoying my privacy, I watch the lady and two men that float above me and visit me at night in my bedroom. I wave at them and say hello. The man with the wooden buttons waves to me. The lady and man with glass buttons smile but say nothing.
The music upstairs begins, which means the church meeting has started. Three minutes later, the music stops. The pastor’s voice travels to the basement. “Sister Drobnick, why are you crying?”
I listen to Mama cry, “We can’t find Tim.” 
The pastor asks everyone to pray to find Tim, and the meeting bursts out with moans and groans and pleadings to God.
I get scared as I realize my plan may not work. I didn’t expect the congregation would resort to asking God to find me. Is that even fair? The lights turn on, and I hear feet stomping on the stairs to the basement. I roll under a child-sized table and lie still on the concrete floor. Soon the people from upstairs are searching under the tables and in the closets.
I close my eyes tight and become invisible just as someone’s footsteps come into the room and move the chairs. I hear hands and shoes on the floor, and I know people are looking under the table where I am, but they can’t see me. After a few minutes, they turn off the lights and go back upstairs.
I figure the search must be over, so I relax. It never felt like Mama cared about me. She never touched me or let me hug her or hold her hand. I’m confused why she wants people to find me.
But now everyone prays twice as loud. The spot I’m lying in is good because I am invisible to everyone but the three people that float and go through walls. The man with glass buttons has kneeled and is watching me under the table. It surprises me that people are still searching for me. I thought Mama would just say, “Oh well, we have other children. Start the church meeting.”
The howling and crying upstairs rises to a new level of sound, and people are stomping their feet on the floor. The reason I’m scared is because people in my church believe “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” Mama has whipped me many times with a belt. Daddy has, a few times. My mama slaps my face often if I do something she thinks is wrong. When I look in the mirror, I see a red mark on my face the shape of her hand. I’ve seen other kids get the same treatment by their parents, often right in the auditorium.
At home, if Mama is mad, she may beat me with a stick, or wire hangers, or anything she can reach. If she is ironing, she waves the sizzling iron toward me. She has never burned me, but it’s scary.
Never had the congregation been this upset about a child. I imagine any punishment I get now will be much greater than before. I can’t allow them to find me now. Again, people come downstairs, and, again, I close my eyes and become invisible. They move chairs and crawl around on the floor, looking under tables. I hold my breath and keep my eyes closed. The search party leaves and returns upstairs. I hear them outside the church, making a lot of noise, opening and closing car doors and screaming my name. Hiding from my parents is getting to be a pickle.
How the heck can I get out of this situation? I imagine myself lying there, invisible for the rest of my life, hoping to sneak out and look for food and water. Maybe there would be crumbs on the floor or stale pink donuts upstairs. I imagine getting old and wrinkly living under this table.
Again, the praying upstairs starts even louder. I hear screaming to God with much more stomping of the feet on the floor. Why would people who plead to God to find me, then torture and hit me when they do? I prefer death than to go through that beating. I ask the man with the glass buttons, who is kneeling and watching me, “Can you help me get out of this mess?” 
He nods and stands.
 




Chapter 1


I recently became aware that I am alive...
... and not everyone watching me appears to be human.
Who stuck me in this puny, uncontrollable body? The surrounding language I understand, but when I respond, I emit a babbling noise the others cannot comprehend.
The dark-haired lady comes into my room, shoes clacking across the hardwood floor. I hear wood scraping as she pulls a drawer out of the dresser. Gathering a load of blankets, she smiles at me and then places them one at a time on top of me. Each cover adds more weight, producing enough pressure to pin my tiny body against the mattress.
This lady is Mama. She has sparkling eyes and is humming a tune. I feel warm and loved when I hear her singing and playing music. She’s always at home with me.
Dada enters the room. He is athletic and calm. “You’re placing too many blankets on him.”
“I don’t want him to get a chill,” Mama answers.
I babble, “Help, I can’t move from the weight of these blankets!”
Mama has no clue what I’m saying, but she leans over me and says, “You are so cute!” stretching out the U in cute, like cuuuuute. I smile and babble again. No one has provided me with the secret language decoder. I suspect it’s against regulations to issue those to a one-year-old baby.
They turn off the light and leave me alone. My room has blank, white walls with one lone decoration. I lie on my back and look up at the bland ceiling. Boredom for me is torture; I wish I had more objects to observe. As I watch the ceiling, a glowing face appears. I smile and laugh, recognizing the lady that visits me when I’m alone. She comes through the ceiling until I see her dark hair and slender arms and flowing dress. She looks a lot like Mama with her dark eyes. She floats close to me so I can reach out for her hair. She never touches me like Mama does, but she talks to me and pushes the boredom from my mind. 
When I’m hungry, my mama picks me up and gives me warm milk from a bottle. While Mama is holding me, I stare at her eyes. Mama looks at me and hums a song. I love listening to her sing.
After another winter passes, Mama tells me I’m almost two years of age. Mama and Daddy come home with another tiny human. Some of my babbling is now understood by my parents. I’m learning to speak their language.
“Tim, meet your new sister. Her name is Marvella. You will be her big brother, and you will help watch out for her, OK?” Mama explains.
“Yes, Mama.” I never had a sister or brother.
Daddy has to go to work. Mama leaves my sister in the living room and enters the kitchen.
“Tim, don’t disturb the baby,” Mama instructs from the kitchen. The baby looks at me. Little bubbles of spit come out of her mouth as she makes a strange cooing noise.
I poke her to see what she feels like, and she makes a ferocious sound.
“Tim, I told you not to touch the baby!” Mama is banging pots and pans in the kitchen. I decide to just ignore this thing.
After Daddy gets home from work, he and Mama move me out of my bedroom into the pantry to make space for Marvella. My bed barely fits, leaving no space on the sides. But the food pantry proves to be a glorious place to sleep. It insulates me from that screaming new sister and provides an abundance of canned food labels to study and keep me entertained.
Tight, private spaces are a favorite of mine, and this one has a small window that lets me view a tree outside the house. At night, an owl often perches on a branch and stares at me. He looks very serious, as if to be my overlord. I stare back with a defiant face to show him he can’t control me.
After another winter I can speak the language of my parents, which causes frustration for me. My mama no longer holds or hugs me. I long for her to touch me, but when I run up to hug her legs, she pushes me away. She still sings and hums, which calms me.
It’s frustrating when I can’t get the answers to my questions. For example, when a woman’s belly becomes larger for a while and then returns to normal size, she starts carrying a new baby in her arms. But I want to know how this happens. I approach the kitchen where my parents are visiting other grown-ups. Their faces seem so far away as I look up at them. I ask the group, “How does a baby get into a mother’s belly?”
“Oh, Tim! That’s not something to ask. We don’t talk about that!” Mama says. Several of the other grown-ups shake their heads and look at me. I want to know the answer, but Mama tells me to go play. Why won’t they tell me?
My family lives in a small house on Main Street. It has two lanes going each way with a concrete median in the center. It’s the busiest road in Sheridan, Wyoming. For fun, my uncles, my dad, and I sit on the front porch counting the passing cars.
My Uncle Lloyd dares his brother, “I bet you can’t close your eyes and guess what make of car is coming!”
“Oh yeah? I can do it better than you!” Uncle Ron says.
“OK, here comes a car. Close your eyes.”
Uncle Ron closes his eyes. The car gets closer. He describes what he is hearing.
 “I hear an engine with the pitch of a three-fifty, so it must be a Chevrolet. I hear clanking of metal in a bed, so it must be a pickup. I hear tire studs on the pavement, so it’s a ¾ ton Chevrolet pickup, light blue with white trim.”
“What!” Uncle Lloyd shouts. “How did you know what color it was?”
“Because Vernon was coming by here after work, and he has that make of a truck. So I took a stab at it.”
I laugh so hard my sides hurt. My uncles are always very entertaining. Good times.
My daddy tells me the sidewalk in front of our house is only three feet from the curb of the street. He worries a car may swerve out of control and hurt us. He tells me to stay off the sidewalk. Our small concrete porch is only fifteen feet away, leaving a tiny front yard. Daddy enjoys relaxing on the porch and watering the patch of grass with the garden hose. He does not have a nozzle, so he presses his thumb over the end to make the water spray.
When Daddy is away at work, Mama orders me to stay away from the street. She lets me sit on the porch on my little wooden blue chair to enjoy the passing autos.
I watch that concrete median in the middle of Main Street and visualize myself sitting on it. If I sat on it, I could see the cars better. Cars never drive on the median, and I get to thinking about how safe it would be to stand on it.
“Mama, is it safe for someone to stand on that concrete section?” 
Mama had stepped out onto the porch to check on me, wiping her hands on her apron. “I’m sure it is. The cars don’t drive there.”
When Mama returns to the kitchen, I pick up my little blue chair and walk out onto the divider. As I sit in the middle of Main Street, a car comes by, zoom! And another, whoosh! What a great view! I wave to the autos, enjoying myself. But one car halts and starts beeping at me. The driver, with a scowl, waves at me to move.
Another vehicle, from the other direction, stops and honks. That driver stretches her neck out the window. “Little boy, where’s your mother?”
Now, honking cars fill the road as if it’s a parking lot. I stand and wave the cars on with a grand gesture. “It’s OK, cars don’t drive on here!”
But they don’t move. I turn in a circle and see those wonderful autos. But I wish they’d drive as it’s much more fun that way.
At that moment, I see the lady that talks to me at night, with a white, flowing dress, leading my mama out of the house by the hand. Mama sees me in the middle of this noisy traffic jam.
“Tim, stay still!” Mama orders in a loud, panicked voice. She runs out and grabs me. “Why are you out here?”
“Mama, you said it was safe on that concrete divider.”
Mama doesn’t hit me, this time.
It’s morning now, and I play in our backyard. There’s a fence between the neighbors’ lot and our yard. I hang on the fence and stare at the old truck in the neighbors’ driveway. It’s black and has a place to stand on the side. There are bushes by a cellar door. I try to lift the door, but it’s too heavy. Instead, I jump on it and listen to the hollow sounds it creates. There’s a ladybug on me now. I watch it as it buzzes its wings. I pick up a stick to see if I can get the ladybug to walk onto it, but she flies away.
Then I wonder, how does this stick smell? I put it up to my nose—no smell. So, I inhale deeper. Still no smell. I break it in half, and now I can smell something.
Soon, my mind is ordering me to learn the odor of everything. I spend most of my day putting things against my nose. I have to take a deep sniff.
Later, Mama gives me a Hershey bar. I’m compelled to hold it to my nose, inhaling for a good five minutes before I can eat it. I take in so much air I become dizzy.
We go for a walk in the park, and Daddy tells me to hold on to the handrail. Well, I have to smell it first. Daddy shows me how to skip rocks in a pond. I must sniff every rock first.
My scent hobby gets attention from Mama.
“Tim, for gosh sake, please quit sniffing everything!” 
But I can’t stop. If I don’t sniff it, I can’t get my mind on anything else. Nothing else matters until I know what it smells like.
The neighbors’ house has a stucco siding with a sandy, rough touch, like a big sandpaper block. That house begs me to smell it, but another problem unfolds. The sight of any object that is sharp or with a rough texture drives me bonkers.
I imagine being pricked in my eyes with the sharp or rough objects. My conflicting urge to press my nose against the house and, simultaneously, the picture in my mind of being stabbed in the eyes, gives me brain pain. Living next to this house is difficult because I can’t stop looking at it.
When evening comes, Mama puts me in bed for the night. I can’t stop thinking about that house. I rub my nose with my fingers and then rub my eyes, trying to push the image out of my mind, but I can’t take it anymore and scream, “AAAAAA!”
My parents rush in. “Tim, what’s wrong?”
Pressing my hands tight over my eyes, I say, “The house next door is driving me crazy!”
“Why’s it driving you crazy?” They roll their eyes.
“Because the walls are sandy.”
“Tim, that just makes no sense. Why are you so strange? Please go to sleep,” Mama says.




Chapter 2


My daddy says now that I’m a big three-year-old, I must attend Sunday School. We go to our church a lot where I sit on the hard bench with my mama and daddy. It gets noisy sometimes. People yell, and Daddy shouts and jumps over and over right next to me, and I worry he will stomp on me. Lots of other people are jumping. Some are even on the floor, yelling and rolling. Sometimes I crawl under the bench because I’m afraid I will get hurt, and the yelling scares me.
When I cry, Mama takes me and my sister to a quiet room. We can look through a window and see the preacher and the people jumping, but I feel safe in this room with Mama.
This Sunday is different. Mama leads me to a room that has tiny chairs and tables. There is a lady there. Mama tells me her name is Sister Lawrence, and she will teach me Sunday School.
I sit at a table. There are pieces of paper, and I can smell fresh Elmer’s glue. I love Elmer’s glue; it smells good. It tastes good, and when I let it dry on my finger, I pull it off to see my fingerprint. Sometimes I smear it over my hand and let it dry. It feels good to peel it off in one big piece.
Other children come into the room with me, and Sister Lawrence tells us to sit at the table in our chairs. My chair is the right size for me, and I scoot up to the table while the chair legs make a scraping sound on the floor.
Sister Lawrence shows us how to cut colored paper with scissors. She takes my fingers and puts them through the handle and shows me how to squeeze it. She talks softly and gives me attention. The attention makes me feel warm and happy. We put glue on the pieces and put them on another paper with a picture of angels and Baby Jesus.
Soon, Mama comes to get me. “Did you have fun?” Mama asks.
“Oh, yes! We got to use glue and scissors and cut paper and the room was quiet. Sister Lawrence is very nice!”
“That’s good, Tim. I’m glad you liked it. Let’s go now.”
As we walk, I look up at Mama. She is so beautiful. Her hair is long and dark. She never wears makeup because she says that’s a sin. But I don’t think she needs it. I reach up and grab her hand, but she pushes it away.
Mama and Daddy stand around by the door talking to other people. They talk for a long time, it seems. I walk outside on the steps and look toward the top of the church. This is a tall building, so tall I can hardly see the top of the pointy part. They built it with bricks, and it has lots of colored windows. I like to look at it. Soon, Mama and Daddy take me and my little sister home.
The next day, Mama tells me we will go to church to practice songs. We spend time there even when we don’t have meetings because Mama plays piano, organ, and accordion, and she helps people prepare music for weddings, choirs, and solos.
At the church, Mama lets me roam the building while she practices. I walk through the big auditorium to the entrance way. There are stairs with a plush red carpet. The carpet is hard in the middle of the stairs, but the edges are soft. I lie on it and put my head on the cushy edge. It feels good. I crawl on my hands and knees to the next level. There is another hallway, but I can see the bottom floor by looking through a wooden rail. The rails are smooth and carved. I press my head against two of them to look through it.
There are two doors, but the knobs won’t turn. I push against the doors. They won’t open. So, I crawl up more stairs. On this next level, the hallway has walls on each side. The carpet is thick and cushy even in the middle, and I lay on it and spread my legs and arms. I look up at the ceiling and smell wood and wool. There is a yellow stain on the ceiling. I stand and walk to the end of the hallway to look out the colored window. When I look down, it feels like I’m up in the sky. I can see the stairs outside that I stand on to look up at the pointy part of the church.
This hallway has many doors, and I push one open. There are windows in this room that let me see the ground outside. I go to the next room and push the door open. This one has three people sitting in big chairs. They look at me. I wave at them.
“Hi!” I say. They smile at me. I talk to them. “I can see the ground out the window! I can see the steps outside where I stand! This is a nice place. Do you enjoy being up here?”
They smile at me again but don’t answer. I recognize that the lady is the one that talks and floats above me at night. She is holding a book with a black cover in her hands. Today she is wearing a light blue dress with flowers on it that covers her legs to the floor. Mama calls this a spring dress. I don’t know why. There are no springs on it. We have a door at home on the back porch that has a big spring on it. When you push it open, you can hear the spring popping and singing. When you let go of the door, the spring pulls the door shut with a bang.
The other two people are men. Sometimes they float through the ceiling at night with the lady. They are wearing Sunday clothes. One has wooden buttons on his suit and shiny shoes. The other has glass buttons. I think they were talking to each other before I walked in because they were looking at each other when I pushed the door open. But now they are looking at me and smiling.
“Tim, let’s go home,” Mom shouts, her voice faint after traveling up three floors to me.
I run to the edge of the stairs and yell, “Mama, I’m talking to people up here!”
I hear Mama climbing the stairs, and I wait for her.
“Over here, Mama, in this room.”
Mama follows me to the room and looks around.
“Tim, there are no people here.”
“Yes, right there!” I point at the three chairs.
Mama shakes her head, “OK, Tim, it’s time to go home.”
I wave goodbye to the people, and they wave back at me.
After another winter, I get a brother. His name is Sam. He is so cute that I can’t stop looking at him. Mama gets upset even more now that my brother is here. Maybe because there are more toys laying around. My sister gets into her toys and drags them around the room, and then she starts in on mine. My toys. Not hers.
“Mama, Marvella is playing with my toys!”
“Tim, just let her. She doesn’t know the difference.” Mama is in the living room with us using the ironing board. She seems to like to iron clothing. It does look like fun.
“Well,” I think, “I will teach her the difference.” Marvella has my favorite toy, a spinning top. “That’s not your toy!” I grab the top away from Marvella.
“WAAAAAAA!” Marvella screams.
“Tim, I told you to leave her alone! You are full of the devil!” Mama waves the hot iron at me, close enough I can feel the heat. I drop the top and run to my room. Mama tells me things like this a lot, that she hates me, or she wishes I were dead. I wish she didn’t do that.
My daddy says our church has to find a new building because the city will tear it down. They want to build a road instead. I think of how beautiful the church building is, and I’m sad they will destroy it.
Daddy takes me to a new building, and there are other people from our church here. It’s on a quiet street. The building looks old and bad. It doesn’t have any colored windows or bricks. I think it’s ugly, but Daddy says God provided it, and we will have our church meetings here.
We go inside the church. The auditorium is empty, but Daddy says they will bring the benches from the other church. I follow Daddy to stairs that go to the basement. He tells me to hold on to the handrail. I reach way up to grab it. The stairs are scary. You can see the concrete floor between the steps. There are no walls along the stairs. It feels like I may fall over the side or between each step. I creep down the stairs, clutching the rail.
The cellar has bulbs hanging on a wire to light the basement. There is no carpet anywhere, just concrete. Daddy says the Sunday School rooms will be here. There is light from windows, but it still seems dark. They made the walls of bare plywood just like the homemade tables and benches. There are spider webs hanging from the boards in the ceiling. The ceiling is just the upstairs floor. It’s not pretty at all. Soon, Daddy takes us home. I’m happy to leave that building.
Next Sunday, we get up very early, as usual. We have to put on clothes that are scratchy. We drive to our new church building. As Daddy said, the hard benches are in the auditorium. Mama tells me to go downstairs and find Sister Lawrence. I’m afraid I will fall off those stairs, but I hold on to the rail above my head and creep down. My sister and brother stay with Mama and Daddy because they are not old enough yet for Sunday School.
When I’m downstairs, I hear the adults enjoying something upstairs, but I don’t know what. They are laughing, and it sounds like fun. I imagine that they are having a good time eating pink glazed donuts and coffee. It seems unfair for us kids to be in this dank basement and not get pink donuts.
On Sunday night, we come back to church, but at night we do not have Sunday School. We must sit in the auditorium, on the hard benches. Before church starts, Mama tells me to follow her downstairs. She is talking to another lady about Sunday School supplies. I wander around the rooms and get this idea. Maybe I can hide down here, and then I won’t have to sit on those hard benches upstairs. I can use Sister Lawrence’s scissors and Elmer’s glue instead of listening to that boring preacher.
I stay far away from Mama, hoping she’ll forget I’m here. And she does! She and the lady walk upstairs and turn out the lights; they forget to take me. A small amount of light shines through the windows into the basement from the streetlamps outside, which allows me to see.
Enjoying my privacy, I watch the lady and two men that float above me and visit me at night in my bedroom. I wave at them and say hello. The man with the wooden buttons waves to me. The lady and man with glass buttons smile but say nothing.
The music upstairs begins, which means the church meeting has started. Three minutes later, the music stops. The pastor’s voice travels to the basement. “Sister Drobnick, why are you crying?”
I listen to Mama cry, “We can’t find Tim.” 
The pastor asks everyone to pray to find Tim, and the meeting bursts out with moans and groans and pleadings to God.
I get scared as I realize my plan may not work. I didn’t expect the congregation would resort to asking God to find me. Is that even fair? The lights turn on, and I hear feet stomping on the stairs to the basement. I roll under a child-sized table and lie still on the concrete floor. Soon the people from upstairs are searching under the tables and in the closets.
I close my eyes tight and become invisible just as someone’s footsteps come into the room and move the chairs. I hear hands and shoes on the floor, and I know people are looking under the table where I am, but they can’t see me. After a few minutes, they turn off the lights and go back upstairs.
I figure the search must be over, so I relax. It never felt like Mama cared about me. She never touched me or let me hug her or hold her hand. I’m confused why she wants people to find me.
But now everyone prays twice as loud. The spot I’m lying in is good because I am invisible to everyone but the three people that float and go through walls. The man with glass buttons has kneeled and is watching me under the table. It surprises me that people are still searching for me. I thought Mama would just say, “Oh well, we have other children. Start the church meeting.”
The howling and crying upstairs rises to a new level of sound, and people are stomping their feet on the floor. The reason I’m scared is because people in my church believe “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” Mama has whipped me many times with a belt. Daddy has, a few times. My mama slaps my face often if I do something she thinks is wrong. When I look in the mirror, I see a red mark on my face the shape of her hand. I’ve seen other kids get the same treatment by their parents, often right in the auditorium.
At home, if Mama is mad, she may beat me with a stick, or wire hangers, or anything she can reach. If she is ironing, she waves the sizzling iron toward me. She has never burned me, but it’s scary.
Never had the congregation been this upset about a child. I imagine any punishment I get now will be much greater than before. I can’t allow them to find me now. Again, people come downstairs, and, again, I close my eyes and become invisible. They move chairs and crawl around on the floor, looking under tables. I hold my breath and keep my eyes closed. The search party leaves and returns upstairs. I hear them outside the church, making a lot of noise, opening and closing car doors and screaming my name. Hiding from my parents is getting to be a pickle.
How the heck can I get out of this situation? I imagine myself lying there, invisible for the rest of my life, hoping to sneak out and look for food and water. Maybe there would be crumbs on the floor or stale pink donuts upstairs. I imagine getting old and wrinkly living under this table.
Again, the praying upstairs starts even louder. I hear screaming to God with much more stomping of the feet on the floor. Why would people who plead to God to find me, then torture and hit me when they do? I prefer death than to go through that beating. I ask the man with the glass buttons, who is kneeling and watching me, “Can you help me get out of this mess?” 
He nods and stands.
Instantly, the lights turn on. I hear stomping on the stairs and my grandfather’s voice. His shoes march right to my table without stopping at any other tables. I am under the table in the room farthest from the stairs. He looks under it, grabs me, and pulls me out. I wasn’t invisible to Grandpa.
“Son, why have you been hiding!?” Grandpa scolds me and gives me a swat on my butt. The swat doesn’t hurt much, but it scares me. Whenever Grandpa punishes me, it doesn’t hurt. I’m happy he found me instead of Mama.
My grandpa takes me upstairs and sets me by Mama. Everyone in the church thanks God loudly and then goes back to the meeting. Everyone looks at me with judging eyes, which makes me feel so ashamed. I didn’t get beat by Mama, since Grandpa punished me first.




Chapter 3


“Tim, let’s go for a walk. I want to show where you will be going for kindergarten soon,” Mommy says.
“OK, Mommy. But what is Kiddie Garden?”
“It’s school and a lot of fun. There will be other kids your age there, and you will have a teacher that shows you how to draw pictures, count, and build with blocks. Lots of fun things.”
A picture of Kiddie Garden comes to my mind. I imagine enjoying the green yard with flowers and neat hedges. Maybe the hedges are a maze, and we can wander through it as we watch the puffy clouds in the sky. Kiddie Garden sounds to be a relaxing, quiet garden. I bet I could sit and draw pictures and look at the bugs crawling in the grass. I love to watch bugs. I don’t like to touch them, except for ladybugs. They are cute, not like a bug at all. 
Mommy takes the baby stroller outside and down the stairs and snaps it open. It’s a good trick. My brother, Sam, is sitting on the floor, and Mommy picks him up. “Come on, Tim, follow me.”
Mommy puts Sam in the stroller and puts a blanket around him and tucks him in, then pulls the shade over him. The stroller has an extra seat for my sister. As Mommy walks, I follow. The sidewalk is close to the street, and there is grass between the sidewalk and the street. We cross a road, but not the big street. We keep walking beside the big street.
On this block, the yards are higher than the sidewalk. There is a hard wall that I climb on. I walk on it following Mommy.
“Tim, please be careful!”
“I am, Mommy.”
Something is buzzing in the grass, and I stop to look. There is a wasp in the bottom of the grass, buzzing and buzzing. Daddy taught me about wasps. He said they sting terrible, and they get mad. I don’t want to get stung, but I want to know why the wasp is in the grass. Shouldn’t he be flying around and scaring people instead?
“Tim, come along!”
“Yes, Mommy! I’m coming!”
We get near the school building, but it’s on the other side of the street. Mommy and Daddy have told me many times this building is Taylor Elementary School. There are big poles that reach out over the street with lights hanging from them. There are white lines stretching across the street.
“OK, Tim, listen to me. This is very important.”
“Yes, Mommy.”
“When you come to kindergarten, you will cross the street right here. It’s important that when you cross, you wait for that sign to turn white. It will be a picture of a man. I will show you how. Push this button, and then we will wait.”
Oh boy, a button! I love to push buttons. It’s big for a button, and it has a light. A button with a light is much better. I push the button, and it makes a noise! This is the best button ever!
“OK, Tim, now stand here with me, and we’ll wait for the walk sign to turn white.”
I grab Mommy’s legs to give her a big hug; I’m so excited!
“Tim, get off my legs!”
“OK, Mommy.”
With a click, the walk sign turns white with a picture of a man.
“Now, Tim, we walk. Follow me.”
I follow Mommy, but when we get halfway across the street, the sign turns back to the hand, saying stop!
“Mommy, Mommy, we have to stop!”
“It’s OK, Tim, as long as you have started, you can finish crossing the street.”
We get to the school. They made it of gray stone with lots of windows. There is a big cement playground around the school and lots of grass beside the cement. I don’t see the nice hedges or flowers.
“Mommy, where is the Kiddie Garden?”
“The school’s not open today. On Monday, I will walk with you and show it to you. Are you ready to push the button to cross the street again?”
“Yes!” I run to push the button. Going to school is easy!
We walk home, and I check on that wasp. He’s not there. He must have flown away to go scare people. 
School is so exciting that when it’s bedtime, I can’t sleep. The owl stares at me through the window. Tonight, he is smiling, so I smile back.
“Tim, it’s time to wake up!” Mommy says. I get up, and Mommy has toast and cereal for me to eat. Soon, Mommy puts Sam in the stroller. Marvella crawls into the extra seat. We walk to Kiddie Garden, to the back of the school. We stand at a doorway, and Mommy talks to a lady.
I look inside the big room.
“Mommy, when are we going to Kiddie Garden?”
“You’re at kindergarten. Isn’t it nice? You’ll have fun.”
I don’t agree. I prefer the place with the big lawn, blossoms, and clipped hedges. Mommy leaves me alone with other children and Mrs. Heller, the teacher, in the big room. There are chairs just my size with tables. Up on the wall, I see a yellow banner that has letters from the alphabet in different colors. I don’t know all the letters, but Daddy told me about the alphabet. I asked him how to spell “eagle,” and he showed me. I scratched it on the headboard of my bed with a knife. I hope no one finds it. I didn’t think about making Mommy or Daddy mad when I carved it. 
I got a strong feeling that I wanted to write it into my headboard. It was like the time Daddy gave me a red rubber ball. I liked the ball a lot, but then I found a brand new, shiny razor blade on the porch. I wondered if it would cut the ball. And it did! The razor blade moved so smoothly through the plastic that I kept cutting until the ball was thin ribbons. When Daddy saw it, he yelled at me and gave me a spanking. I was very sorry for being such a bad boy.
There are plastic boxes with toys. There are numbers on the floor in a circle. The floor is wooden and shiny, and in the corner are big building blocks. Mrs. Heller tells us to sit on the floor, but she sits on a grown-up chair.
“Children, I will ask each of you what your favorite food is. Jamie, you go first. Jamie? Jamie!”
“Yes?”
The other kids laugh.
“Jamie, please try to pay attention. What’s your favorite food?”
“Watermelon. And cheese. But not at the same time.” 
The kids laugh again.
“Now children,” Mrs. Heller says. “Don’t laugh at his answer. Tim, what’s your favorite food?”
“I love brown bananas!” I say. More laughter from the classmates.
“Brown? Wouldn’t you prefer yellow bananas?”
“Oh no. I like when they get really soft and sweet, so I always take the brown ones.”
Mrs. Heller continues asking everyone their favorite food. After we finish learning everything about food, she tells us we can play quietly for thirty minutes. Those big building blocks are calling me! I run to them with two other boys to build a wall so big that no one can find me. I will hide and draw pictures and not have to answer silly questions.
The other two boys kick my wall, and it crashes to the floor.
“Hey! Quit that!” I yell. 
The boys laugh at me.
I build the wall again. As soon as I finish, they kick it over.
“Hey! Quit knocking my wall down!” I yell.
“You’re just a baby. You’re smaller than us. You can’t stop us.” With that, they punch me on my shoulder. I decide blocks are not fun. I leave and find crayons and paper.
The next day Mommy tells me that the neighbor girl, who is a few years older than me, will walk with me to school.
“Hi, my name is Nellie. What’s your name?” She stoops down to my height with a big, pretty smile and curly red hair. She smells good, too.
“My name is Tim.”
“Tim, you’re so cute! Hold my hand, and we′ll walk together.”
We walk, and Nellie keeps telling me how cute I am. I enjoy holding her hand. I always want to hold Mommy’s hand, but she won’t let me.
Jamie, the watermelon and cheese boy from Kiddie Garden, is waiting to walk with us. When we get to his house, his mother gives him a hug and kiss. He jumps down three steps to meet us. He lives where the yards are higher than the sidewalk, the same place as the wasp.
“Jamie, does your mother kiss you every day?” I ask.
“Yes, doesn’t your mother?”
“No,” I answer, but that sounds nice. Mommy tells me she wishes I was never born or that she hates me. I wish she didn’t hate me. I wish she would give me hugs and kisses. There are rare times when my grandmother babysits me, holds me, and rocks me. I remember laying my head on her chest and listening to her heartbeat until I fell asleep. It’s a wonderful feeling and is the only time I remember being rocked and held. Grandma and Grandpa would give me hugs when we visited them and tell me that I was a good boy. But they did not always live in the same town as us, so I did not visit them as often as I would like.
Nellie, Jamie, and I get to the crosswalk for the school.
“Who will push the button?” I ask.
“Why don’t you push it today, and I will push it tomorrow?” Jamie suggests. Jamie is a nice boy. I like him.
Nellie walks us across the street and then tells us goodbye. Jamie and I run to the Kiddie Garden room.
When we are in Kiddie Garden, and it’s time for a bathroom break, the teacher tells us to stand in two lines, one for each bathroom. Each bathroom has one door and toilet. After I wait in line, it’s my turn to enter and close the door. The bathrooms are nice. There’s a thick rug on the floor. The toilet has its own rug around it. That is neat. There’s a box of tissues that smells good. I’m alone, and it’s quiet. There are no mean boys, no pressure of standing in lines, or sitting in a circle or playing with toys or listening to stories or nap time. I enjoy this part of Kiddie Garden! The only thing bathroom time needs is my sketch pad and crayons.
But paradise can’t last forever, and the teacher knocks and says, “Hurry, Tim, other children need to use the bathroom.” What? I can’t pee on demand! I need to look at the wall art, imagine flying, and decide what to draw next. At home, I have unlimited bathroom time, and I can draw pictures, even in the potty room, if I choose. The time has come to flee Kiddie Garden.
Planning my escape, I wander near the exit door, wait until Mrs. Heller looks elsewhere, then slip out. Once outside, I consider going to the street crossing, but I’m afraid if I wait at the traffic light someone may catch me. Instead, I run as fast as I can toward home on this side of Main Street. I don’t even stop to look at an army of ants crossing the sidewalk, and I love watching ants on sidewalks. It was even an ant war. I love to watch ant wars. 
Soon I’m at home but on the wrong side of the street, by our house. I stand at the street curb, not knowing what to do.
I yell for my mom, but she can’t hear me as I’m too far away. I keep yelling and yelling. Soon, Mommy comes out of the house and comes over to get me.
“Mrs. Heller just called me and said you were missing. Why did you leave school?”
“Mommy, I don’t like it there.”
I continue to escape from school at least once every week, but I use the crosswalk. I don’t care for those large male apes picking on me, and I need to pee in my good time. The stress of imagining those kids lined up outside the bathroom waiting for me to finish is awful.
Mommy tells me it’s not the law that I must go to Kiddie Garden, but she wishes I would. She needs a break from me. 




Chapter 4


After first grade, my family moves to a new house and a new school, Linden Elementary. On the first day of school, I meet the new teacher, Mrs. Redburn. She introduces herself to everyone in the class.
“Hello, Class. My name is Mrs. Redburn. This is second grade. I’m so lucky to have so many bright and happy students! I can see you are excellent students.”
Wow, Mrs. Redburn knows that? She must be smart.
“Class, when you’re doing lessons, raise your hand if you have a question. Then do not talk until I call on you. I know you will be good students.”
A few weeks later, Mrs. Redburn writes a long division math question on the chalkboard and tells us to write it on paper and solve the problem. As soon as Mrs. Redburn finishes writing on the chalkboard and turns around, my hand is in the air.
“What do you need, Tim?” she asks.
“The answer is 51!” I say.
She comes back to look at my blank paper. “That’s good, Tim, but please write out the problem on paper.”
“But I have the answer in my head, it takes too long to write it,” I reply, smacking my hand on my forehead.
“Please write it on paper for me, Tim.” She walks to the front of the class and writes out another problem on the board. I raise my hand and shake it as if shaking it will help her see me better as she faces away from me. Finally, she turns around and calls on me.
“Tim, did you write out the problem on paper?”
“The answer is 32!” I blurt out.
Mrs. Redburn comes back and looks again at my blank paper. “Tim, you need to let the other children get the answer. Please write the problem on the paper. OK?”
“OK, Mrs. Redburn.” It makes no sense that she requires us to write the problem on paper. Can’t the rest of the class do long division in their heads?
During the early part of second grade, Mrs. Redburn’s writing becomes blurry. She’d been an elegant writer before, with straight lines and little curlies on the letters. But it gets worse every day for two weeks. I’m seated in the back row of the class.
“Mrs. Redburn, I can’t see what you’re writing.”
“OK, Tim. Take this empty seat.”
I move up a few chairs and see her writing better. The next day, her handwriting is worse than the day before. I feel bad for her; she must be ashamed of her writing. After a few days, I have to ask to move up a few chairs again.
After two weeks, I’m in the front row, and still her penmanship is a mystery. I have to walk up to the blackboard, squint my eyes, and rush back to write what I can remember. Mrs. Redburn remains patient, even though it’s against her rules for students to leave their chairs during class. She says nothing. I know I’m breaking a rule, and I know she is being kind to me. I assume it’s because she doesn’t wish to bring attention to herself and her terrible handwriting.
Such a tragedy. In just two weeks, she went from perfect handwriting to unreadable scribbling. I don’t understand why no one else in class is complaining. I guess we’re just polite kids.
Linden Elementary School, only two blocks from my house, is in a quiet part of town, so I walk to and from school alone. It’s a nice walk. I like to look in the yards as I walk. Some of them have flowers and hedges, or chain linked fences, or dogs, or fountains. I only cross two streets to get to the block with our house. I still have to walk a block and through an alley.
“Hey, shrimp!” I hear from behind me. I turn around, and a boy from my class, Marco, is behind me. Marco is taller than me. Everyone is taller than me. Even the younger kids.
“What do you want?” I ask.
He gets much closer to me. I don’t like the look on his face, so I turn and start walking home again. He comes up right behind me and says, “You’re so short. What’s wrong with you? I bet I could knock you out with one punch.”
I don’t like the sound of this. I start walking faster.
“What’s the matter, sissy boy? Are you scared? Are you scared?” he taunts.
I run to get away from him. Marco chases me and knocks me over onto the ground and hits me in the stomach. No one has hit me in the stomach before. Not even Mommy. I can’t breathe, and I feel a boulder in my stomach. I bend over and hold my stomach as tight as I can and cry big tears and wail.
“You are such a wuss! You’re a big crybaby!” Marco says as he leaves.
I’m in pain and lie still for a while. After the pain eases, I finish my walk home.
The next day after school, I see Marco again. I feel like the world is caving in on me, with no one to save me. I run as fast as I can to keep ahead of him, but he still catches me and knocks me onto the ground. This time, he punches me in my shoulder over and over until I’m crying. He throws my books and papers over the yard.
“You’re such a baby! Such a baby!” Marco says while stomping on my books.
After Marco leaves, I lie in the grass for a long time. I don’t know what to do. There is no one in the entire world to help me. I see a bug. I watch it crawl to the top of a blade of grass where it stretches its wings in and out. I forget about my world for a while and ponder the bug’s world. I bet when the bug sees a bully he just flies away. I wish I could fly away. If I could, I would never come back. After a long while, I decide to tell Mommy about Marco, stand, and go home.
“Mommy, I have something to tell you.” 
Mommy is sitting at the kitchen table reading a magazine. She looks at me.
“This boy followed me home today and yesterday and then he knocked me down and hit me. It hurt a lot. He threw my books, and I had to pick them up.”
“If you see him again, just run away,” Mommy tells me.
“But, Mommy, I tried that. He can run faster than me.”
“Well, run faster.” Mommy goes back to her magazine.
“Could I hit him with a stick? Maybe he’d be afraid if I did that.”
“No, Jesus says we can’t use violence. The Bible says we are to turn the other cheek.”
“Well, what can I do, Mommy?”
“Tim, try coming home a different way. Just stay away from him. Why can’t you be like other boys? Leave me alone.”
The next day after school, I wait until I see Marco walking toward home. I watch until he is far ahead of me, and then I walk. He is out of sight, so I feel like I’m safe.
“Hey, sissy!” I hear Marco say. I turn around, and he is now behind me!
My heart pounds, my palms get sweaty, and fear gives me a stomach cramp. I’m so afraid I can’t even move. Marco comes up and hits me in the face and then my stomach and knocks me down. I have a ringing in my ear from his punch, and I feel like I’ll throw up from the pain in my stomach. I curl up like a turtle going into his shell to protect myself. I shut my eyes, trying to pretend I’m invisible like I did in the church one night, but Marco can still see me and taunts me. Why can’t I be invisible? After I don’t respond for a while, he gets bored and leaves.
I need to tell Mommy about this again, but I’m afraid she will punish me if I do. But there’s no other way I can get help. After a while, I stand up and walk home.
“Mommy, Marco is still beating me up when I come home. What can I do?”
“Tim, why can’t you just be like other boys! I’m tired of hearing about this.”
“But, Mommy, he’s bigger than me! I can’t stop him from hitting me!”
“Tim, quit complaining to me! All you do is whine and cry and complain. Other boys don’t cry. I wish you’d never been born!”
Mommy tells me this almost anytime I complain or cry about something. She is correct that I do cry a lot more than other boys. I don’t know why. I cry more than the girls. As far as her wishing I had never been born, I don’t understand why she thinks it was my decision to be born.
“Mommy, I didn’t ask to be born!” I say with my best sarcasm.
Mom She whirls around like a ninja and slaps me across the face. There’s no hesitation, no warning, no thought. Just wham! She knocks me to the ground.
Mommy screams, “Don’t you talk to me like that! You are full of the devil. I wish you were dead!”
For the second time that day, I’ve been attacked and am in pain on the ground. I agree with Mommy on this. I wish I’d never been born. I wish I were dead. I hate this world. I don’t know why Mommy says these bad things to me. She does not say them to Sam or Marvella. Not that I would want her to. I just wonder why.
For the rest of second grade and throughout third grade, I’m tortured by Marco. Some days I get lucky and sneak home another way. Some days he’s missing. But most days I’m beat up by Marco. There’s no one to tell. There’s no one to help me.
While in third grade, Marco clones himself. His little brother, perhaps, but I’ll leave that for science to decide. But now I have two bullies following me. Marco’s clone is in kindergarten and yet still bigger than I am. Marco goads his clone to come up and hit me. His clone never wants to, but each day, Marco tries to convince his clone to attack me. Before the walk is over, Marco finishes it instead, hitting me and knocking me down.
It’s rough enough having bullies without them spawning and creating a new generation of themselves. That same school year, Marco and his brother are gone. My guess is his family moved. Maybe my prayers were answered, and the police took them to jail.




Chapter 5


“Sit up, Tim.”
“Mom, why can’t I lay on the floor? I’m tired.”
Dad chimes in, “You are a big seven-year-old. You can stay on the bench.”
“Yes, Dad.” I scoot back onto the hard bench. My feet dangle.
We’re at church again. It’s Sunday night when we go to church without fail. I enjoy Sunday afternoons after we get home from morning church because Mom and Dad relax, unlike other times. Sometimes, we visit other church families, which can be fun if they have kids our age. But we always return to church at 7:00 PM. I want to do something instead of sitting in a boring church meeting.
“Dad, may I go downstairs and draw pictures in the Sunday School room?”
“No, Son. You need to listen to the missionary.”
“But that’s boring!” 
Mom’s hand strikes as quickly as a rattlesnake across my face. Her attacks are always a surprise. The strike snaps my neck, and my head hits the back of the oak bench. My teeth hurt because of my head hitting so hard. My face burns from the hit.
“Do you want God to hear you? You’re in His house!” Mom scolds. 
Tears flow from my eyes as I cry.
“Stop crying!” Dad orders in a stern but hushed voice. I try, I really try. But it’s not just the pain that makes me cry. I feel betrayed when I’m attacked, as if I’m not wanted or loved. Mom and Dad break my heart.
Dad admonishes me in his low church voice, “Stop crying, or I will give you something to cry about!” 
I try to hold back the crying, but it explodes out in a loud raspberry, rattling my lips as my face floods with tears. With that, Dad picks me up and takes me outside the church. Once we are on the steps, he slaps my butt many times.
“I... told... you... to... be... quiet!” Dad spanks me in between each word, as if I might forget he’s punishing me.
I bawl louder. I can’t stop. Dad waits until I’m quiet. Once I have quit crying, Dad leads me back inside and instructs me to sit on the bench. My butt stings from the spanking, and now it’s even harder to sit still on that oak seat. Many people turn their heads to look at me with scowls or shaking heads. I’m mortified. My breathing is still erratic, my head hurts from hitting the seat-back, my neck hurts, and my face stings from the slap. I just want to have fun. When I’m bored, my brain screams at me, “Entertain me!” Boredom creates pain for my brain.
When Mom and Dad punish me, I want to run away. I want to disappear so long that they will panic and be sorry they were ever mean to me. I want them to know the pain that they give me. Maybe then they’d understand they need to treat me nice. I imagine sneaking out of my room at night and running. But as I devise my plan, I don’t know where I’d go. I’d be outside with no food. There’s no safe place for me to escape to, so I abandon the scheme.
There are missionaries here from Africa. They look more interesting than the boring preacher. A screen and slide projector are ready to use. On the stage there’s a lot of interesting items made of wood and bone and rocks. There are beads and masks and spears and feathers. Maybe tonight I will not be bored. The preacher comes to the pulpit.
“Everybody rise. Take a hymnal and turn to page 256.” We stand and sing “Amazing Grace.” A few people are off key, but the preacher says God loves praise even if it’s off tune. I enjoy singing; it’s a good part of church meetings. Sometimes, Mom has me sing in front of the congregation while she plays the piano for me. I do my best to sing good so Mom will love me.
“You may take your seats,” the preacher says. “Tonight, our missionaries from Africa are here to show us pictures of their ministry.” The pastor hands the microphone to the missionary, whose wife and three kids are on the front bench.
“We’ve been trying to win the fight for Jesus in Africa,” the missionary says. “Satan has his power over these people, and it’s a mighty fight. We pray night and day, and we live to be an example to show how they can accept Jesus.”
He picks up a big wooden mask. The mask is as big as me with dark, hollow eyes. It has red, blue, and yellow painted lines and a bone through its nose.
“This is what the witch doctor wears to worship their gods. The witch doctor puts it on and dances around a fire, chanting to his gods to possess him. His gods are other names for Satan. Sometimes, he cuts himself to let the demons come into his body.”
The congregation is quiet, except for a few who moan and say, “Oh, Jesus. Oh, Jesus. Deliver them, Jesus.” I have learned about demons from my church. Sometimes people will tell how they saw demons appearing at their home with big, evil eyes, claws, and horns. They then pray to Jesus and God to save them from the demon. I know these people wouldn’t lie to me, so I don’t doubt they see demons.
I imagine what it’d be like to have a demon appear in front of me. It scares me to think about it. I’m afraid of what the demon would do to me. Maybe he’d bite me. Just the part of appearing without notice would be scary. The people tell us that the demon can steal our soul and take us to Hell where we will burn for eternity. If we don’t have enough faith, Jesus will not save us from the demons. I worry I won’t have enough faith if a demon attacks me.
Many times, at night, when I’m lying in bed, I wonder if a demon will jump on me and steal me to Hell. Many times, I can’t even sleep; I stay awake for most of the night worrying and waiting for demons. 
The missionary goes on, “Here’s a straw doll used for voodoo. The witch doctor asks Satan to possess the doll, and then the entire tribe wails while he pokes pins through the doll to punish their enemies.” He lays the doll on the table and picks up a large bundle of beads.
“These are demonic beads,” the missionary continues. “They wear these beads around their neck to summon demons into their body.” The beads look ominous. A minute ago, they were just beads. Now I don’t want to be near them. I don’t understand why anyone would invite demons into their body on purpose.
This missionary has my full attention. I look around at the other kids who have their wide-open eyes glued on the missionary. They look as frightened as I am. Marvella looks scared and grabs onto Mom’s arm. Mom doesn’t push her away. Sam is sitting on Mom’s lap about to fall asleep. 
Next, the missionary picks up a wooden bowl with little bones. He walks through the audience showing us, shaking them around the bowl. He moans these words as if in great pain, “These bones had the spirit of Satan in them when we first got them. We had to cast the demons out of them before we brought them on the plane home to show you. The African natives throw the bones onto the ground and tell the future of their people. They’ll ask the bones when rain, food, or enemies will be coming. They live their lives around these bones. Satan controls these people through these bones.”
Mom cries and Dad mutters, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.” The demons scare the grown-ups, so I know I should be afraid.
The missionary continues, “I will turn on the slide projector and show you pictures.”
Most people in the audience are praying to God, “Oh, God, please save these people.”
I’m thinking, “Oh, God, please save me!”
The pastor turns off the light and turns on the projector. The darkness of the room makes everything ten times as scary. I’m not bored anymore. The first slide is of the missionary and his family standing next to a nice-looking house. The house is next to shacks made of sticks where the Africans live. The slide projector whirls and clicks to the next picture.
The missionary says, “This picture shows the village getting ready for a festival. Notice that many have bones in their noses and have stretched their lips and earlobes to dedicate themselves to their gods.”
Whirl, click.
“In this picture, you’ll see it’s dark now and they have built a fire. There are people sitting around the fire beating on drums to call in their gods. Their gods are Satan’s demons.”
Whirl, click.
“This next picture shows people jumping and dancing around the fire. Notice that they have very little clothing. We are teaching these natives they should cover their shame before God.” I notice that the women don’t have tops, and you can see their boobies. I don’t see that in America.
Whirl, click.
On the next slide, he shows people jumping over the fire. The missionary explains, “At this point, demons have possessed many of these villagers. Notice how they’re jumping over a fire without injury. This is because Satan is protecting them from the fire. It’s how they prove their gods have possessed them.”
Mom is crying uncontrollably. She has thrown wadded tissues on the bench as she uses them to wipe her tears. My Dad has his hands raised and his eyes closed, asking God to save these people. Many other people are doing the same. Since the grown-ups are terrified of these demons, I fall right in line. I am petrified.
Whirl, click.
“These men walk over hot coals without feeling the heat to prove they have accepted their gods into their body. Satan is protecting them from the heat.”
Whirl, click.
“On this slide, you’ll see people bringing the sick to the witch doctor, who chants over them and uses Satan’s power to heal them. In exchange, they offer up their souls to Satan.”
I notice on many pictures that the natives have a big smile. I wonder what they have to smile about, being as demons have possessed them and all.
When the missionary turns off the projector, the room fills with wails to God. Parishioners rush to the altar and beg God to save those poor wretches in Africa. I wonder if God can hear them better at the altar than in the benches.
My parents leave us children unguarded in our seats. My brother is three years old now, and my sister is five. I hope the demons don’t snag us behind our parents’ backs. I worry that a short, pus-dripping demon with hollow eyes and feathers will come walking up the aisle to claim our souls for its eternal prize. This is our reality, our daily torture that comes to full fruition when the sun sets and parents leave us alone in our dark bedrooms.
After the meeting, which ends at 2:00 AM, Mom and Dad take us home. In the car are my crayons and drawing pad. I draw a picture of bright flowers to get my mind off the scary meeting. But tonight, I will be afraid to sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]Looking back at this time in my childhood, I imagine what was happening up in Heaven.
 “Jesus, what’s all that noise?” God stands behind the bar fixing a martini.
“Hey Dad, it’s that crazy congregation in Sheridan crying again. They moved up close to the altar so we can hear them. Do you want me to order them to quiet down or move away from the altar?” Jesus moves chairs on the back deck to sit on while enjoying his martini.
“No, just close the window,” God says.




Chapter 6


The next morning, I wake up late because there’s no school on Saturdays. During school time, I have to get up at 8:00 AM. On Sunday and Wednesday nights, we’re always in church until 2:00 AM. I’m tired and sleepy at school the next day and get in trouble for not paying attention to the teacher. If there was homework that didn’t get finished before church started at 7:00 PM, it doesn’t get done.
This morning my teeth are hurting. They’ve been hurting every day as long as I can remember, but this morning it’s worse.
“Mom, my teeth are hurting.”
“I’m sorry, Tim.” Mom is washing dishes in the kitchen. The kitchen has a yellow linoleum floor with an interesting design that I like to run my fingers over. Sam is running in a circle over the wooden floor in the dining room with a toy airplane. Marvella is sitting quietly playing with a doll on the kitchen floor.
“But, Mom, it hurts!” I cry.
“Tim, what do you want me to do?” Mom drops more dishes into the soapy water.
“I don’t know, Mom, but it hurts!” When I touch my back teeth with my finger, they are smooth on top. I remember when they used to be rough.
“Tim, go outside and play. I can’t deal with you right now.”
“But, Mom, my teeth hurt!” I yell and kick Marvella’s doll across the floor. Now Marvella screams.
“What is wrong with you? Go outside! I wish you’d never been born! You drive me crazy!”
“What about my teeth? They hurt!” I scream. Mom grabs a wooden spoon out of the dishwater and smacks me on the butt with the rounded end, causing a sting that shoots through my entire body.
“Get outside!” Mom yells.
I go outside, crying. I’m gonna go hide in my tree and stay away from Mom.
There is a twisted, old tree with smooth, gray bark beside our home I love to climb. It has knotholes and bumps that make it easy to scale. I crawl up the tree and start to calm down. I see birds jumping around above me. I listen to them chirp. I wonder what they’re saying to each other. I imagine they’re protesting that I’m in their tree. I wonder if their Mom hates them.
Every day at five o’clock, Dad arrives home from work. Today, he comes back to my tree.
“Hi, Son. Are you having fun?”
“Yes, Dad. I love this tree. I wish I could live in it forever!”
“You know, Son, when I was a boy, my grandpa built me a treehouse with a rope so I could climb up into it. My grandma made me lunches and packed them in a cloth bag for me to eat in my treehouse.”
“Your grandpa sounds very nice. Did your dad help build the tree house?”
“No, Son. I never knew my dad. My grandpa and grandma were like my mom and dad. They raised me.”
I think about that. I love my grandpa and grandma, but I’d be sad if my dad was not raising me.
“Would you like me to build you a treehouse?” Dad asks.
“Sure, Dad!” Dad and I walk around to the garage, and he picks up a two-by-four board, a flat board, a saw, hammer, and nails. I follow him back to the tree. Dad cuts short pieces of lumber and nails them on the tree.
“What are those for, Dad?”
“Those are stairs.” Darn, I don’t need steps. One reason I love the tree is to stay away from Mom. I don’t want it to be easy for Mom to get into my treehouse.
But that’s OK. I will put a lock on the solid oak door. In my fantasy, my treehouse has a kitchen and bedroom with privacy curtains. There will be a stove to heat water for cocoa. I will sip the cocoa in silence while I look out the colored window at the world. A spacious living room will boast a grand fireplace, and there will be a drawing room with an art easel and every color of crayon created.
Dad finishes the steps and then nails a flat piece of wood into the most prominent fork in the tree.
“Try it out, Son!”
I crawl up and sit on the wood floor, feeling powerful, lifted above the world.
“When will you complete it, Dad?”
“Oh, it’s finished.” Dad leans back with his hands on his hips, admiring his handiwork.
Darn, I hoped for more, but I’m excited for the start of my mansion.
“Thank you, Dad! Thank you! Thank you!”
Dad smiles really big, “You’re welcome, Son.”
The next Saturday, I start on the second floor of my vacation home. Because I’m a small child, I use fragile pieces of wood. I can’t pound nails through a two-by-four. Because of the flimsy wood, the second floor is unstable, swinging back and forth. Mom will be too afraid to climb to the second floor. I stand on the new floor with my shoulders back and my fists on my hip, looking over my domain.
“Hmm. I need another floor.” The next Saturday, I work on the third level. There’s enough material lying around in the garage to attach the posts supporting the walls to the third floor. I don’t find any wood to create the deck, but I see two abandoned skis in the garage. I will use these for the third level flooring. The skis, even though thin, are difficult to nail. I find a rope to secure the skis.
So, my third floor is two skinny, bouncy skis. When I climb and stand on the skis, the wobbly second floor adds movement to the third floor. Bouncing on the skis while the treehouse waves back and forth is fun. The third floor reaches higher than the roof of the house. No way Mom will crawl up here!
My three friends have joined me—the lady that visits me at night and the two men with Sunday clothes. They must like tall buildings since they used to hang out on the third floor of our first church.
“Hello!” I say to them happily. They smile but say nothing. They never do. Well, almost never. Sometimes at night the lady whispers my name to me. When I’m afraid of demons and I can’t sleep, she sits on my bed. Even though I’m glad she visits me occasionally, I’m still afraid of the demons and afraid they’ll get her as well.
The lady sits on the first floor, and the fellow with the wooden buttons stands on the third floor with me while I rock back and forth.
I enjoy time in my palace for two weeks. Mom never comes outside to see me as long as I answer when called. But today, it’s extra windy. Because of the wind, I’m sitting on the third floor instead of hopping on it. The wind is blowing the tree and my tree house like a rocking cradle.
Crack!
I look up and see a huge branch break above me. The limb hangs but does not fall. It’s dangling by a small piece of wood. The wind sways the branch on the bit of wood holding it in place. It looks big enough to destroy my treehouse if it were to fall. The lady left the first floor and is pacing on the ground. The man with wooden buttons is still on the third floor with me.
The wind gets stronger, and the tree makes more cracking and squeaking and popping sounds. I’m not happy being up this high during a storm. I hold on to a branch that reaches over my treehouse. There are dark clouds in the sky moving fast toward me. The sky is getting darker, and I feel small raindrops hitting my face and arms.
A tremendous flash lights up the sky, and within moments, a great thundering boom shakes the world. The tree waves more, and my treehouse moves right along with it. Suddenly, a deluge of rain falls, soaking my clothing and the tree. The branch I’m holding is slippery. On sunny days I feel in control of my world up here. But today, peering over the roof of our house and then at the small steps way below, I see my world collapsing on me.
I need to get down from here. Without letting go of the branch, I scoot my arms up so I can stand. My feet slip on the wet skis, and I lose my footing. I’m hanging from the branch, my feet swinging below me with nothing to step on. My brain tells me to hold on! I reach my leg around one ski, pull myself back onto it, and sit, gripping my face and chest to the branch. I guess I can’t crawl to the ground.
The sky lights up with a bolt of lightning that shivers for a full second from the clouds to the ground. A boom follows that vibrates my entire tree. I look up at that broken branch, and it’s swinging and twisting violently in the wind. I’m wet, cold, and shivering. I notice the man with the wooden button’s clothes are not wet. Neither is his hair. How can he be dry in the middle of this rainstorm? 
“Why are you dry?” I ask him. I knew my friends were different, as most people can’t float or come through a ceiling. I suspected they were ghosts for a while. He smiles at me. 
“Are you a ghost?” 
The man nods. Then the rain pours even harder, and my thoughts go only to survival. The only thing I can do is wait until the storm ends.
“Tim, hold still!”
I look and see Dad running toward me. It must be after five. Usually, Dad comes from work and goes straight into the house. But today, he turns to the side of the house. The other man with the glass buttons is following him. He must have told Dad I needed help. Dad will rescue me!
Dad climbs up the wet stairs, but his shoes slip. He tries again, but he still can’t get up the stairs.
“Hold on!” Dad runs to the porch and seizes a chair. He runs back to the tree, stands on the chair, then jumps and snatches a branch, but it breaks under his weight.
“Tim, stay still! I’ll be right back.” I watch Dad run to our garage, and then lightning strikes so close, I can feel the heat, the light almost blinding, the boom immediate.
Dad comes back with a tall ladder and leans it against the tree. He crawls up to the biggest branch and pulls himself up to the first floor. From there he reaches me, drapes me across his shoulder, shifts onto the branch, slides onto the ladder, and eases us onto the ground. He carries me inside the house. 
After the storm passes, Dad tears apart the second and third floors of my quiet realm.
“Tim, don’t build those floors again. Just use the first floor.”
Darn. I had designs to build a fourth floor with a private library and a juice bar.




Chapter 7


I get it in my head that I want a nickel. Not a dime or a quarter, but a nickel. I had watched Mom count out change on the kitchen table, and of all the coins I like best, it is the nickel. The edges are smooth, unlike the quarter or dime. It is beautiful. The front and back are smooth. The whole coin is shiny. I want one. 
To make it more attractive, I know you can buy things with it. I have seen Mom using the coins at the store. 
“Mom, how do you get coins?”
“Your Dad works and gets paid.”
“He gets paid in coins?”
“No, he gets a check
. I put the check in the bank, and they give me money.”
“Oh.
 Mom, how can I get money?”
“You’re too young.”
“But what if I wanted to get money?”
“I suppose you could sell something.”
“Thanks, Mom!” I bound off to my bedroom to find something to sell. Digging through the toys in my box, at the bottom I find an old plastic yellow boat. I haven’t played with it for a long time. I take the boat and run outside to see if someone will buy it for a nickel. 
“Roger, do you want to buy a boat for a nickel?” Roger is sitting outside with his brother Tom, who is selling Kool-Aid. Roger has blonde hair and is the younger brother. Tom is my age.
“No, I don’t want your stupid boat.”
“Tom, do you?”
“No, go away.”
I look at the sky. The day is sunny, and the light warms my face. A cool breeze makes it the perfect summer day. I love the smell of the lilacs blooming in our yard. They are Mom’s favorite flower. I look around for somebody that might want to buy my boat. I see no one else to ask, so I walk to the neighbor and bang on her door.
“Mrs. Clause, would you like to buy my boat for a nickel?”
“No, son. Would you like some lemonade?”
“Sure, that sounds nice.”
“Come to our back porch. I will pour some for you.”
“Hi, Mr. Clause, would you like to buy my boat for a nickel?” Mr. Clause is lounging on the back porch with the newspaper and coffee. Mr. Clause was always home.
“No, son. But thanks for the offer.”
“Why don’t you go to work like my Dad does, Mr. Clause?”
“I’m retired. I don’t have to work anymore.”
Mrs. Clause puts a glass of lemonade in front of me on their picnic table. The table is smooth and new and smells like fresh wood and paint. 
“Mmmm, this is good, Mrs. Clause. Thank you.”
After finishing my lemonade, I say goodbye and go to the next house. 
“Mrs. Bing, would you like to buy my boat for a nickel?”
“Oh, no thank you, young man. Does your mother know you are knocking on doors?”
“I don’t think so.”
“OK, you should probably go back to your house.”
“OK, Mrs. Bing. I will. Bye.”
“Bye, Timmy.”
I walk back to my house, and Mom is on the porch looking for me. 
“Tim, Mrs. Bing just called me and said you were asking her to buy a toy. Is that right?”
“Yes, Mom. I want a nickel.”
“You can’t be selling your toys. And you can’t knock on people’s doors. It’s rude.”
“OK, Mom.”
When Dad comes home from work that evening, I hear Mom talking to him in the kitchen.
“Tim was knocking on doors trying to sell his toys today. I think we need to give him an allowance.”
“We can’t afford to give him an allowance. If we do, we have to give the other two an allowance.”
“Well, maybe just a quarter. I think that would make him happy. Tim, come into the kitchen.”
I jump up from the floor I was lying on, bored, and run into the kitchen. 
“What do you want, Mom?”
“Tim, we will give you an allowance of twenty-five cents every week.”
“How many nickels can I buy for twenty-five cents?”
“Five.”
“That sounds great. What do I do to get the allowance?”
“Nothing, we’ll just give it to you.”
Dad chimes in, “When I was a boy, I had to do chores to get an allowance. You can take out the trash each day.”
“OK, Dad. That sounds like a good deal.”
I’m thrilled to get that money. But it seems like I’m not earning it. I had taken out the trash many times before, so I am not doing anything extra. For several weeks, Dad tells me he can’t afford to give me an allowance. I realize that Mom and Dad don’t have a lot of money. I feel guilty for taking the allowance. 
Next door, Tom and Roger are selling Kool-Aid again. I walk over to see if I can get one.
“Roger, can I have a cup of Kool-Aid?”
“If you have three cents.”
“Three cents! No one will pay that much for Kool-Aid.”
“Yes, they will.”
Just then a lady walks by, stops, and buys a cup. She hands over three glorious pennies. That is all the proof I need. I run back into our house.
“Mom, I want to sell Kool-Aid! Can I?”
Mom is sitting at the dining room table, sewing a dress. 
“I guess you can.”
Mom helps me set up a TV tray outside and makes Kool-Aid in a small pitcher. She gives me Dixie cups for the customers. 
“Thanks, Mom! I will make a lot of money to help you.”
“OK, Tim. I’m going back inside.”
I sit grinning like I had just figured out the secrets to riches. I cannot wait to have all those pennies pouring into my hand. A robin is hopping around on the grass. I watch as he looks sideways, then quick as a snake, grabs a worm out of the ground. Robins are so neat.
“Hey, what are you doing?” Roger interrupts my Zen observation of the robin.
“I’m selling Kool-Aid just like you are.”
“Oh no you’re not! Not on my watch!” Roger runs to pick up a short two-by-four piece of wood and comes back and pounds my stand with it.
“Hey, stop that! Mom!” I run inside to tell Mom what is happening. I follow her outside. 
“Tim, let’s pick this up. You can’t sell Kool-Aid. Those boys may hurt you.”
In my mind, those pennies are rolling away. Darn it. 




Chapter 8


The next week in Sunday School, my teacher, Nina, tells us stories from the Old Testament about how people made bread with stone and corn. Nina excites us children when she tells us she’ll bring this same bread next Sunday for us to eat. Imagine eating bread made like thousands of years ago! I imagine Nina using a dome-shaped oven she built in her backyard from bricks, like in the Bible story. She uses a paddle and pushes the dough inside, and then after it bakes a while, she pulls it back out. Each day this week, I tell Mom about the stone-ground bread. It’s difficult to wait for Sunday School the next week.
Nina doesn’t disappoint. When we start class, she has a pan of yellow bread lying on the table, ready for us after the lesson. I affix my eyes to that pan, my mouth watering. My brain asks, “Why do we have to wait?” My brain has lots of questions. All the time. The smell creates a warm feeling in my nose. After a hundred fifty years of waiting, Nina finishes the story, and we each get a piece. My taste buds shout for joy!
Later at home, I explain to Mom how good Nina’s bread tasted. Mom tells me, “That was cornbread. I make cornbread.” I have no remembrance of Mom serving cornbread.
Days later Mom says, “Tim, here’s cornbread.” It’s brownish yellow, hard, and dry. I don’t know what it is, but it isn’t Nina’s cornbread.
Mom has a philosophy that we’ll get sick or die if she doesn’t cook the food well enough. To prevent that from happening, she fries bacon until it’s black. In the frying pan, she sears deer steaks to a dark brown. Most of the red meat we ever have is deer or antelope, or if we are lucky, elk. We can’t afford very much beef from the store.
Often, she makes “potato stew.” Mom fills a four-quart pot with water and drops in six cubed potatoes. Nothing else. No carrots, beans, peas, noodles, or beef. After throwing the peels into the rotting, overloaded garbage, she brings the water to a boil for at least an hour. This produces floating potato cubes with white, dead enzymes circling the water with their little eyes crossed. This is the result. We dip the white water with potato chunks into our bowls to eat.
Imagine my surprise when later at a church potluck I have a different version of potato stew, thick with flavor. Everything Mom cooks has little or no taste, except on Sundays.
I’m sure my mom must know better. Many times, we visit Grandma and Grandpa, who are Mom’s parents, and they are great cooks. Both of them. Grandma never lets Mom help cook when we are at their house.
Sometimes, Grandpa has come to our house while Mom is cooking bacon and eggs and they are already smoking. Grandpa grabs the griddle and tells Mom she is overcooking it. Mom tells Grandpa she is afraid she will undercook the food.
But Sundays are different. Why? I don’t know. On Sundays, Mom puts a beef roast into the oven surrounded by peeled potatoes in a big roaster, filled with about three inches of water. We drive to the church while it slow-roasts in the pan. When we return home, she throws in noodles, creating the only moist and delicious meal of the week. I mash the potatoes with my fork and soak them with beef broth. I eat so much beef and noodles, I can’t move, but I can’t help myself. I’m a starving animal that just found food after a week of fasting.
On Sundays, we get to have seconds and thirds on servings. Mom allows only one serving the rest of the week. My understanding is that we can’t afford a lot of food. During the summer, we kids find wild rhubarb and green apples outside to eat. Sometimes we go to the country with Mom and pick wild chokecherries. Mom will make chokecherry jam and can it for later. While we are picking, we eat as much as we can. In the winter there is nothing extra.
It’s past my bedtime, and I’m lying in bed. As I often do, I smell eggs cooking. I hear the griddle sizzling. Soon, I hear the clinking of silverware on a plate. I’ve wanted to investigate before, but this time, I’m finally going to.
I concoct an excuse for being out of bed: I need to pee. To get to the bathroom from my bedroom, I must walk through the kitchen. Mom and Dad are sitting at the kitchen table having coffee. For a seven-year-old, I’m very short, so when I walk by the table, I need to be on tiptoes to spy Mom’s plate of eggs. They are over easy—soft yolks with white whites. That’s how I love my eggs! The smell makes my belly happy and my brain swoon. When Mom cooks them for the rest of us, the whites are crispy brown, and the yokes are hard.
Mom notices I’m creeping instead of walking.
“Tim, hurry and use the bathroom so you can get to bed.” She does not invite me to this special party, and I go to bed drooling for eggs. I’m sad and hungry. That owl is watching me through the window. He also seems sad and hungry.




Chapter 9


My family belonged to a radical, ultra-fundamentalist, oppressive religion by the name of The Assembly of God Pentecostal Church, or AG for short. Our church had many of the same elements that cults did, such as requirements to attend meetings any time the church doors are open, never to question the pastor, and never to have friends outside the church. If we broke these and other rules, we risked disappointing God, who might condemn us to Hell. Stories of Hell kept us in fear of losing our salvation. The church controlled us with this fear.
[image: image-placeholder]Our church had meetings every Wednesday night, Sunday morning, and Sunday night. Several times per year, the church held revivals that lasted two weeks solid in the evenings. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Night meetings opened at 7:00 PM and continued until 2:00 AM because that must be the time that God goes to bed. If a meeting ever got out earlier than 2:00 AM, some parishioners worried that our people were backsliding toward Hell.
The benches made of hard oak became a controversial topic. Debates for adding cushions broke out, and believe it or not, most of the church agreed that we offended God if we got too comfortable. They clicked their tongues and tut-tutted, referring to the Catholics with their padded benches. Our church believed that God sent Catholics to Hell, but I bet you a dollar to a pink donut God has cushioning on his throne.
And those two-week revival marathons were a certain killer for school. Staying awake in school became an impossible task after sitting upright on those hard seats until 2:00 AM. Many times, after the meeting, we visited other devotees in their home for “fellowship.” 
Lack of sleep made it difficult to get good grades at school. My parents ignored homework in our house. If we didn’t take it upon ourselves to do our homework, it didn’t get completed.
Our church also had a low opinion of schooling. Our pastors preached from the pulpit that we shouldn’t set education as a priority because many educated people leave God and the faith. This raised a question: What did these people learn? Maybe they discovered that the angels have padding on their benches. Perhaps they found out God has a much earlier bedtime, and we could sleep before 2:00 AM.
If you were to believe all this, you would guess that God has no library in Heaven. Or if he does, he’s secured it with a golden lock and has it guarded by angels holding swords, while sitting on cushioned chairs of course.
I bet you that in Heaven they don’t even have alarm clocks. Those angels stay up worshiping God on plush benches until he retires to bed at 2:00 AM and then go to bed without even setting an alarm.
Parents expected children to sit on those wooden benches for seven hours. If we didn’t, they took us outside so as not to disturb the meeting and spanked us hard. If we cried, which we always did, they told us, “I’ll give you something to cry about!” and then spanked us more. After we became quiet, we returned to the meeting, but now we had to sit on those heavy oak benches with a sore bottom. The other parishioners looked at us as if we’d committed a mortal sin, adding embarrassing shame to our sore butts.
[image: image-placeholder]I can imagine God and Jesus talking up in Heaven.
“Dad, do you hate children? Why do you force them to perch on those benches for so long?” Jesus twists his hands anxiously.
“Son, don’t cry or I WILL give you something to cry about!” God slams his fist on the table.
[image: image-placeholder]From my earliest memories in church services, people jumped up shouting they’d seen demons looking in their windows at home. They said they pleaded with Jesus to banish the demons. As a kid, I took this as truth and lived in perpetual fear.
I avoided looking at windows at night. If I did by accident, I never saw a demon. The entire church lived in constant dread, and not only dread of the demons. The church taught us that if we slipped and made the slightest sin, a white lie, a curse word, and if Jesus returned for the rapture before we begged for forgiveness, God would damn us to Hell.
Other sins to avoid included co-ed swimming, alcohol, cigarettes, possessing playing cards or dice, playing pool, gambling, dancing, rock-and-roll, bowling, tattoos, women cutting their hair, having friends outside of our congregation, cussing, and movie theaters.
Movie theaters were deemed evil because people performed many wicked deeds in there. So evil the theater was, that when my family walked past the movie theater, Mom told us to hold our breath so as not to smell the popcorn.
Television was a big sin, and our house didn’t have one until I was nine years old. Oddly, my grandparents had one. When I was nine, the pastor said we could watch westerns and the news on TV. But that led to sinful entertainment such as “The Carol Burnett” show, which showed dancing and the provocatively dressed Bernadette Peters. I loved watching her. I noticed my Dad never looked away from her either. It’s a slippery slope to Hell.
The sin of gathering with sinners always confused me. That was the reason the church banned the theater, pool hall, and bowling alley. If they banned those places, why were we allowed to eat at restaurants with sinners? The pastor told me, “God chooses the pastor, and the pastor speaks God’s word. Have faith in God.” 
[image: image-placeholder]I imagined God and Jesus up in Heaven, listening. God says, “Son, I didn’t tell anyone they couldn’t gather with sinners. Did you?” God sprays Windex on the window to Earth.
“No, Dad. Hell, I gathered at places with the prostitutes and tax collectors. How do they come up with this crap?”
God shrugs and squeegees the window.
[image: image-placeholder]Hell was extraordinarily vivid to us in sermons: the never-ending torture, fire, and anguish. God cast many people into Hell for the slightest sins. The faces in the congregation contorted in pain at the preacher’s description, and wails filled the room as if we were in Hell.
Constant fear. Constant. Every breath you breathed, you worried you might go to Hell.
The Bible teaches about the grace of God, so I asked the preacher after a sermon about grace. 
“The Bible said we could get forgiveness for mistakes even before we asked. Does this mean God won’t banish us to the pits of Hell for one small sin if we focused on living a righteous life?”
“Son, no. You must have faith that God is talking through me. God has chosen me.” The pastor’s statement made no sense to me. If I believed him for no reason, should I believe anything anyone said?




Chapter 10


During my third grade, our congregation moved out of that creepy old church structure and built a new stone building with high arches. They took those hard, oak benches AGAIN to the new auditorium. Those benches were like zombies; you just couldn’t get away from them. 
This building was much bigger. In the auditorium, the preacher was much farther away from the back row of pews. In the smaller church, I could make out the preacher’s face, but here, I couldn’t. There was a red carpet on the floor. Our church always had red carpeting because they said it represented Jesus’s spilled blood on the cross and kept the demons away. Because of this, my parents had red carpeting in our living room.
Behind the stage was a baptismal tank. There was a curtain drawn to hide it until it was used for baptisms. Our church believed that you must let the minister submerse you in water after you had passed the “age of accountability.” Any baptism before that, such as in the Catholic church where they sprinkle water on an infant, did not hold water with God. (See what I did there?)
What’s the “age of accountability?” According to our church, it’s when a child understands they are committing a sin. Once they understand that, they are now at risk of going to Hell if they don’t become “born again.”
To make it even more complicated and scary, our church didn’t set an exact age or time for this. The Jews set it at thirteen at Bar Mitzvah. Reformed Judaism sets it at sixteen or eighteen. Some Protestant churches place it between the ages of six to thirteen.
Oh, but not our church. In our church, this can happen at any time, and when it does, you have no guarantee of salvation. To get that guarantee back, you must have an authentic experience of change in your spirit, thus “born again.” You can’t just say, “I believe Jesus Christ is the son of God and ask to be saved.” No, you must have that transformational experience.
What if you reach the “age of accountability” in the middle of the night while sleeping, and Jesus comes back to Earth before you awake? According to this belief, you would go to Hell. If it happens while you are awake, and you can’t have the “born again” experience for several weeks, even if you try, you are still going to Hell if the Rapture happens first. I heard about the “age of accountability” in church a lot. It was just one more thing to keep me awake at night.
[image: image-placeholder]“Tim, your nose is bleeding.” Mom handed me a tissue. “Go to the bathroom.”
We were in the middle of a Sunday morning church service. I pressed the tissue to my nose and went downstairs to the bathroom. Nosebleeds were routine for me. Everyone had given me their brilliant advice on how to stop a nosebleed. None of it worked.
The stupidest advice was to hold my head back. That didn’t stop the bleeding; it just made it run down the back of my throat. Gag!
I learned that I needed to stand, hold still, and wait. If I bent over too far, it would start again. Sometimes it would stop in a few minutes. Other times, it could be an hour. Dad and two other men came down to the bathroom to check on me.
“Let’s pray that God heals this young man by the laying on of hands,” Mr. Stone said. Dad and the other men put their hands on my head.
“In the name of Jesus, heal this boy. We thank you, Jesus, for your healing power!” Mr. Stone prayed. Then all three stood there repeating Jesus’s name over and over. This nosebleed was a long one. Thirty minutes passed, and I could tell the men were tiring of standing in the bathroom. Finally, the blood dripping slowed and then stopped.
“Praise the Lord! God has healed him!” Mr. Stone shouted. The other two men agreed, thanked God, and went back upstairs, leaving me to clean up the blood on the floor and sink. The nosebleeds always stopped, whether or not someone was laying hands on me.
I didn’t want to doubt that God healed me, but the nosebleeds always came back. If I was healed, shouldn’t they stop forever? Who was I, however, to dispute the men of God in our church? After I cleaned up, I went back upstairs to sit by Mom.
“Mom, what does the preacher look like?” I squinted my eyes. I asked this often now that the preacher was farther away. 
Mom pointed. “What do you mean? He’s right there.”
I rubbed my eyes. “He’s blurry. I can’t see what his face looks like.” 
I often complained that everything was blurry and that my teeth ached. Sometimes, when I started crying about the pain, my parents got liquid medicine from the grocery store and swabbed it onto my teeth. My parents never took me to a dentist. I flicked my tongue over my back teeth, feeling them become smoother. With my finger, I could feel they were now flush with my gums.
In second grade, I lost most of my sight within a two-week period. I didn’t understand that I’d lost my sight; the world just became blurry for me. At the start of third grade, they lined us up for precursory eye checks.
“Children, we have doctors here today that will test your vision. We will have one row at a time go to the hallway.” Mrs Wastaski pointed at the row I was in. “This row, go out.”
“Pete, have you had your eyes tested?” Pete was in my row and standing in line with me.
“Yeah, my Mom takes me to the eye doctor every year.”
“That’s odd. I never go to the doctor.” Soon it was my turn to read the eye chart.
“Young man, read the smallest letters you can on that chart,” the doctor told me.
“What chart?” I asked.
“The chart on the wall.” The doctor pointed.
“I don’t see a chart.”
“Son, walk over there and inform me when you can see letters on the chart.”
I walked one slow step at a time. When I was twelve feet away, I said, “I can see letters now.”
“What’s the letter on the top?”
I took four more steps before I answered, “Z.”
“What are the letters on the second row?”
I took more steps until I was three feet away from the chart. “A, D, C, E, F,” I answered.
“Son, can you read the letters on the bottom row?”
“No, sir.”
The doctor sat me in a chair and held up a ping pong paddle with letters on it. “Tell me when you can see letters on the bottom perfectly clear.”
I waited until the paddle was about six inches from my face and said, “Now!”
The doctor shook his head and wrote in his notebook. I hoped I passed the test. I didn’t want to repeat third grade.
The school sent a letter to my parents saying they needed to take me to an optometrist. About six months later, Mom took me to the optometrist who declared me legally blind. With big, thick lenses, I gained 20/20 vision. The lenses made my eyes appear three times as big as I stared in wide-eyed wonder at sights previously unseen. I had hoped for X-ray glasses, like the ones you see in the back of comic books, but even without X-ray vision, it amazed me at what I could see with the regular glasses. It was a new world to me.
Later that year, dental assistants came to our school and gave the students a toothbrush and toothpaste and had us brush our teeth in the bathroom. After that, they gave us blue pills to chew to see how well we did with the brushing.
When the dental assistant looked in my mouth, he looked shocked.
“Young man, do you have toothaches?”
“Yes, sir.”
“How long have you had them?”
“Always.”
He sent my parents a letter saying I needed to go to the dentist. Mom took me to the dentist.
“There is very little for my tool to grab onto. Your teeth are flush with your gums. Please hold still,” the dentist instructed me. He had a frown with one eyebrow lifted. It took a long time to get a tooth out. The dentist seemed worried to me. Eventually, he extracted four of my baby molars.
“You will need to take better care of your permanent teeth when they come in. You will not get any new teeth after that,” the dentist instructed me with a dead tone. “Here is how you use your toothbrush.”
After this, I had excellent vision and no toothaches. I often wondered why it took so long for my parents to help me.




Chapter 11


When I was in fourth grade, my parents purchased a house half a block away from our previous place. Now there was a new block to play on. Mom’s rule for playing outside was that we had to stay on our block. The block had four sides and four different streets. The block I moved from had bullies next door. I didn’t miss them at all. On this new block, I made a best friend: Jim Thompson.
“Mom, I made a new friend. His name is Jim, and he lives next door to the Nielsons.”
“Yes, Mae was telling me they just moved here.” Mae Nielson went to our church. She and her three sons lived in a house across the alley from us. The front of her house faced the same street that Jim’s house did.
“Mom, is it OK if I’m friends with him since he’s not in our church?”
“Mae told me his family is Baptist. You can play with him.” Our church believed everyone that didn’t go to our church was going to Hell with just a couple exceptions. The Baptists were one of those exceptions. Our church still believed it was much safer to upgrade from the Baptists to our church. There was a running joke about them.
A man gets to Heaven, and St. Peter is giving him a tour and shows him the gold roads and mansions and all the fun places. Then he leads the man past this enormous wall with a door that’s shut.
St. Peter says to the man, “Be silent when you walk past this wall.”
“Why is that?” the man asks.
St. Peter says, “Those are the Baptists. They believe they are the only ones up here.”
Mom and Dad adopted a dog. We named him Pepper because of his black fur with small spots of white. “Salt” may have been a more proper name, but I preferred “Pepper.” He had short, curly hair and stood fifteen inches in height at the shoulders. Full of spirit, he wiggled his entire body when we arrived home and hopped to put his front paws on us. Pepper was the family dog, but he picked me to be his master, following me everywhere. I threw sticks for him, fed him, hugged him, and cared for him.
“That dog needs to be trained not to put his paws on us when we come home,” Mom said to no one in particular.
“I’m going outside to play with Jim!” I yelled at Mom as I exited the front door, Pepper right on my heels. The front door had a wooden screen door with a spring. I was barefoot, and as the door shut, the corner hit me on the heel of my foot. A nail was sticking out a quarter inch, and it punctured me.
“OWWWWWW!” I looked, and there was blood on the nail and my foot. I hobbled back into the kitchen. “Mom, that nail on the door hurt my foot!” Mom bent down and looked at it.
“It looks OK. Go play.”
I hobbled over to Jim’s house, where he was on the porch waiting for me. Pepper came up onto the porch and lay by me. Jim invited me inside to play Rock ‘Em Sock ’Em Robots. 
“Hello, Tim, it’s so nice to see you. Would you like a cookie and some milk?” Jim’s mother held out a plate of cookies to me. 
“Oh, thank you very much!” I munched on a cookie as I followed Jim to the living room. 
After a good workout and thirty robot knock-outs, we decided to go fishing. Jim grabbed his gear box and pole.
When we went outside, Pepper was still on the porch waiting for me. He jumped to greet me as if he hadn’t seen me in ages.
“You’re a good boy, aren’t you! Aren’t you?” I hugged and petted him.
“Can Pepper go fishing with us?” Jim wondered.
“Sure! Follow me, Jim. I need to get my fishing pole.” We crossed the alley to get to my house, and Jim followed me into the kitchen door. 
“Tim, Jim needs to stay outside,” Mom said.
“We won’t be in long, and he always lets me go into his house.”
“Outside!” 
“I’m sorry, Jim, I will be right out.” I went inside alone. 
“Mom, Jim and I want to go to the creek to fish. Is that OK?”
“Yes, but don’t go in the water.”
Jim and I loved to fish. Jim had a dream to catch a trout. Most of the time we caught nothing, but it was fun anyway. I had a favorite fishing hole three blocks away, and I shared it with Jim. Pepper walked right beside me as if I had him on a leash. 
When we got to the creek, we crawled down the bank, in the middle of bushes and trees. There was a private shady area where the creek slowed and created a calm fishing spot. Several rocks protruded from the ground. We sat on them and held our poles above the water.
“My mom won’t let me have a dog. She says they make the house dirty,” Jim said.
“Pepper can be your dog, too!” I scratched Pepper on the head. “Right boy? You want to be Jim’s dog, too?” Pepper always agreed with anything I said with a wagging tail and his tongue hanging out.
“My first dog!” Jim pet Pepper on the back. Pepper licked his hand. “Look, I think he likes me!”
“Of course he does.” I scooted off the rock onto the ground. I propped my pole up on a rock with the line in the creek. Pepper lay down and put his head on my lap. I scratched his ears, watching the water go by. I didn’t care if I got a fish. The outing was perfect the way it was. Pepper looked at me as if to say he loved me. I gave him a big hug. “I love you too, Pepper. I love you so much!”
Some people say that dogs are not like people, but I disagree. Pepper loved me. He gave me something people didn’t give me. At least, not Mom and Dad. Mom and Dad never once hugged me or told me they loved me. Pepper showed he loved me constantly with his tail wagging, licking, and being so excited to get attention from me, and he loved when I hugged him. If dogs are not the same as people, it’s because they are better than people.
“I hope I catch a trout today,” Jim wished.
“Maybe. It’s nice to hang out here whether or not we do.”
“I know. But I really want a trout. Tim, your nose is bleeding!”
“It’s OK, Jim. This happens all the time.” I stood up so the blood wouldn’t drip on my pants and waited patiently for it to quit.
“Shouldn’t we go to the doctor?” Jim asked.
“I never go to the doctor. I just wait until it stops bleeding.”
“How long does it take to stop?”
“Sometimes a few minutes, sometimes an hour. I never know.”
Jim calmed down, my nose quit bleeding, and we went on with our fishing adventure.
“How often do you get nosebleeds?” Jim asked.
“Almost every day.”
“Why don’t your parents take you to the doctor?”
“I don’t know. I never go to the doctor. If I bleed at church, everyone prays for me until it stops. Then they say God stopped it. So, I guess I don’t need a doctor.”
“That seems weird to me.” Jim tugged on the fishing line.
Four times over the years, I had been sick and missed school for a two-week period. I was so tired, I couldn’t move. Mom kept telling me I was faking it, and I needed to get to school. She would admonish me for being so sickly. I kept telling her I was not faking it. I didn’t know why I was so tired. I couldn’t hold my head up. I would tell her I was sorry I was so sickly. She would ask me why I couldn’t be like other boys. I didn’t have an answer. Never did we go see a doctor.
Jim tugged on the fishing line again. “There’s something on the line!”
“Pull it in, Jim!”
“It’s not fighting. But it feels heavy.” Jim pulled a sucker fish out of the water, a big fish, but it lay on the bottom of the creek and did not move. It wasn’t good enough to eat, so Jim had to throw it back. He was disappointed. We packed up our things.
The next day we went fishing again. Pepper followed.
“Jim, let’s fish off the bridge today. The water is a lot faster. The creek is wider and shallow. Trout like that kind of water.”
“Sounds good. My mom packed a lunch for us today. Do you like boiled eggs?”
“I do, but guess what, Pepper doesn’t.”
“I thought all dogs loved eggs.”
“So did I, but Pepper is different. What’s hilarious is, he will eat anything you give him, and then once he figures out he doesn’t like it, he spits it out!”
“Really?”
“Yeah, give him a boiled egg.”
Jim took out a boiled egg and gave it to Pepper. Pepper gulped it into his mouth and chewed, but then he realized it was a boiled egg and spat it out.
“That’s funny!” Jim and I laughed.
“He loves baloney,” I said.
“I have that.” Jim fed Pepper tiny pieces of baloney so he could keep Pepper’s attention. After Pepper ate the baloney, I sat on the bank of the river with Pepper while Jim went to the bridge to stand in the sun with his pole. I preferred sitting in the shade and watching the minnows near the bank while I fish. Jim, however, wanted a trout. Desperately. Today, Jim was using a lure.
“Darn it! My lure is stuck!” Jim shouted. I went to help him, but he lost it by pulling on the line too hard.
“I will never catch a trout!”
“Jim, try worms. Take the worm like this and then put the hook through his butt and thread him on there. Now you put these lead sinkers about six inches from the worm. That will let the worm dangle in the water real tasty like.” 
“Gross. He doesn’t look tasty.”
“He does to a trout.”
Jim cast his bait into the river, waited for twenty minutes, and then reeled in the hook.
“Tim, the worm is gone!”
“Those fish can be sneaky. Here, Jim. Try this lure. It’s my favorite. I have caught a lot of fish with it.” 
“Whoopee! Thank you. I hope I get a trout.”
After Jim threw out and pulled in the lure a dozen times, he got a bite. And sure enough, it was a twelve-inch trout.
“I got a trout! I got a trout! I’m so happy!”
“Jim, look at that orange tag! I remember KROE radio had a fishing contest. I think you won something!”
“Whooppee!! This is my day.” Jim danced a jig.
“Come on, Jim, we can walk downtown to the KROE office and find out what you won.” We walked with a light spirit, and Pepper picked up the mood also, wagging his tail and staying close behind us.
Downtown was only three blocks from our houses. I stopped at my house on the way and got permission to walk downtown. Jim marched with me, holding that fish on the line as proud as anyone could be. His chest was sticking out, and he had a gigantic grin on his face. Pepper strutted next to us with a bounce as if he were proud of Jim.
“Hi, my friend Jim caught a trout with a tag,” I said to the receptionist at the KROE office. “I think it means he won something.”
“Do I get to keep the trout?” Jim liked to get right to the point.
“I’m not sure if we still have that contest. I don’t think they want your fish. Let me go find out,” she said.
The receptionist left while Jim and I sat on chairs in the lobby, swinging our feet. Jim was so excited he could hardly contain himself.
A man came out to see us. “Congratulations, young man!” he said to Jim. “That’s a nice fish you caught there.”
“Do I get to keep the trout?”
“Yes, you can keep the trout. The contest was over a few weeks ago, but I have prizes for you for doing such an outstanding job. Do you like Nerf toys?”
“Oh yes,” we both said in unison.
The man gave us two Nerf footballs and two Nerf frisbees. Nerf toys were the coolest toys around.
“Thank you,” we exclaimed as we left. “Come on, Pepper.”
Jim waved his arms. “We both got prizes for the fish I caught. What a day, what a good day. Thank you for letting me use your magic lure.” Jim talked his head off on the way back home.
When I got home, my brother was on the front porch, crying.
“Sam, what’s the matter?”
“I hurt my foot on that nail!” I looked at his foot. That nail in the door got him. Poor kid. I put my arm around him.
“It’ll be OK.”
Since moving into this house, that door had punctured us kids more than once. I went inside to talk to Dad.
“Dad, that nail in the door hurt Sam again today.” 
Dad was home from work, lying in his recliner and holding the newspaper in front of his face.
 ”He needs to be more careful,” he said and shifted the newspaper.
[image: image-placeholder]I could imagine Jesus and God up in Heaven talking about Jim and I.
“Jim and Tim sure have fun fishing. Dad, why don’t we go fishing anymore?” Jesus asks.
God says, “Because the last time you turned the two fish we caught into 5,000 fish. What the Hell am I supposed to do with 5,000 damned fish? It took months to get that dead fish smell out of here.”




Chapter 12


In the years since my Kool-Aid stand had been destroyed by the mafia boys, I never forgot those pennies going to Roger and Tom. Now I was older, and they were no longer our neighbors. 
“Mom, I want to sell Kool-Aid again. Is that OK?”
“I guess.”
“Can I borrow some Kool-Aid and sugar?”
“I can’t afford to give you sugar.”
“I promise I’ll pay you back, today, after I sell Kool-Aid.”
Mom turned away from the kitchen sink to look at me. 
“OK.”
“Thank you. I promise I’ll pay you back.”
I went out to the garage and gathered scrap wood to build my Kool-Aid stand. I wanted it to be better than a TV tray that couldn’t withstand a two by four beating. Dad allowed me to use his tools to make the stand. When I finished, I used a half pound of sugar to make the first pitcher of Kool-Aid. I borrowed a few Dixie cups. Sugar cost eight cents a pound, so I needed to make at least that to pay Mom back and buy more sugar and cups. 
I was all set up outside. It was a grand Saturday. Pepper was laying in the grass, keeping an eye on me. This block had at least thirty kids that played around the houses and street outside. It was a splendid place for the beverage industry. 
“Can I have a cup of Kool-Aid?” Heather asked me.
“Sure, it costs three cents.”
“I have three cents.” Heather handed me the pennies, and I dropped them into my pocket. Such a marvelous feeling. As I tilted the pitcher, the pink fluid poured into the Dixie cup.
“Thank you. That tastes good.” Heather skipped away. In a brief time, she returned with Bridget.
“We both want Kool-Aid.” Wow, two cups at once. I poured the pink beverage into their cups. 
Early in the day I sold the entire pitcher of Kool-Aid. I had been putting the pennies in my pocket, and now it was time to count. I spread those copper coins on my counter. One, two, three… I made seventy-three cents. I ran inside. 
“Mom, I’m going to Weber’s to buy sugar. I can pay you back already!”
“OK, be careful crossing the street.”
The worn, unfinished wooden floor in Weber’s creaked as I walked to the sugar aisle. I bought two pounds of sugar, enough to pay Mom back and have one and a half pounds left for more profits. I also remembered to buy Dixie cups. On the way home, I stopped at Jim’s house.
“Jim, I’m selling Kool-Aid. Do you want to help?”
“That sounds boring.”
“No, it’s not. The kids give me three cents for every cup.”
“I can get Kool-Aid for free from Mom.”
“OK, Jim. I’ll be in front of my house if you want to come help.”
“I’m going to have fun instead.”
“Bye, Jim.”
“Bye, Tim.”
The next three Saturdays I sold Kool-Aid. Pepper was a good assistant keeping tabs on the customers. Nothing was more fun than having those pennies handed to me over and over. On the fourth Saturday, early in the day and having pulled my stand out to the sidewalk with my prepared Kool-Aid, I waited for the kids to come out of their houses. Missy was the first.
“I’ll have a Kool-Aid, please,” Missy said. As I was pouring her drink, she became distracted, looking toward Tommy’s house. As I handed her the cup and reached to take her pennies, she snapped her hand shut, denying me of my payment, and ran to Tommy. 
“Tommy, what a fancy Kool-Aid stand you have!” 
Horror came over me as I looked at the most beautiful Kool-Aid stand on the planet at Tommy’s house. A factory must have created it. It was not handmade like mine. It had a top and trimming and a painted design. I walked toward it in disbelief. 
Tommy was the son of a highway patrolman, so their family could always afford nicer things. Tommy was a tough kid, taller than me even though two years younger. Other boys followed him around. Many times, Tommy and his friends would bully me. I approached the stand in awe.
“Tommy, where did you get this stand?” I asked.
“My mother bought it for me. Dad put it together.”
Can’t you do anything yourself, Tommy? I thought. As I examined it, I saw the pillars were cardboard tubes. The fancy sides were white printed cardboard. There was no genuine wood in it. My stand is better, I thought. This one would not hold up to a beating from Roger and Tom. I walked back to attend my stand, but none of my former customers came with me.
“Oh, Tommy!” squealed other girls. Boys ran over to hang around Tommy. They were ignoring me. All summer I had been the go-to guy for Kool-Aid. I worked hard to give a good product with good service. How could they abandon me for a fake paper Kool-Aid stand? I thought of the hard work I did to build this stand, and my breathing increased with anger.
“Hey, everybody, I have Kool-Aid for two cents!” I yelled. 
“We want Tommy’s Kool-Aid,” Heather yelled back.
“Hey, everybody, I have Kool-Aid for one cent!” I countered. No response. Why would they pay three cents to Tommy for the same Kool-Aid I was selling for a penny?
“That’s it!” I yelled. I walked to the garage and carried Dad’s axe back to my stand. I swung the axe which hit the wall, sending chips flying. I pounded it over and over until it was just a pile of rubble. Breathing hard from my anger and exercise, I took one last look at Tommy and the line of customers gushing over his fancy stand and walked into the house with Pepper close behind.
“Tim, don’t slam the door!” Mom yelled. 
“Sorry, Mom, I’m just mad.”
As I lay in my stinky bed that night, all I could think about was selling Kool-Aid. I loved it. I loved watching the kids smile as I handed them the cold cup and taking their pennies to drop into my pocket. Soon I was asleep. Or, so I thought. 
[image: image-placeholder]I see my lady ghost. She takes my hand and leads me to Dad’s workshop. 
“I want to sell Kool-Aid. Why did the kids abandon me for a cheap cardboard stand? My Kool-Aid is the same,” I ask her.
“Tim, life is about experiences, not things. Which would you want more, a hug or a cup of Kool-Aid?”
“I love hugs from Grandma, much more than Kool-Aid.”
“See?”
“Are you saying I should give the kids hugs instead of Kool-Aid?”
“No, Tim. They want an experience.”
“Can you help me? I really want to sell Kool-Aid again.”
“That’s why we are in the shop. I’m going to show you what to do, OK?”
“OK, thank you. You are always so kind to me.”
“It’s because I love you, and you deserve kindness.”
[image: image-placeholder]I awoke. The sun was up. It was a dry, bright day. I ran outside. The robins were hopping around the green yard looking for worms. Sparrows were chirping in the trees. It was going to be a delightful day.
I grabbed the biggest piece of wood from my smashed-up Kool-Aid stand, which was the board used for the counter. I carried it back to Dad’s workshop and grabbed his drill. I had to operate Dad’s drill by hand. I pushed it against the board with one hand and then used the other hand to turn a handle and crank. It took me two hours to get through that two-inch thick board. I looked at it, and it was exactly as the lady ghost told me to make. I was very proud.
There was no doubt in my mind this would get my customers back. Why? Because the lady ghost told me it would. I never doubted her. She had always been my friend since I was a baby.
The stand didn’t look a lot different from before. I built it better this time, but still it wasn’t fancy like Tommy’s stand. The only key difference was the change the lady ghost showed me to do. I dragged the stand around to the sidewalk in front of the house. Two cedar trees shaded me. My dad loved those cedar trees. And I waited. I knew I had the answer. I just knew it. 
It was still very early morning, but a few of the kids came out to play. Tommy was open for business, and they ran to his stand. I needed to coax one kid to my stand. 
“Heather, come here for a minute. I want to show you something.” Heather was waiting behind Bridget at Tommy’s stand. She ignored me.
“Heather, please, I want to show you something.” Heather looked at me and then walked to see what I had to show her. 
“Hi, Heather. Drop your pennies in that slot.” I showed her the slot I had drilled and cut into the counter. Her eyes widened as she dropped one penny in the slot. It made a kerplunk sound into the Quaker oatmeal box I had glued underneath the slot. She squealed. She dropped the other two pennies one at a time. I poured her Kool-Aid, and she ran off to tell Bridget.
Bridget, having just finished a cup of Tommy’s Kool-Aid, came running up to my stand. 
“Hi, Bridget. Drop your pennies in that slot.” She dropped one penny and heard it clink against the other pennies and kerplunk against the oatmeal box. Bridget giggled and dropped two more. 
By the time all the kids had come out to play, I had my line of customers back. Everyone wanted to drop their pennies in my magical oatmeal box. They left poor Tommy alone to watch his customers lined up at my stand. 
Bridget’s and Heather’s hair whipped forward as a breeze rose up. The cedar trees above me bent with the wind. I grabbed my Dixie cups as they flew off the counter. The heavy wooden stand and pitcher of Kool-Aid stood solid. This sudden assault was a surprise as the air had been calm all day. I heard Tommy scream and saw the wind blowing his cardboard stand over. His Kool-Aid spilled all over it, ruining the paper. Tommy started jumping up and down on his stand and tearing it to pieces. I understood Tommy’s anger. Then, as mysteriously as the wind arose, it halted.
My lady ghost had restored my Kool-Aid business. I spent the rest of the summer being the go-to guy for Kool-Aid.




Chapter 13


Dad did not make enough money at Boyd’s Supermarket to support our family. Mom was a full-time mother and stayed home. Another baby had arrived, my sister Lila, who stretched our budget to the point of breaking. Mom and Dad talked about being short of cash in front of me often, so I came to understand it was my duty to help pay the bills. Mom and Dad confirmed this by telling me at nine years old that I needed to help make money.
So, solving this problem, Dad took on an early morning job distributing newspapers to paperboys. They would deliver them to the customers’ homes. Dad told me I was going to help. 
“Tim, time to get up.” Dad woke me from a good sleep at 4:00 AM. I never woke up easily. The paperboys needed to receive the Casper Star-Tribune newspapers by 6:00 AM. I was wet all over from urine when I woke. I took off my underwear and socks and put on others I had hung to dry the previous day. All my clothing stank of urine. Mom refused to do laundry more than once per week, and I only had three changes in clothing. Mom allowed us to take baths only on Saturday nights so we would be clean for Sunday church services. Mom said we could not afford to pay for the water for more baths.
Sam and Marvella slept. 
Dad poured hot coffee into his gray steel Thermos. He’d had that Thermos as long as I could remember. He told me he bought it when he worked for the highway department. When we fished, Dad always brought the Thermos with a cup that screwed on the top. The aroma of his coffee reminded me of our enjoyable fishing trips, which were quiet and relaxed. Pepper watched me, knowing I was leaving.
“It’s OK, boy. I’ll be back soon.” I poured dog food into his bowl and patted his head. Dad didn’t have time to wait for me to eat something. I was too tired to eat, anyway.
“Let’s get in the car, son.” We climbed in our small red Ford Falcon four-door car. I lay on the back seat, hoping for another three minutes of sleep, which is the time it took to get to the loading dock where our newspapers waited. When we arrived, Dad placed the papers in the back seat, and I counted them. Dad had a list of each paperboy and how many papers we needed to leave.
I counted the papers and filled out the drop-off ticket. Dad would stop, drop off the stack, get back in the car, and drive as I counted the next pile. While I counted, I didn’t watch the road, which made me nauseous and dizzy. The ink from the newspaper had a powerful odor which I associated with nausea. Every morning, as soon as I inhaled the ink, it conditioned me to get carsick.
“Dad, the back door is open!” As we traveled around a corner, the door had flown open. Dad reached to shut the back door, taking his eyes off the road. The car diverted toward the curb.
“Dad, watch out!” I yelled.
Dad looked forward and straightened the car. I wished he would keep his eyes on the road. His driving scared me sometimes. Often, I glanced forward to make sure we were on the road and to see how fast Dad was driving.
My insides hurt from lack of sleep. We finished dropping off all the newspapers by 6:00 AM and returned home. I lay down until 7:30 AM when it was time to get ready for school.
This was our routine every day, seven days a week. We were always at church on Sunday and Wednesday evenings until 2:00 AM. 
After the first month distributing to the paperboys, the supervisor came to collect money from Dad. Dad had to collect money from the paperboys for the month before his visit. After Dad settled, there was one hundred dollars left for profit, unless you subtracted the money spent on gasoline all month.
“Dad, that’s very little money for both of us working all month long.”
“It’s better than nothing, son.”
“There must be a better way to make money. This is stupid,” I protested my involvement with this scheme.
 ”Dad, do I have to help with the paper route every morning?” 
Dad reclined in his chair after our supper, reading the newspaper.
 ”Son, if I do it by myself, it takes too long. I have to drive, stop, count the newspapers, fill out the ticket, and then drive again. I wouldn’t be able to get all the papers delivered by 6:00 AM.”
“Ugh!” I responded.
After we had been doing this route for six months, I saw my future with no hope. No sleep. Tired in school. Wet in bed. Never enough money or food. I was the only child that had to help pay the bills. Mom hated me. Why keep living? I wanted to die.
“Dad, some months we make almost no money. What’s the point?”
“We need any money we can get. Now stop complaining.”
But we didn’t always make money. In a perfect world, there would always be a profit. But that was if every paperboy paid what they owed.
Sometimes they couldn’t because their customers didn’t always pay them. In those months, we made less, and some months, we lost money if you counted the gasoline for the car.
It was getting close to summer. At least when school was out for summer, I could go back to bed after we finished the paper route. We had picked up the papers. I was counting them in the backseat, carsick as usual. We were on Coffeen Avenue, one of the two main roads in Sheridan, traveling at forty miles per hour, five miles over the speed limit.
The back door cracked open as Dad had not completely shut it at the last stop. I was on the other side of a stack of papers, and Dad could hear the wind through the door, so he turned around to shut it. I looked forward, and the car had diverted toward the curb and a tree four feet wide. In front of the tree stood my three ghost friends.
“Dad, stop!” Neither of us had seat belts on, and the compact car offered little protection against head-on collisions. The middle of the front bumper smashed dead-on into the tree. For an instant my three friends were holding on to me and Dad. The crash destroyed the windshield, which exploded glass chunks all over us inside the car. Steam blasted through the windshield and filled the car and splashed beads on our faces that smelled of antifreeze.
Forty miles an hour, dead-on into a four-feet wide tree. A dead stop. We should have been dead. Dead. Why were we alive? Something my ghosts did, I’m sure.
“Son, are you OK?” Dad asked me in a panic.
“Yes, Dad. I’m fine.” To my surprise, neither of us got a scratch, bump, or bruise. The church later called it a miracle and said angels were protecting us. I saw who protected us—it was my three ghost friends. My ghosts wanted me to live. I wondered why. My own Mom didn’t. I didn’t, either.
After the wreck, we didn’t have to do that paper route anymore. That’s what I thanked God for.




Chapter 14


My parents treated us to fun things sometimes. Every year they planned a two-week family vacation, except for the years Dad worked for extra money. Because of the meager family income, we always had simple vacations. Usually, it involved visiting a relative so we could stay at their place and save on hotel bills. Typical travel for my cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents, etc., was to stay with relatives.
Many summers, we went to Montana to stay with Mom’s aunt and her husband on their farm. They had three friendly and fun children older than we were. They gave us fantastic rides on their flatbed truck. We drove out to a field to the smell of cut hay that poked through the ground like a two-day beard. Our uncle had formed bales that sat scattered, soaking up the hot sun.
As we drove slowly through the area, my great uncle and my cousin threw the bales of hay up on the truck. The other boy, my father, and I stayed on the truck sweating and stacking hay bales like building blocks, giant toys. Other unlucky stiffs back in Sheridan spent their summer at the pool or the park or chasing minnows in the fresh, shady streams. My two sisters and brother were back at the house enjoying the shade. They were never asked to help with farm chores.
Many summers, we took our vacation in Edgerton, Wyoming, to visit Mom’s parents. When we got ready for long trips, Dad packed luggage on the floor in the backseat and covered it and the seat with several thick quilts. I loved lying in comfort with my siblings and Pepper.
Mother got stressed on long car trips. Before we even left the driveway of our house, she fretted. One year she started crying and got out of the car and went back inside the house. We’d packed our cases and were ready to go.
“Kids, stay in the car. I’m going in to talk to your Mom,” Dad told us. After half an hour, they finally came back out.
“Kids,” Mom said with tears streaming down her face, “please pray that we will be safe on our long journey.”
“OK, Mom,” we chimed.
“Pepper says he will pray too,” I told Mom. Pepper put his paws on my arm.
We drove out of town and started up I-25 North. I always loved to look at the plains of brown grass that stretched miles away to the distant mountains. Often there were groups of antelope bouncing along. Antelope don’t run, they bounce, pushing from the ground with all four legs, flying twelve feet, landing and doing it again. Big birds flew high, and sometimes distant vultures circled a dying dinner. We stopped many times for a bathroom break in the grass and bushes alongside the road. We stopped once to take a lunch break served on the back of the car from a picnic basket. There were no such things as rest stops in Wyoming at that time.
I walked Pepper around so he could do his business. I brought his dog bowl so I could put water from my U.S. military canteen into it. It was a cool canteen, covered in canvas. I had found it at a garage sale for ten cents.
“Marvin, we should go back home!” Mom fretted again.
“Honey, we’ll be fine.” Dad continued driving on this odyssey.
After we passed the halfway point, Mom said, “We need to go back home!”
“Now, Delta,” Dad said, “it’s a longer distance to go back home than it is to Edgerton.”
As we got close to Edgerton, we saw and smelled oil wells. The scent was like sulfur, and they looked like giant ants with their pointed heads bobbing up and down, pulling a pipe from the ground and then pushing it back in again. The grass here was drier and browner. Abundant sagebrush created a pine smell mixed with the sulfur. I watched the hypnotic bobbing of the ants while bushes of dried sage bounced against the pumps. Finally, we arrived in Edgerton. The entire trek took five hours. Edgerton was only one hundred miles from our home. If the pioneers had my mother with them on the Oregon trail, California would still be undiscovered territory.
The oil companies built Edgerton during the oil boom. The streets were gravel and frequently muddy. The houses were flimsy and ugly. It was a temporary town for the oil company employees, but many stayed for decades to work in the oil fields. Some buildings had been used as retail stores decades earlier, but the oil company boarded them up and left them rotting. The dusty, dry, hot town had a population of one hundred people.
If you wanted to get groceries, you drove one mile to Midwest, another oil town with one thousand people. If you wished to go out to a restaurant, you went to a friend’s house for dinner and pretended.
Entertainment? Well, for kids it was to walk around through the tall weeds breathing the hot, dusty air and hearing the calling sound of grasshoppers who jumped all over you. There was an exciting show for adults and kids on Fridays. Believe it or not, this town had a sheriff. I don’t know if he was the sheriff of both oil settlements or only Edgerton.
On Friday nights, Terry, one local man, would get drunk and speed around the houses in his car. The sheriff would chase him with his siren blasting and lights flashing. Most of the people stood outside and watched them circle around the four blocks that made up the entire settlement. Some cheered for the sheriff while others cheered for Terry.
I’m not sure what the adults did the rest of the week. Many times they left us kids at home for hours and told us to stay inside the house. We stared out the window, wondering what level of Hell this town was. Heat, dust, mud, bugs, and boredom. There wasn’t fire around, so it was probably the introductory portion to Hell.
My grandfather worked at the only gas station in the town of Midwest, Wyoming, as a mechanic. A few times, Dad took us kids to the station for two hours. We were bored to death hanging out in the lobby. Even Pepper was bored; he had his head on the floor between his paws. We tried to entertain ourselves by looking at the bubble gum machine, wishing we had a penny, or through the window at the mechanics or semi trucks that came through to get gas.
When the time came to return home from our two-week slice of Heaven, Mom fretted and cried again. We said our goodbyes and headed home. That was the best part of the vacation—not the crying, the leaving.




Chapter 15


Jim and I stood staring at the shiny silver box. It was attached to the wall next to the front door of the best trimmed brick house in the neighborhood. It had holes like a radio speaker. And the best part was the button. Jim and I loved to push buttons. 
“Go push the button,” Jim prodded.
“No, you go push the button.”
“I’m afraid to. But I want to know what happens. So, go push it.”
“No, that would be rude. We don’t know what it will do. It’s probably a doorbell.”
“Why does the doorbell have a shiny box with holes?”
“I don’t know.”
Jim and I had this conversation every time we passed this house with the elevated yard and neat rows of flowers. Today it ended the same as always, both of us afraid to push the button.
[image: image-placeholder]The ads in the back of comic books were interesting, almost as interesting as the comics. There were submarines big enough to get in and go under the ocean for one dollar. There were X-ray glasses that let you see through someone’s clothing or behind a wall for twenty-five cents. And there was the opportunity to make money selling Grit. I signed up for that, and soon a stack of fifty Grit newspapers was on my porch.
The paper sold for fifteen cents. After I sold them, I mailed back five dollars, and I kept two fifty. To sell them, I went to the neighbors and knocked on their doors. Pepper came along to help. Mom had told me knocking on doors was rude when I was but a boy, but now she didn’t mind. Actually, I’m not sure she knew I was banging on doors, but I wasn’t going to bring up the subject. 
“Hello, Mr. King. Would you like to read Grit?” I held the newspaper near him.
“Why, I haven’t read one in a long time. I’d love to take it.” Mr. King handed me fifteen cents, and I was off to the next door. I sold the entire bundle of newspapers the first day.
I put five dollars into the envelope Grit provided me and put it in the mailbox. Within ten days I got the next shipment of newspapers. Then I got an idea. I had to go get Jim.
“Jim, I have a plan. Come with me!” I shouted as I went by Jim’s house. Jim jumped off the porch and followed me and Pepper to the house with the shiny box. 
Jim walked with me up the stone stairs to the door. “I will ask whoever lives here if they want to buy Grit.” 
“Are you going to push the button?” Jim asked.
“Yes, give me just a minute.” I took in a deep breath and then put my finger on the button. After pausing for ten seconds, I pushed it. Jim and I stood back, unaware of what might happen. 
A man’s voice came over the box. “What can I help you with?”
Cool! A talking box.
“Hi, Sir, I’m your Grit newspaper carrier. Would you like to buy one?”
“Didn’t you see the no soliciting sign?” the voice asked.
“Yes, sir. What does that mean?”
“It means don’t ask me to buy things.”
“Oh. OK. Goodbye, sir.”
Jim poked me. “Hey, I didn’t get to press the button.”
“Well, push it.”
Jim pushed the button.
“What do you want now?” The man’s voice asked.
“Sir, would you like me to come back next week with Grit?” I asked.
“No. Please don’t come back.”
“OK, sir, thank you. Goodbye.”
Jim and I sprang down the steps and ran back to his porch. 
“Wow, a box that you can talk to. That’s amazing. I’ve seen nothing like that,” Jim said.
“I know! It’s like The Jetsons cartoon.”
I returned to all my Grit customers from the previous week. Some weren’t home. Some didn’t want to buy it every week. I knocked on more doors to sell the remaining newspapers. It wasn’t as easy as the first time. I mailed in my money and waited for the next shipment. 
After the next shipment arrived, Jim, Pepper, and I went to visit that shiny box. I pushed the button. 
“What?” The man’s rather grumpy voice said.
“Sir, this is your Grit newspaper carrier again. Would you like to buy Grit this week?”
“No! I told you last week not to return!”
“OK, thank you, sir.”
“I want to push the button,” Jim said.
“Go ahead.”
Jim pushed it.
“Why do you keep pressing this button?” The man’s voice sounded angry. 
“Sir, do you want me to bring Grit to you next week?” By this point, I didn’t understand why anyone would NOT want to read Grit. It was very interesting.
“No! Please do NOT return!”
“Yes, sir. Have a nice day, sir.”
Jim and Pepper and I pranced away, skipping and hopping. Pushing that button was the highlight of our week. 
After the fourth shipment, it took me much longer to get them sold. I sent in the money and checked the do not send more papers box. If my customers wanted to buy it every week that would have been a long-term job. But they didn’t.
“Jim, we could sell greeting cards.” I was on Jim’s porch, leaning against the wooden painted pole that held up the roof over us, reading some of his comics. There was an ad in the back to be a salesman for greeting cards. 
“I don’t want to sell anything.”
“But we can make money.”
“My Mom and Dad give me money.”
“Well, that’s no fun.”
“Selling cards is no fun.”
“Making money is fun.”
“You’re weird.”
I mailed in the coupon to be a greeting card salesman. Soon, I had a sample box of cards sent to me, and I started my rounds. I was becoming friends with all the people in our neighborhood and the surrounding blocks. Some of them looked happy to have me return. Others, not so much. There were at least one hundred doors for me to knock on. 
“Hello, Mister, would you like to buy some greeting cards?” 
The man looked down as I held my cards up. I was very small, less than four feet, so I stretched my arms. 
“Humph,” he said and closed the door. 
I knocked on five more doors—no answer. The next house had a doorbell that sounded like the bells of a cathedral. Pepper cocked his head and looked at the door. Then a low rumbling from in the house started, getting louder as it moved closer to the door. It was a woman’s voice, and she didn’t sound happy. 
She opened the door and yelled, “You kids stay away from my door!” She slammed the door without giving me a chance to show my cards. Oh well, maybe next time. On the next block a house had seven kids running around with the doors open. I stepped up to the kitchen door where a busy lady with a long white dress and blonde hair was fixing drinks and cookies. 
“Hi, Ma’am. Would you like to buy some greeting cards?”
“Oh, my. Maybe. Come sit down and have some punch and cookies, and I will look.”
I sat at the short table on kiddie chairs with the other seven children. They stared at me while crunching on their cookies. One had some red punch covering his face.
“I will order these cards here, young man,” she told me. 
“Thank you!” I took the order and said goodbye, but not before I finished my cookies. Then Pepper and I went to Jim’s house. 
“Jim, I’m walking to the house with the silver box to ask if it wants to buy greeting cards. Do you want to come with me and Pepper?”
“No, I’m kind of bored with that box now.”
“OK.” I understood what he meant, but for me it was a challenge. I needed to sell something to that man behind the box. Pepper and I walked to the shiny box house. I held onto the wrought iron handrail as I walked up the stairs. I approached the button and pushed it. 
“Yes?” the voice asked over the box. 
“Sir, would you like to buy some greeting cards?”
“No! No soliciting!”
I pushed the button again.
“What!” the voice said.
“Sir, do you want to buy some cards next week?”
“No! Please go away. Do NOT come back. Ever!”
So, I guess that wasn’t a sale. I didn’t sell many cards after visiting my one hundred neighbors. I sent in the order and decided I was done with that. 
The next thing I found in the back of the comic book to sell was metal social security cards. The company sent me one to show as an example. I started on my one hundred-door route. 
“That’s interesting. What will they think of next?” was the general response. But I didn’t sell any. These cards were so smart and clean. They wouldn’t bend in your billfold. I thought the man in that neat house would like one of them. So, Pepper and I headed over to the shiny box, and I pushed the button.
“Yes?” the voice said.
“Sir, would you like to have a metal social security card? It won’t bend in your billfold.”
”Is this the kid who keeps coming to sell me things?” the man asked calmly. 
Ah ha, he could hear me, but he couldn’t see me. 
“I don’t know if I am that kid, sir.”
“I don’t want to buy anything. Please don’t come back anymore,” the voice said politely.
The novelty of the box had worn off, but it was still a neat device. This ended my summer sales jobs. It was a splendid summer. Pepper and I went back to Jim’s porch where he was sprawled out on the blue painted wood flooring. 
“Jim, can I read more of your comic books?”
“Sure.”
“Jim, you missed out on all the fun knocking on doors with me this summer.”
“No, I didn’t. You’re weird.”





Chapter 16


Marvella and I sat stiff and quiet. Sam didn’t want to eat the food for supper. There were many nights Sam refused to eat.
“Son, eat your dinner,” Dad instructed Sam.
“I don’t like this,” Sam protested.
“Eat your food!” Mom yelled but did not slap him.
Sam just sat and stared at the food, refusing to touch it. Sam had the guts to refuse to eat. I had been too afraid to protest because I would get slapped if I did. I understood why Sam didn’t want to eat the overcooked and dry chicken. And we couldn’t have drinks at dinner. Water could have helped to chew and swallow.
Usually, Mom and Dad made Sam sit until long after we had left the table. Then Mom, tired of this worn-out scene, would tell Sam to leave with a warning that she was putting his dinner in the fridge, and he would have to eat it later. The dinner never came out again. Instead, Mom threw it into the trash before the next meal.
But tonight was different. Dad decided that Sam would eat his dinner. So Dad stood and took a small piece of food, put it to Sam’s lips, and ordered him to eat.
“Eat!” Dad warned.
“MM MM,” Sam said, an answer in the negative but with his lips closed tight.
Dad pushed the food into Sam’s mouth.
 ”Now chew!” Dad yelled. Seldom had we seen Dad that angry.
“No!” Sam screamed, spitting food all over the table. Dad forced food in again. Sam cried, and I felt bad for him. This went on for thirty minutes until the phone rang. On the first ring, I stated, “It’s Aunt Julie.”
Aunt Julie, Mom’s sister, had been missing for over five years, along with her three kids and husband, Steve. Steve had a history of trouble with the law.
We’d hoped that he took the family on the run to hide from his latest crime. But then we came to fear they were dead since we had received no phone calls or letters for five long years. 










There was no way I could have known who was calling. The odds of it being Aunt Julie were astronomical. If I had tried to stop this fight with Dad and Sam, announcing a long-lost relative calling would have done it. But that’s not why I said it was Aunt Julie. The idea came into my mind and then out of my mouth before I even thought about it.
Mom slapped my cheek so hard that I had an explosion in my brain and saw a white light.
“That’s a cruel thing to say about my sister! You know she’s missing! Why were you ever born? You’re full of the devil! I hate you!”
 Mom slapped me again. 
But the phone kept ringing, and Mom finally answered,
 ”Hello? What? Julie? Where have you been? Are you OK?” Mom fell to the floor, sobbing. It was Aunt Julie. They talked a long time.
 Over the next year, Julie called many times, but she never revealed the location of her family.
“Mom, Aunt Julie is at Grandma and Grandpa’s home,” I said one day. Again, the thought came in my head and out of my mouth faster than I could even think about it.
“Why do you say these cruel things!” Mom slapped me. I’m surprised her attacks shocked me, but they did. She told us all to get into the car, and she drove us to her parents’ home. Grandma and Grandpa had moved from Edgerton to Sheridan. As we arrived at Grandma’s house, we saw a strange car in the driveway with a U-Haul trailer.
“Mom, that’s Aunt Julie’s car.” I had no way of knowing as I had never seen her car before. Instead of hitting me this time, Mom remained silent and pulled up to the curb to park. As we walked up to the door, it swung open, and Aunt Julie rushed out. She and Mom embraced and cried. A lot. I mean, they wept a lot. It could have been a water park. Aunt Julie and her family had arrived only a few minutes earlier. They didn’t tell anyone in advance they were coming.
We kids jumped up and down to see Aunt Julie’s kids, our cousins. We had a great day playing and getting reacquainted.
I wandered inside to get a drink of water. I loved being at Grandma and Grandpa’s house. Grandma dressed it up to be warm and inviting, and I smelled good food cooking. Grandpa always told me I was a good grandson. I stopped right before I walked into the kitchen because I heard Mom crying and talking to Grandpa.
“How could he know that Julie was showing up here today, Daddy? He must be demonic. He’s full of the devil,” Mom’s voice cracked. She cried a lot. Maybe I got that from her. Which would have been ironic?
“Now, Daughter, that’s not true. It’s nothing to worry about,” Grandpa replied.
“Ever since he was a baby, he’s pointed and talked to people that are not there. When I hide things from him, he knows where they are. There is something wrong with him. He scares me,” Mom said.
“He just has a good imagination,” Grandpa said.
“Well, how do you explain he knew it was Julie calling last year? And other people? He does that all the time. When the phone rings, he tells me who’s calling before I pick up the phone. How do you explain that?”
“Daughter, it’s nothing to worry about. Love him like your other children,” Grandpa said.
“I hate him! I hate him! He’s full of the devil! It’s like having a demon living with me. I’m so afraid of him,” Mom said. I had heard that she hated me and that I was full of the devil every day from her, but I had never heard that she was afraid of me.
“Delta! Stop that right now! There’s no devil in that child. You don’t hate him! He’s a good boy with a good heart,” Grandpa said. 
I also wondered how I knew who was calling on the phone. There were many times that I knew things I couldn’t have known. Sometimes I would hear a whisper from the lady ghost saying my name, as she did since I was a baby. I decided my ghosts were giving me this information.
Another day when Mom was crying in the kitchen, I heard “Tim” from my lady ghost, followed by a clear message in my head, “Ask what Grandpa did.”
“Mom, what did Grandpa do?” Mom stopped sobbing and studied me in shock. “What?” she squeaked.
I repeated, “What did Grandpa do that’s making you cry?” 
Mom said nothing until I repeated my question a couple more times. Mom looked afraid of me. Mom explained that when she was twelve years old, Grandpa went to jail for two years. He left her, Grandma, and Mom’s two siblings alone with no way to support themselves.
Mom explained that a cousin let them move into an empty grain silo. The cousin brought them food, but it was a tough time for them. That’s all the details Mom gave me, but I would think often about Mom as a child living in that silo. 




PART 2







Chapter 17


I hiked to Linden Elementary School for my first day of fifth grade. I had a fresh set of clothes, a lunch box, and a new pencil box. I kept holding the fresh vinyl boxes to my nose to enjoy the scent, which always reminded me of the first day of school. My scent hobby had never quite left me. When I reached the school, I climbed the wide concrete stairs and pulled the heavy steel door open. Last year, I raced upstairs. This year, I stepped down the stairs to the basement.
The concrete floor had a shiny polish. Each stair had sandpaper grit on the edge so we wouldn’t slip. The school smelled of cleaning chemicals and paint. The walls had fresh colors.
I walked into the fifth-grade room.
“Hello!” my new teacher, Mr. Englebert, said. “Are you one of the students this year?”
“Yes, sir. I’m Tim.”
“Well, come right in. I’m so fortunate to meet you. For our first day, I will give you a tag so I can learn everybody’s name.” He wrote my name on a sticker with a red border and placed it on my shirt. “You look like you will be an excellent student, Tim.” He smiled and patted me on the shoulder.
 ”Your seat assignment is right here, two seats from the front. Put your things in the desk, and we will start class shortly.” 
I opened the desktop and put my lunchbox and pencils inside. Soon, the rest of the class arrived. 
“Children, I am Mr. Englebert.” He printed his name on the clean chalkboard at the front of the class. Mr. Englebert was the first male teacher I ever had.
“Let’s start with math questions to test how you are coming along from last season.” He composed a math problem on the board. “Now, who can solve this problem? Just raise your hands.” Most lifted their hands. “OK, that gives me a good idea.” Next, he wrote two words on the chalkboard: your and you’re.
“Who knows the difference between these two words?” Most everyone raised their hands, and Mr. Englebert declared with glee, “I am so fortunate to have such a classroom full of smart students!”
As the year went on, Mr. Englebert motivated us to do well, and he became my most favorite teacher yet. After class was over, I creeped like a turtle, hoping for extra time with Mr. Englebert. My design was to get to talk to him. I craved the positive interaction. It also meant I had less time at home with Mom. On one of these occasions, another man came into the classroom.
“Mr. Egbert, meet Tim, one of my very good students,” Mr. Englebert said.
Mr. Egbert bent over and stuck his hand out. “I’m thrilled to meet you, Tim! I’m the sixth-grade teacher. I look forward to having you in my class next year.” I shook his hand and gave him a big smile.
Many days, Mr. Egbert visited Mr. Englebert after class and talked with me. He was as pleasant as Mr. Englebert and told me he was looking forward to having me in his class.
I discovered that my teachers lived on the block next to the block my house was on next to a miniature grocery store, smaller than a house, named Weber’s. Weber’s had a worn, wooden floor and little room to navigate. There were three aisles crowded with overstocked shelves. Up front was a small counter with the cash register where Mrs. Weber took our money. She was never cheerful. On occasions, she was crying. I saw Mr. Weber yelling at her one time. When we needed something small between regular grocery days, Mom sent me to pick up an item from Weber’s. One of these times, I spied Mr. Egbert and Mr. Englebert sitting on the front porch of the well-painted house next to Weber’s.
Their porch had carved posts holding up the roof. On the concrete floor were five rocking chairs and a rug. They had trimmed the yard with flowers at the edge.
“Hello, Mr. Egbert and Mr. Englebert!” I shouted.
“Well, Tim, come on up here!” 
I rushed up to visit. “I didn’t know you lived near me. I live right over there.” I pointed. “Do both of you live here?”
“Yes, we do, Tim. This is my house I share with my mother, and Mr. Egbert lives with us.”
“Well, I have to get to the store and back home, but I’m so glad you live here! I will see you later. Bye!” I left with a skip in my step. When I got home, Mom was in the kitchen.
“Mom, Mr. Egbert and Mr. Englebert live next to Weber’s. Is it OK if I go visit sometimes?”
“Yes, Tim. Just be careful crossing the street and don’t go inside their house. They’re Catholics.”
Mr. Egbert and Mr. Englebert were friendly and welcomed any children that walked by their residence. Often, many people filled their porch. Everyone loved them. I ran over to show them whenever I drew a picture I particularly liked. They were always happy to see my drawings. How could you not like someone that was so interested in you?




Chapter 18


After the fiasco of smashing the car into the tree, our family still needed more money. Mom, Dad, and I decided I should get a paper route with the Casper Star-Tribune, even though I was only ten years old. I would be the paperboy delivering to the houses, not a distributor delivering to paperboys. The good thing about being a paperboy was I didn’t have to wake up until 6:00 AM, when the distributor delivered the papers to our porch. The bad thing was I had to wake up at 6:00 AM, when the distributor delivered the papers to our porch. 
Ring ring ring ring. I turned over and hit the alarm. It was 6:00 AM. Again. Every day, it was 6:00 AM. At least today the clock woke me up. Some mornings, Dad or Mom had to get me out of bed. It had been thirty degrees below zero outside every day for over a week now. My body hurt from absence of sleep. I just wanted to sleep, but now that I was awake, I knew I was wet.
Getting out of bed in wet clothes was a shock on frosty mornings. I peeled off my sticky clothes and shivered for a few minutes, letting the urine on my skin dry. I laid my wet clothes across a chair so they would be dry when I wore them tomorrow. I put on my dried clothes from yesterday. Mom washed clothes once a week, and I only had three changes. It was so cold at night that I slept in my pants and shirt. I smelled so awful, it made me gag. I pulled off the bed covers onto the floor so they would be dry by bedtime.
The house was dark. I turned on a small lamp. Mom didn’t want the brighter lights on as it would wake the rest of the family. I opened the front door and saw my stack of newspapers inside, a plastic bag mostly buried in the snow on the front porch. The wind was blowing snow sideways, stirring it up from the ground to mix with the falling flakes. I pushed the storm door out against the snow and wind. The air was so cold it took my breath away and stung my face and hands. I grabbed the newspapers and brought them to the living room. While I waited for the papers to warm up, I went to the bathroom and washed my face, neck, and arms. I needed a bath but was only allowed one on Saturday nights.
I shuffled into the kitchen and dropped a slice of white bread in the toaster. Pepper wanted out, so I opened the back door to the yard. Pepper did his business as fast as he could in the blasting snow and darted back inside, then jumped up on me as if he had not seen me in forever. I hugged him and rubbed his ears. After the toast popped up, I smothered it with butter and ate it. I would have heated up oatmeal, but Mom did not allow me to use the stove. I was sick of oatmeal, anyway. It was about the only thing Mom had prepared for breakfast my whole life. On days she did not prepare breakfast for me, I got cereal or toast. Today, we were out of milk for cereal. 
It was time to roll the newspapers. I walked back and sat next to the papers and tore off the plastic. There was a box of rubber bands next to me. I held the box to my nose and smelled the rubber. I loved the smell of rubber bands. I took out a rubber band, picked up a newspaper, rolled it, then twisted the band around it. The smell of ink still made me nauseous, though. My hands got black with ink as I rolled and stacked eighty papers.
I placed forty papers in each of the two pockets of my canvas bag with the Casper Star-Tribune’s name on it. It was time to dress for the weather. I pulled wool socks on over my regular socks. Wool kept your feet warm, even if wet. Hand-me-down snow pants were thick and insulated and slipped on over my regular clothing. I put on a flannel shirt that my cousins had given to me. Next came snowmobile boots, a modern marvel of mankind’s ingenuity. The lower part of the boot was strong rubber, and the part that came up over my leg was waterproof parachute material that I pulled tight with a string to keep the snow out. Inside was a one hundred percent wool bootie. My foot went in the wool bootie and then in the boot. 
I pulled on my coat and snow hat. I pulled on mittens that were nylon with goose-down filling and a leather palm. Mittens let your fingers keep each other warm. This weather was too inhospitable for the best of gloves. Finally, I wrapped a wool scarf around my head to cover my face.
For the money maker, I lifted the canvas bag over my head, with one pocket in the back and one in the front, each with forty newspapers. I pet Pepper on the head. Time to leave. I pushed the door against the wind and began my laborious journey.
It was still dark outside, and I was alone among sleeping houses. The snow was above my knees, so I had to step high to travel. With the loud wind that morning, the chill factor lowered the temperature to seventy-five degrees below zero. Northern Wyoming has cold, nine-month long winters. Ice gathered on my eyelashes and eyebrows. I breathed through the scarf to avoid getting frozen lungs. The scarf got moist from my breath, and I adjusted it to a dry part.
One porch at a time. My footsteps were the only marks in the snow that morning. There was so much snow blowing I could only see ten feet ahead of me. One more porch. The newspaper landed on the doormat. One more porch. The newspaper went inside the storm door. One more porch until I had reached eighty porches, and I started on the long walk home. 
The clock said it was 8:10 when I got home. There was a hot pan of oatmeal steaming on the stove. Mom made it after she got Marvella and Sam up for school. Marvella was in second grade, as the school held her back a grade. Sam was in kindergarten. Classes started at 9:00 AM for them, and Mom would drive them to school. Fifth grade class started at 8:30. There was not enough time to eat. Since I had my walking clothes on, I grabbed my bag of books and my lunchbox and started walking toward school. Mom wouldn’t have driven me anyway, even if I had asked. She couldn’t leave Sam and Marvella alone at home.
At school, I took off my outerwear snow clothes and stuffed them in our cupboards. I put my head on my desk and fell asleep. Mr. Englebert had sent several notes home to my parents about my sleeping in class, but Mom and Dad ignored them.
The winter days went by.
“Tim, can’t you hear your alarm clock ringing?” Mom shook me. It was 6:15 AM.
“I’m sorry, Mom, I didn’t hear it.”
“It isn’t my job to get you out of bed. If you can’t be responsible, you shouldn’t be doing this paper route!” Mom scolded me.
“I don’t want to do this! Why do you make me? Why does everyone else get to sleep?”
Wham! Mom slapped me across the face. That slap brought me to alert status.
“Don’t you talk to me like that! I hate you!” Mom shouted. 
I kept asking myself, Why am I helping a mother that hates me? But I was only ten. What else could I do?
Not only did I have to deliver the papers, I had to collect the payment from each customer every month after school. There were always a few customers I couldn’t catch at home, and I banged on their doors every time I went by from school.
One guy suddenly answered the door after many attempts.
“Hi. I’m your paperboy. I’m collecting payment for last month.”
“I’m not paying you for last month.” The screen door hid his face.
“Why?”
“The delivery was late one day.”
I couldn’t remember any day I was late. It didn’t matter. I delivered the paper by 8:00 AM to everyone because that was when I had to leave for school.
“Sir, I always deliver before 8:00 AM.”
“I want my paper by 7:00 AM. I have to be at work at 8:00 AM. I’m not paying you.” He slammed the door. 
Well, that money came out of my pocket. The new distributor that brought my newspapers differed from Dad. Dad had let the newspaper boys get away with not paying him if they couldn’t collect one hundred percent of the money. But not this guy. He insisted on full payment. Because of this, I lost profits, and I decided to quit delivering to the people that didn’t pay.
“Tim! Why are you ignoring your alarm?” Mom shook me. It was 6:45 AM. She sounded desperate.
“I thought I was awake.” I was a deep sleeper and had a hard time waking. Sometimes I dreamt that I was awake, which is why I wet the bed. My dreams were so real that I couldn’t tell if I was awake or not. That morning, I had dreamt I was awake and rolling the newspapers.
“You’ve got to get up. You’ve got to get up—you’re running late!”
Dad was folding the newspapers for me. Mom said she would drive me around in the car to get the papers out on time, but she wasn’t happy. This was the only time we used the car for my route.
A week later, the alternator in the car quit working. Mom and Dad needed sixty dollars to fix it.
“Your paper route is wearing out our car! That’s why the alternator broke!” Mom said.
“I’m sorry, Mom. I can pay to fix the alternator.”
I had been saving the money from the paper route until the family needed it. Mom and Dad were not good at saving for emergencies, so I did it for them. The first month’s profit was only sixty dollars, and I gave it to them to fix the car.
A couple months later, there was no money for food. I’m not sure what happened because Mom shopped at Boyd’s Supermarket where Dad worked. Mom charged the groceries, and the boss took it out of Dad’s paycheck.
But this week, I was not privy to what happened. Whatever the reason, I gave the one hundred sixty dollars I had saved to Mom. If not for my money, there would have been no food. Neither Mom nor Dad thanked me.
This went on for eight months. I was tired from lack of sleep. I hated walking two hours in the dark, wintry weather. One night, I got on my knees before my bed to pray.
“Dear, God, please, please, please, can you help me get rid of this paper route?” I sat up on the bed. “Ghosts, you’ve helped me a lot. Please help me get rid of this paper route. Thank you.”
[image: image-placeholder]After I fell asleep, I was in the barbershop where Dad took me to get my haircut. As usual, my dreams were so real that I couldn’t tell if I was dreaming or not. I was just walking around the shop, and Bob Morris, our barber, said, “You’re a hard worker, aren’t you?”
“Yes, sir, my family needs help. They never have enough money.” I could smell the shaving lather the barber used from a machine that dispensed it, hot and thick. I walked on the black-and-white checkered tile to the big plate glass windows and looked outside at the blowing, icy snowstorm. The barber pole was spinning and half covered with ice.
“It’s nice and warm in here, isn’t it?” Bob commented. Bob had well-groomed red hair.
“Yes, sir. So warm. I want to stay here.”
“Have a seat, son. Relax.” I sat in the comfortable, thick-padded chair and went to sleep. My lady ghost was in the chair next to me. She threw a blanket over my shoulders.
[image: image-placeholder]“Dad, can I please stop doing this newspaper route?” Dad just got home and was standing in the kitchen. I could smell the chill flowing off his winter coat.
“No, Son, we need the money, and you don’t want to be a quitter, do you?”
“Dad, there are months I make no money. And I’m exhausted. Please! I’m not a quitter, but it makes no sense to work for free!”
“OK, Son. You can quit. But we need to find extra work.”
“OK, Dad. Thank you!”
 
[image: image-placeholder]Thinking back to this time, I imagine Jesus and God talking up in Heaven.
“Son, why didn’t you have a paper route when you were ten?” God looks through a magnifying glass to tie a fishing fly.
“Wow, Dad, are you getting senile? When I was ten, the town crier delivered the news by reading from a scroll in the town square.” Jesus whips his fishing pole back to practice a cast.
“Oh, right, Son. Technology is advancing so fast!”




Chapter 19 


The next day after work, Dad came home at 6:00 PM.
“Son, guess what?”
“What, Dad?”
“When I was getting my hair cut after work, Bob asked if I knew anyone that wanted to make extra money cleaning his barbershop. I told him, yes, I did.”
“Wow, that’s great!” I remembered my dream from last night. I remembered asking God and my ghosts to help me. This was the help I had asked for.
“Then he told me the same guy that was cleaning his shop was cleaning the other barbershop, but he also quit that one. He told me to talk to those barbers. I did, and now we have two barbershops to clean!”
I guessed Dad meant me when he said we. And I was right. But at least this job was inside and warm, and I didn’t lose sleep, except for when we sat up to see God to bed, but that was normal. We cleaned the barbershops after they closed at 7:00 PM. On Sundays and Mondays they were closed, so we got two days off per week, which meant I had time after school to do homework and play with Jim and Pepper. The barbers paid us seventy-five dollars per month for each shop. We didn’t have to collect money, and there were no expenses. The entire one hundred fifty dollars went into our pockets. Well, Mom’s pocket. Mom was in charge of paying the bills.
[image: image-placeholder]One day, my little brother Sam, who loved football cards, asked me to draw one for him. I took the card and copied it with a pencil onto an 8-½ by 11-inch piece of paper. I made a very realistic copy of the football player. Sam was so excited that he took it to school to show his friends who also wanted one.
Sam told me his friends wanted to pay me one dollar to draw pictures of their football cards. One dollar was a lot of money. I was excited to get paid to draw and told Mom and Dad.
“You can’t do that. No one will pay you for your drawings,” Mom said.
“I’m sure you can do it. I think you draw good,” Dad said.
So, each day, Sam brought home a new football card, I drew it, and Sam collected the one dollar. There were only seven customers, but it felt great someone paid me for art. I used the seven dollars for extra milk for Sam. 
“Sam, I’m a professional artist now!” 
“I want to be a professional artist,” Sam said.
“OK, Sam, draw a picture for me.” Sam drew a picture. I got cardboard and cut out a frame to put his picture in.
“Sam, I want to buy your picture for twenty-five cents.”
“OK! Am I a professional artist now?”
“Yes, you are!”
Sam jumped up and down, holding the quarter in the air.
“Tim, it’s time to stoke the furnace,” Dad said.
“OK, Dad.” I left Sam to his joy to do my furnace chores. We had a coal furnace, and when a truck delivered coal, I helped to direct it down the shoot to the bin, which was a large room in the basement where dad moved the coal with a shovel. Another chore I had was to keep the furnace fed with fuel twice daily and to take out the “tinkers“ with tongs. Tinkers formed from the coal as small glass sculptures. “Take the tinkers with the tongs,” I loved repeating to myself. I lifted a shovel of coal from the bin, opened the blast door of the incinerator, heard the roar of the fire, and felt the heat against my face. I dumped the coal in the furnace and repeated. 




Chapter 20


One year, and one year only, we stayed in a cabin in a camping site ten miles away in the Big Horn Mountains above Sheridan. Visiting this camp was a perfect vacation. I loved the mountains. The camp was a small vacation spot with thirty cabins close together. Mom felt comfortable having people nearby instead of being alone in the mountains. Anything that made Mom happier made us happier.
There was a cafe and a store there for supplies. We never ate in the cafe, however, because Mom and Dad couldn’t afford it. Mom brought food from home to eat in the cabin. Dad took us hiking through the tall pine trees. Mom and Dad had picnics with us kids. We looked at wild animals and breathed the magnificent mountain air. There was a creek to wade in and catch minnows. We had a campfire at night and roasted marshmallows and hotdogs on sticks. 
“Tim, get your dog off me!” Pepper had his front paws on Mom, trying to get some hotdogs she was holding.
“Pepper, get down!” I ran over and picked him up.
“You need to train that dog not to jump on people!” Mom scolded.
“Yes, Mom. I will try.” But I didn’t know how to train Pepper. 
The campsite had a fishing pond for children. Dad took my brother, sister, and me in the early foggy mornings to sit on rocks and showed us how to fish. I never caught one, but I loved fishing, catch or no catch. The water and shade were fresh. The air was quiet; it was relaxing.
The lady ghost was with us. I didn’t see the men in the Sunday clothing. I didn’t see the ghosts often, and I wondered why I did sometimes, but not other times. It seemed the older I got, the less often I saw them. Today, the lady was above the water among the reeds, watching me. I wondered if anybody else could see her.
“Pepper, do you see that lady?” I pointed. Pepper sat up and looked at me. “No, over there boy.” Pepper wagged his tail, but I didn’t think he saw her.
“Dad, do you see that lady out there?” I pointed again.
Dad looked, squinting. “Where, Son?”
“Right there, Dad. She has dark hair and a long dress.”
Dad looked again but never responded. Maybe he got distracted because just then, my sister caught a fish.
Her pole started bending, and Dad ran over, saying, “You got one! You got one!” Dad helped her reel it in. It was a fighter, and it took a while. As soon as the fish got close enough for my sister to see it, she screamed and threw the pole into the water. Poor Dad had to wade into the pond to get the fishing gear back. The fish got away.
During day three, everything went to Hell. Mom cried and acted crazy like she was having a nervous breakdown. She shrieked at us kids and told Dad she couldn’t take it anymore. She wanted to go home. Instead, Dad went to the cafe and used their phone to call Mom’s parents to come get us kids. I didn’t know that was what he’d done until our grandparents arrived a few hours later in the evening. As they arrived, I heard “Tim” in my ear. I turned and saw the lady ghost. She looked sad. Pepper looked sad.
Mom and Dad instructed us to go with our grandparents. I started begging Mom and Dad to please let us stay. It was the first nice vacation we ever had. I loved being there in the mountains. Mom and Dad forced us to leave. As the three of us kids left in my grandparents’ car in the dark of night, I stared out the back window watching the lights of the cabins fade away. My baby sister stayed with Mom. My parents broke my heart, and I sobbed. Pepper licked my face and put his head under my arm. He was trying to cheer me up.
We arrived at introductory Hell and finished our two-week vacation there. At least Grandma and Grandpa were always kind to us—the only bonus from our ruined vacation. The sheets on the bed at night smelled clean. I didn’t get punished for wetting the bed. Mom physically punished me for it at home.
Grandma prepared the bed by putting a rubber sheet on the mattress. In the morning, she washed the bedding so it was clean for the next night. The clean sheets and blankets each night felt heavenly. In contrast, Mom refused to change my sheets and wash them. She said I did it on purpose, and if I didn’t want to sleep in a stinky bed, I needed to quit peeing in it.
Grandma made cookies, told us stories, played checkers with us, and gave us hugs. The meals she prepared for us tasted great. Grandpa came home from work smelling like gas fumes and oil, which I thought was terrific. He was always friendly with us and drank hot tea with milk and sugar, offering to share with us.
But at night, I cried because I wanted to be in the mountains fishing with Dad. I didn’t know why I cried so much. Mom didn’t know why either and wished I was like other boys. So did I.
“Pepper, do you love me as I am?” He wagged his tail and stared at me. I gave him a long hug. “I love you as you are too, Pepper.”





Chapter 21


Each summer our church held Vacation Bible School. Ugh, more church. But at least they gave us fun things to do, such as crafts, games, and a mystery seat. If you chose the mystery seat of the day, you received a yardstick full of candy bars, a dandy prize!
When I strode into the auditorium, I stopped to stare at all the seats, trying to decide which would be the winner. One seat came into focus more than the others. It almost glowed. My ghost friend with the wooden buttons was there next to me. I looked at him. He smiled and pointed at that seat. Obviously, that’s where I should sit.
These meetings lasted Monday through Saturday for two weeks. On opening day, the out-of-town lady evangelist explained, “Children, we have two numbers written on this piece of paper. One for the row and one for the seat.” The first number was three, and the next number was seven. She counted to row three, then counted to the right seven places. That was my spot! I won the yardstick of candy!
The next day I went in, glanced at the seats, and picked the one that glowed. That was how my ghosts showed me where to sit. The lady announced the pre-selected numbers, and I was the winner. Coincidence, I’m sure they thought.
Days three and four, same amazing coincidences.
On day five, I convinced my neighbor and best friend Jim to come to children’s church with me. It was our job, even as children, to convince others to come to our church so that their souls could be saved from the pits of Hell. Even though Jim was Baptist, it was still shaky ground as far as my church was concerned.
“Jim, I promise you, if you come to children’s church with me, you’ll win the three-foot candy bar.”
“How can you promise that?” Jim whined, frowning.
“Jim, I win it every day. I’ll let you win it this time. OK?”
“If you promise that I’ll win, I’ll come.”
And so we agreed, and Jim attended with me. But there was a glitch. When I stepped into the door of the auditorium with Jim, two seats were glowing. The ghosts knew Jim was my guest. Which of the two seats would win?
“Jim, there’s a problem. I know one of two seats will win, either this one or that one. I’ll sit in one, you sit in the other. If I win it instead, I promise I’ll give you the yardstick candy bar. OK?”
Jim wasn’t too happy. “You promised me I would win!”
“Jim, you’ll get the candy bar. I promise.”
And so, I won the candy bar, not Jim. Immediately my somewhat selfish friend, with no clue of how amazing it was to pick a winning seat every day, started complaining.
“You promised me I would win! You promised!” Jim slapped the back of his chair.
“Jim, here’s the candy bar. It’s yours. It’s the same as winning, right?” I held the candy bar right to his face.
“No, it’s not! I wanted to win! I don’t want your candy bar!” Jim pushed it away.
“Jim, don’t you think it’s amazing that I could pick the winner even out of two seats?”
“So what! You promised me I would win.”
That evening, Dad informed me that the evangelists asked him if he’d peeked at their numbers and advised me where to sit, which infuriated him. Dad was one of the most honorable men I’d ever known.
Day six. The lady evangelist announced they had an alternative way to pick the seats by drawing two numbers from a box. Since she suspected insider trading of candy, she assumed this made it a one hundred percent legitimate drawing. The lady reached in and drew out a row number, which was number six. That’s the row I was sitting in.
She reached in and drew out seat number eight. The lady evangelist started counting, and as she recognized that I was in seat number eight, her face turned white as if an undertaker had drained her blood. Her knees buckled, (I assumed) believing she was in the presence of the Devil. She was wrong. She was in the presence of my ghosts who wanted me to have that candy.
The next two days, the evangelist changed how she picked the seat, and each day I won because the ghosts showed me where to sit. That lady evangelist acted scared to her core around me. As I watched that lady evangelist look at me with fear, I remembered overhearing Mom tell Grandpa she was scared of me. I didn’t mean to scare anyone. I didn’t want Mom to be afraid of me.
After the meeting, the evangelist lady approached Dad, four other deacons, and the pastor. Later at home, Dad explained that she insisted that demons possessed me. The lady asked them to exorcise the demons from me, explaining how I always won, no matter how she selected the seat. Dad protested, defending me.
The next day at church, the pastor waved at me. “Tim, could you please come to my office?” I followed him.
“Tim, we’re concerned about how you know which seat always wins the candy bar. Can you tell me how you know?” The pastor sat at his desk and leaned toward me.
“Pastor, when I come into the auditorium, I stop and look at all the seats. When I see one seat that gets my attention, I know that is the winner.”
“How does this seat get your attention, Tim?”
“It glows a little.”
“Tim, this information you are receiving is from Satan, not from God.”
“Oh, no, Pastor! My ghosts are helping me. The first time I saw the chair glow, he pointed at it.”
“Your ghosts? Do you see them?”
“Not as often as I used to. But, sometimes, yes. But they talk to me often.”
“Son, the Bible does not teach that ghosts exist. These ghosts are demons from Hell.”
“But, Pastor, they have always been nice to me. They have helped me many times. Sometimes they have been my only friends.”
“Tim, the Bible says that Satan can appear as angels to deceive us. These ghosts are from Satan.”
“Pastor, maybe the ghosts are angels?”
“Angels will not tell you how to win a candy bar. These are demons. You need to resist them in the name of Jesus. Tell them to flee.”
Now, I thought about this. These ghosts had behaved as friends. I couldn’t tell them to flee without feeling guilty. That would just be rude. I wanted to believe the Pastor. But I wasn’t ready to accept this.
Our deacons, trying to help, volunteered to supervise the drawing the next night. The evangelist lady appreciated the aid from the elders, but she rejected Dad’s help because she suspected he was the cheater. The next evening, the deacons walked to the front of the room. When I walked in, as usual, a seat was glowing, and I sat in it.
The evangelist lady always held the drawing at the start of class. There were two boxes covered with red construction paper on a white cloth-covered table in front of our benches. On top of the table, along with the boxes, stood several props for the puppet show she performed. Also leaning against the table—a gleaming prize—was the yardstick with candy bars. The deacons stood where they could see inside the boxes to ward off any monkey business and inspected each piece of paper and placed them in the boxes.
The evangelist lady asked one deacon to draw a number from the first box and look at it. This one was the row number. With his hand in sight while drawing, the deacon looked at it and showed it to the lady. The lady had previously counted to find my row and seat number, I’m certain. The number was row three, my row.
Then, a different deacon pulled out the seat number from the other box. He glanced at it and handed it to the lady. The lady’s hand started shaking, and she stumbled back, but the deacon behind her caught her. During this brouhaha, a latecomer came in and sat down on the end of my row which now had eleven children. I don’t think the evangelist lady saw him arrive.
After the deacon gave the lady some water, she regained her poise. She said, “The seat number is number five. Tonight, I’ll count starting on the left.” She pointed to the left.
I guessed that the reason she practically fainted when the elder picked seat five was that she knew I was in seat five, having counted earlier if she started from the right side. She had always counted starting on the right side. Having regained her composure, she schemed to count from the left side so that I’d be in the fourth seat, assuming there were ten kids in my row. Finally, she concluded, Tim won’t prevail.
Since this was for children, she counted out loud and pointed at each seat as she called out the number. Since there were now eleven kids in our row, I was in the fifth seat, no matter if you counted from the left or the right. She counted, pointing, “One, two, three....” She paused as she realized I’d just won again.
“No, no, no, no, no, no!” She exclaimed in horror. “I can’t do this anymore.”
She hurried into the room near the stage. Two of the deacons followed. We could hear talking, and then the elders started praying loudly.
After a long time, the lady returned. She announced that in the three evenings left for this Vacation Bible School, there would be no more yardstick candy drawings. It wasn’t fair that the same child always won.
Later, that same summer, Mom took us to a different church, The Salvation Army, for their Vacation Bible School. They didn’t know me. My sister, brother, aunt, and four cousins attended.
Walking in, I saw the ghost with the wooden buttons standing by a chair and pointing at it, so I sat in that chair. My cousin was sitting next to me on my left. My brother, on the seat to my right, asked if I’d change places with my cousin so he could sit next to him. I told him as soon as they drew for the candy, yes. I explained I had the winning place.
My brother started whining and making a scene. Mom asked me to switch seats. I crossed my arms. “No, I’m remaining in the winning seat. I’ll win the candy.” Mom asked that I move. Then my aunt Rose insisted. So I said, “OK, if I switch seats, and this seat wins the candy, I get it, right?” They both agreed, and I repeated my question several times.
So, I switched seats. The seat the ghost had shown me became the winning spot. My cousin sitting in it started shouting, “I win, I win!”
“No, I won!” I told him. But he didn’t relent. When I protested to Mom, she said it was only fair that my cousin gets the candy because he was sitting in the winning seat. Mom and Aunt Rose broke their agreement with me. I had picked the right position, but I didn’t get the candy. And to this day, it still hurts. I felt betrayed.
 Events such as winning candy bar seats and knowing who was calling on the phone happened so many times that my parents talked to the pastor after Sunday morning service. The pastor brought me into his office to talk.
“Son, do you remember the conversation we had last time in my office about your ghosts?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And you remember, I told you that the Bible says ghosts are not real. These ghosts of yours are demons. Have you told these demons to flee in the name of Jesus?”
“No, sir.”
“Then the deacons and I will do it for you tonight.”
I told Dad of the planned exorcism. Dad refused to believe I was getting information from Satan.
“Son, I will not be part of this. Let’s go visit your grandpa.”
My grandpa, who was my mother’s father, had been a preacher in our church many years before. He had his license revoked for a while, but a decade earlier he got it back. The church had still refused to ordain him, but I loved my grandpa. My father respected Grandpa and called him Dad.
“Dad, I need to talk to you about Tim,” My dad said, as Mom, Dad, Marvella, Sam, Lila, and I entered Grandpa’s house. There were blankets and spreads laid carefully over every piece of furniture in the living room. The house was clean and well organized. I smelled pepper in the air, which was from Grandma’s cooking. In their house, I felt comfort and peace.
“The church will throw demons out of Tim, tonight, because he kept winning the candy bar in the seat selection contest. Tim told them ghosts were telling him where to sit.”
Grandpa sighed and eased onto the couch. He leaned forward and looked right at me. “Son, how do you know where to sit to win the candy bar?”
“Grandpa, when I walk in and look at the seats, one of them seems to glow. That’s how I know it will be the winning seat.”
“Well, what’s this about ghosts then?”
“Sometimes, I see ghosts there. They point at the seats. This is how I know they are the ones making the seats glow.”
“See, Daddy! He’s full of the devil!” Mom suddenly cried out.
Grandpa smiled as if he knew something and leaned back in the chair.
“Delta, Marvin, ESP is real. I think that’s all this is. I have noticed over the years that Tim seems to have a gift for it. He doesn’t have demons in him.”
Now, Mom believed anything and everything her dad said. If there were verses that needed to be interpreted in the Bible, she would believe her dad’s version no matter what anyone else said. But this contradicted our church’s extreme belief.
“But, Daddy,” Mom said, “the church is saying this has to be from Satan. I see this stuff all the time from him. They must be right!”
“Daughter, I know they believe that. But there are plenty of verses in the Bible to support ESP. This is just a natural law of God we haven’t discovered. I will not accept that my grandson is consorting with Satan.”
That satisfied my dad, but not enough to defy the Pastor. Mom still did not seem satisfied. Dad told me he believed Grandpa and refused to cast demons out of me. In the service that night, the pastor spoke from the pulpit.










”As many of you know, there has been concern about demonic power fighting us in this church. We have to resist evil. I have determined that demons have possessed Tim, and tonight we will free him with the power of Jesus. Tim, please come up to the pulpit.” I looked up at the pulpit. Everyone turned to look at me. My heart beat harder, and my breath quickened. I was afraid to go up front. I didn’t want my ghosts to leave. I didn’t want everyone thinking I was a bad person or that I talked to demons.
“Dad, do I have to?”
“Son, go on up. You’ll be OK.”
What I wanted was for Dad to tell everyone that I was a good boy. That I was not consorting with Satan. That he wouldn’t let them perform this sham exorcism. I started to cry, feeling abandoned and shunned by my parents and the church.
“You will be OK, Son. Go on up.” Dad patted me on the back. I looked at him, and he was blurry through my tears.
“OK, Dad,” I blubbered. I stood and held onto the oak bench in front of me. I looked around for my ghosts, but I didn’t see them. I hadn’t heard from them.
“Dad, please, don’t make me do this. I promise I’ll be a good boy and try not to scare Mom.” I wiped my face with my sleeves. I was crying so hard that my stomach was heaving.
 ”Please, Dad?”
“I’m sorry, Son, you must go.” Dad gave me a gentle push into the aisle. I turned to look at Dad, and he smiled at me. “Go on, Son.”
I moved toward the pulpit. As I walked, I felt like it was me against the world. I felt more alone than I ever had. All the deacons, excluding Dad, were on the stage. As I reached them, they stood in a circle around me and placed their hands on top of my head and shoulders.
The pastor prayed, “God in Heaven, we thank you for your mercy and for sending your only begotten son to die on the cross so we can have eternal salvation. We now ask that in the name of your son Jesus Christ that you cast the demons from this child.”
The pastor looked into my eyes. “Demons, in the name of Jesus Christ, I command that you leave this boy!”
After the pastor said this, everyone in the church stood and started wailing to God and Jesus, asking to deliver me from these demons. But Mom and Dad remained quiet, their heads bowed.
The praying continued so loudly; it was as if they thought God was deaf. I didn’t see my ghosts anywhere. Were they gone now? Did they leave me? Had my ghosts really been demons pretending to be my friends? If they were my friends, why weren’t they here to help me now? I watched for demons to come out of my body. Nothing.
Then a voice rose above all others, screaming nonsensical words. The congregation quieted as Sister Howell continued her loud tirade of streaming babbling sounds. I knew what this was. Our church called it speaking in tongues. They said that when God wanted to talk to us, he will first make someone scream out a message in a foreign language. And then, God will give someone else the interpretation of what they said. I always wondered why God couldn’t just skip the foreign language part and tell us the message in English.
Sister Howell finished. Everyone stood quiet. They were all waiting for the interpretation. God was going to pick someone in the audience and then force that person to tell us what he just forced Sister Howell to say in some mysterious language. From what I heard, the secret message was the same four words repeated over and over. It shouldn’t be hard to interpret four words.
We continued to wait in silence. After a few minutes, God finally figured out that Brother Givens was going to get this important message from Heaven.
“I say unto you, I am the Lord, thy God. Fall down before me, and worship me! I have delivered you from Satan and command your praise! I have thrown the demons into the herd of swine, and you are free!” Brother Givens gave this message while standing on his toes, his hands as high as he could reach and screaming as loud as he could.
The congregation joined in the screaming, praising God, falling to the ground, thanking Jesus.
My ghosts were nowhere to be seen. I was all alone. So alone.




Chapter 22


That summer, I told Mom I was going to build a bike from spare parts.
“You can’t make a bike! You’re only ten years old.” 
I told Dad, and he said, “I’m sure you can, Son.” 
So, Jim, Pepper, and I spent a week scouring the neighborhood trash, garage sales, and friends for bicycle parts. Once the pieces were gathered, I sat in the driveway to assemble them, a very greasy job. I slipped bearings into the wheel hub, straightened spokes, and assembled pedals. The parts came from at least five different bicycles for this project. It took a week, but once assembled, the bike worked well.
Pepper always encouraged me, keeping a close eye on me as I dove into the parts and grease, busting my knuckles, and grunting. After the bike was complete, the next step was painting it from a leftover can of red spray paint in Dad’s shop. After cleaning the bike and taping off parts, I admired my handiwork. I had to share this with Jim. I ran to his house.
“Jim, come to my house for the first ride on my bike!” Jim followed me, Pepper right on our heels.
I took the first ride, then let Jim ride the bike. We then created a ramp and practiced jumping the bike off of it. It was a great bike. Jim and I had tons of fun with it for weeks.
One day, Mom’s sister Julie, her husband Steve, and their kids were at our house. We kids were playing in our yard. Julie called them to come home. We ran to their car, and there was Steve putting my bike into the trunk of their car.
“Hey, what are you doing?” I demanded.
“Your cousins don’t have a bike, so I’m giving it to them,” Mom told me.
“What? You can’t do that! That’s my bike. I built it from spare parts. It didn’t cost you any money at all! That’s my bike!” I screamed.
Mom slapped me so hard I fell to the ground.
“Don’t you talk to me like that! You’re being selfish!”
“You can’t take my bike!” I stood and grabbed the bike, trying to pull it away from Steve’s hands. Mom picked up a big stick and started beating me with it.
“Let go of that bike! I’m your mother. Do what I say!” A final attack with the stick knocked me so hard in my head I fell back to the ground. I was too woozy to do anything as I watched Steve take my prized summer project away from me.
A week later, we went to visit Aunt Julie at their trailer house. I asked my cousin Amanda to show me my bike.
“Dad sold that bike the same day we brought it home,” Amanda told me.
Steve didn’t give a damn about his kids getting to ride that bike. He didn’t care that he stole it from a child who built it with hard labor. He cared only for dollars. At that moment, in my opinion, Mom had reached the pinnacle of cruelty.
I pondered why Mom hated me so much. From the information I had gathered during my life, it seemed because I was not like other boys. I believed this to be for these reasons:
	She expected that I should be athletic like other boys. I wasn’t. I didn’t choose my body. The powerful and omniscient Wiz did.
	Because I was artistic. Real boys were not.
	Because I cried often. Real boys didn’t.
	Because I was tiny. Real boys were not.
	Because I loved to sew doll clothes. Real boys didn’t.
	Because I enjoyed crocheting. Real boys didn’t.
	Because I refused to play with a freaking freezing football on a zero-degree day that stung my fingers. Real boys played in ice uniforms.
	Because I was beat up by boys. Real boys didn’t get beat by other boys.
	Because I had limp wrists. Real boys didn’t.
	Because I waved my hands with grand gestures as I walked. Real boys didn’t.
	Because I was sick often. Real boys were not.

Maybe I was weak because my parents seldom took me to a physician. They ignored my sicknesses and afflictions for most of my life.
And then there was the time I overheard Mom tell Grandpa she was afraid of me and thought I had demons in me because I knew things I shouldn’t know.
When I told Dad about Mom’s abuse, he didn’t accept it. I know he’d seen her slap me, but he hadn’t seen the terrible stuff. Dad worked from 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM, weekdays, and this was the time Mom abused me the most. Anytime she became irate, I was the one she came after with a weapon. And she turned angry often. But in the evening, many times, Mom threw things at my father and screamed at him and even hit him. I didn’t understand how he couldn’t believe she was abusing me.
Fortunately for my siblings, Mom directed most of her tirades at me. One day, my grandfather walked into the kitchen as Mom angrily whipped me with the corner of a wire clothes hanger. This hurt beyond belief and left welts. Mom never locked the doors to our house, and Grandpa had stepped through the back-kitchen door.
Grandpa grabbed Mom’s arm just as she was raising it to strike me for about the twentieth time and took the hanger out of her hand. He raised the hanger as if he’d strike her with it and said, “Don’t you EVER hit Tim with that hanger again!”
Even though I thought he would hit Mom, he didn’t. Mom cried and promised she’d never do that again. And she never did. That didn’t stop her from slapping me, hitting me with a belt (or any other object she could find, anywhere on my body she could), screeching verbal abuse, or trying to destroy any self-esteem I had. But she never beat me with a wire clothes hanger again.
This abuse magnified my innate wish to have alone time. I loved to dig holes in the ground and hide in them. I was small and not able to excavate with flat, neat sides. One day I asked Dad if he’d dig a foxhole for me in our garden. He took the shovel and dug the perfect hole in less than ten minutes. It was three feet deep with smooth sides.
I relaxed in my hole, enjoying my privacy and peace. It helped me reflect and use my imagination. There was no mother here telling me how she hated me and how terrible I was. I watched worms crawling out the sides of the hole. I could tell by the shocked look on their tiny, little faces they were wondering where their tunnel had gone. Then I had an idea.
I crawled out and found a flat board to cover the hole. I covered the board with leaves and wriggled back in, pulling the board over the top of my bunker. Mom would never find me now! This place was like Heaven. Just like Heaven. 
[image: image-placeholder]I could imagine Jesus and God up in Heaven talking about this.
“Dad, why did you make that boy so puny?”
God adjusts his newspaper. “Why do you think he′s puny?”
“He can’t even dig his own hole. You never had to dig a hole for me.”
“No, I bought a burial tomb for you instead.”
“Yeah, but I, I only used it for three days.”
“Yes, but I never got a refund.”




Chapter 23


My church forced me to attend Kids Church Camp, one hundred fifty miles south of our town, near Casper, Wyoming, which lasted for two solid weeks. 
“Tim, the pastor is here. Time to leave,” Mom told me as the pastor’s car pulled up to our house.
“I don’t want to go. I want to stay home and play with Pepper and Jim.”
“You have to go.”
“But why?”
“Because I said so. Now go.”
“Pepper, I will miss you, boy. I will be back, OK?” Pepper cocked his head and looked at me as if trying to understand. I hugged him and held him until the pastor honked the horn again.
“Bye, Pepper!” I had tears in my eyes and a lump in my throat. I really didn’t want to leave Pepper for two weeks.
The camp had daily church services with “fun” activities thrown in. The purpose of camp was to make sure that we children became “born again” and be God’s servants for the rest of our lives. They spent an abundance of time drilling this notion into our heads.
The hot, dry gravel on the ground made a crunching noise as I walked across it toward the cafeteria for lunch. 
“Hey, Tiny Tim!” I heard just as a fist hit me in the back and I tripped over a foot stomped in front of me. I put my hands out to stop my fall, feeling the gravel cut into them. My forehead pounded the rocks, creating an explosive sound inside my ears. 
“You’re so tiny!” The bullies walked away laughing. I stood up and held my hands out. They were stinging from the cuts, and blood was filling my hands. I wiped my forehead to remove the small, sharp pebbles stuck in it. 
This had been happening to me all week in some form or another. Those boys came up without notice and attacked me. I walked to the counselor’s office. 
“Son, what happened to you!” The bald counselor with a sweat-stained shirt asked me.
“These boys keep picking on me. They just pushed me into the gravel.”
“Well, you should stay away from them.”
“They are sneaky. I never see them until it’s too late.”
“Go to the bathroom, and clean up.”
“What do I do about these boys?”
“I will talk to them. What are their names?”
“I don’t know.” I scratched my head, thinking.
“Well, you need to find that out if you want me to help you.”
“Ok.” I wasn’t going to ask those boys their names. They would just hurt me again. That left me with no defense, except to avoid them.
Besides the pain the bullies gave me, I got homesick for Pepper. I felt like I’d throw up. It was a physical pain, not just mental. I lay on my bunk and cried. If Mom could have seen me crying, she would have asked me why I couldn’t be like other boys.
At night, I wondered where my ghosts had gone. I had not seen or heard them since the church cast the demons out of me. Not that I saw any demons leaving. Not that I believed my ghosts were demons. But where were they? Maybe it had been Satan appearing as angels to deceive me.
Days later, I went to the nurse to tell her I was sick, and I wanted to go home.
“Let me take your temperature, Tim.” The nurse put a thermometer in my mouth and touched my forehead.
“What’s wrong, Tim?”
“My stomach hurts. I feel like I’m going to throw up. I want to go home to see Pepper.”
“Who’s Pepper?”
“He’s my dog and my best friend.”
“OK, I think I understand. You can’t go home, but maybe you would feel better if we got your Mom on the phone?”
“Maybe.”
The nurse got my mother on the telephone, a rare thing because long-distance calls cost a lot of money. She explained to my Mom I was feeling sick, and she thought I was just homesick.
“Tim, here’s your Mom.”
I took the phone. “Hi, Mom.”
“What’s wrong, Tim?”
“I need to come home.”
“You can’t come home for another week.”
“But Mom, I miss Pepper so much. I want to see him.”
“You can’t come home, Tim.”
”Is Pepper OK? Is he sad?”
“Pepper is fine. He doesn’t seem sad.”
“OK, Mom. Goodbye.” I handed the phone back to the nurse.
“Do you feel better, Tim?” the nurse placed her hand on my shoulder.
“No.”
“Well, why don’t you find friends to play with? Maybe that will make you feel better.”
“OK.” I went to the dark auditorium where they held the church services, curled up in a corner where bullies couldn’t find me, and fell asleep. This was the only way I knew to stop feeling homesick. If I slept in my bunk, the bullies would pick on me. 
After I had served my two-week sentence, the pastor drove us back to Sheridan on a Saturday. When we arrived, I jumped out of the car with my small suitcase, dropped it in the yard, and ran into our house, expecting Pepper to bound up to me, shaking with excitement. But Pepper wasn’t there. No one was there.
Maybe he’s with the family visiting someone else, I thought. I ran over to Jim’s house. 
“Jim, hi!” 
“Hi, Tim. I’m glad you’re back.”
“Have you seen Pepper?”
“Almost every day when I ride past your house, I stop and play with him in your front yard.”
“Did he seem sad when I was gone?”
“No, he was always excited when I saw him.”
“OK. Thanks, Jim. I guess he went with the family somewhere. I’ll just wait.”
I walked back home, got a glass of water, and sat in the kitchen. Pepper’s food and water bowls were always in the kitchen by the broom closet. As I sat at the table, I realized the bowls were missing. Why would they be missing?
I opened the cupboard where we kept Pepper’s bag of food. It was gone. I ran back over to Jim’s house, where he was tearing apart a wooden box.
“Jim, are you sure you’ve seen Pepper every day?”
“Yes.” Jim pushed his pry bar into the box.
“His food bowls are gone.”
Jim grunted, pulling the wood apart, then stood and scratched his head. “Actually, I think it’s been three days since I saw him.” 
“I don’t know what to do. My family isn’t home.”
“Let’s go look for him!” Jim dropped the pry bar. We proceeded through backyards and the alley, calling, “Pepper, Pepper!”
After thirty minutes of looking in bushes and garages, I saw Mom and Dad’s car in our driveway.
“Jim, I think my family is back. I will go see if they know where Pepper is.”
“OK, I will keep looking.”
I ran through our front yard to the front door of the house and rushed in. Dad was in his recliner reading the newspaper. Marvella was sitting on the sofa with a doll, and Sam was on the floor with his Matchbox cars. Mom was knitting next to Marvella. 
“Where’s Pepper?” 
Everyone looked at me. 
“Oh, I’m home from camp.” 
“Hi, Tim!” Sam said. 
“Where’s Pepper?” I asked again. 
Everyone remained quiet. 
Mom broke the silence. “He’s not here anymore.”
“Where is he, Mom?”
“Tim, I have told you many times you needed to train him to not jump up on people.”
“I don’t know how to train a dog, Mom. Where is he?”
“We took a vote, and everyone voted to have Pepper put to sleep.”
It took me a minute to comprehend what Mom had just said.
I felt faint, and my chest started shaking as I hyperventilated. This was a bad dream. This had to be a terrible dream. Wake up! I needed to wake up!
“What! Why?” A flood of tears burst from my eyes. “Was he sick? Did he have an accident?”
“He jumped on everyone each time we came home, and we were tired of it.” 
“That makes no sense! Why didn’t I get a vote?”
“Because I knew you’d refuse and put up a fight, just like you are now.” Mom got up from the couch and walked into the kitchen. 
“Dad, is Pepper really dead? Did you vote to have him killed?”
Dad pulled the newspaper up to hide his face from me. 
“Sam, Marvella, did you vote to kill Pepper?”
“He was always jumping on us,” Sam said. 
I fell onto the floor in disbelief. “Oh, please, God, please make it not true!” I closed my eyes and curled up into a ball, clutching my stomach. Of all the pain from bullies I had ever felt in my life, this wasn’t even close. As I lay there, I felt a cord snap inside my chest, as if it was the cord that tied me to my family. It broke loose, and I lost my connection to my family. A separation that made me cold to them formed instantly. All love, lost.
 “I’ll never forgive any of you!” I screamed.
I thought about how the church tells us we need to forgive our enemies and turn the other cheek, but I didn’t have it in me to do this. The church tells us that God will never give us more than we can handle. Well, this was more than I could handle.
I had no connection with my mom, but I thought Dad would’ve picked my side. I couldn’t understand why he voted to kill poor Pepper. He knew how much I loved that dog, didn’t he? And my brother and sister, I protected them. I was their big brother, and I watched out for them as I had been told to do since they were born. How could they vote against Pepper?
This life was too hard for me. “Please, God. Please take me and let me be with Pepper.” I cried and saw that Pepper was looking at me from Heaven with his head cocked, waiting for me. “Please, dear God, please take me.”





Chapter 24


For months to follow, Pepper was always on my mind. The sting of his death haunted me daily. I needed to forget this pain. Maybe music could help. I loved music, and I decided I wanted to take free violin lessons at school, but my parents couldn’t afford to buy a violin. For a year I kept asking. I felt Mom and Dad owed me a way to deal with the pain they inflicted on me with Pepper’s murder. Mom played the piano, organ, and accordion well. She always had us kids singing for church. I thought she would want me to learn an instrument.
Mom learned to play the piano as a child without lessons so she could play for her father’s church. Mom played either the piano or the organ as needed. She played for anyone at our church planning a wedding or funeral. She played by ear or by sheet music, and I seemed to have inherited that talent from her.
Say what you will about my mother (or what I will), but she was an outstanding musician, and I admired her musical prowess, even though I could not forgive her for Pepper, and even though she was dead to me. Finally, after a year, at the start of fifth grade, Mom agreed to let me start violin lessons. She let me use an ancient violin she owned, which made me wonder why she’d not brought forth that instrument when I first asked.
My tone-deaf father only listened to gospel music. Even though he had no musical talent, he loved to take part at church. Dad bought a tambourine to play at church, which he played out of rhythm. God said he loved a joyful noise. He said nothing about keeping a beat. Since I loved to draw, I painted a landscape scene on his tambourine at his request.
To become established with fifth grade violin lessons, Mom and I had to meet the teacher, Mr. Blankenship, who inspected the violin. He had me stretch my arm out and hold the violin.
“Mrs. Drobnick, we can’t use this violin. It’s too large for Tim; he needs a three-fourths size. Also, this violin isn’t in playable condition,” he informed us.
My spirit sank. It took me a year to convince Mom to let me have these lessons. “We can’t afford to buy another violin, so I must pull Tim out of the class.” Mom cleared her throat, one of her nervous habits.
 Mr. Blankenship looked at my expression. “Mrs. Drobnick, one of my students grew out of his violin, and his parents are selling it for seventy-five dollars.” 
My eyes brightened.
“I must talk to my husband,” Mom said.
 Again, my heart sank.
Over the next few days, I heard snippets about the violin discussion between Mom and Dad. To protect my heart, I gave up expecting to have the violin. History proved I wouldn’t get it.
Now, I’m not clear why my parents decided this, but a week later, Mom instructed me to come with her to pick up the violin. Mom drove the car, but I was uncertain if I should let myself get excited again. We arrived at a small, well-painted house with a well-kept lawn.
After we went inside, the lady showed us a beautiful violin. I picked it up and held it to my chin, and it fit. I got excited anew. Mom and this lady talked a moment. After a while, Mom told me to bring the violin. Laying the violin in the case, I covered it with the velvet cloth. The bow slipped into its proper place. The latches on the case snapped when closed. Mom opened the door, and I left with the violin case handle in my hand.
I was going to play the violin!
When we got home, I took out the violin, and Mom taught me how to pull the bow across the strings. She knew a bit about many musical instruments. She showed me a fundamental technique to move my fingers on the neck to change the sounds on the strings.
The bow vibrated the strings, and I moved my fingers until I got the sound I wanted. “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” screeched out. After that, I moved on to music from the Bugs Bunny cartoon, “The Barber of Seville,” and squeaked it out.
The next week, I went to the beginners’ class for my first violin lesson at school. Six other pupils were waiting with me. When Mr. Blankenship came in, I was playing “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” The other students complained to Mr. Blankenship, “Why’s Tim playing songs? Why don’t we know how?”
Mr. Blankenship explained, “He’s playing by ear. I haven’t given him any lessons.”
He tried to explain “playing by ear” to the students, but they couldn’t grasp the concept. For the first time, I understood how Mother knew how to play the piano without sheet music.
We learned the basics. With the violin under my chin, Mr. Blankenship showed us where to put our fingers, and the class plucked their strings, producing group music for the first time. The world around me ceased to exist, save my violin and the teacher. Should I believe this good fortune? What if this was a dream? When class ended, I had to get down from my cloud.
Carrying my violin to and from school made me happy. Each time I opened the case, to the smell of rosin and the extravagant touch of the velvet cover, my life was better.










One day while walking home, bullies tried to take my violin away from me. I wrapped my arms and legs around the hard case and began screaming, “No! No! No!” They laughed at my dilemma. If they took this violin from me, they’d also rip my heart from my chest. With my eyes closed, I held on to that violin for dear life.
Something spooked the boys. They screamed and ran away. I opened my eyes. I looked around but didn’t see what spooked them.
That’s weird, I thought. I wondered if my ghosts were back. It had been an entire year since the exorcism, and I hadn’t seen or heard anything from my ghosts.
“Hello, ghosts? Are you here? If you are, I miss you.” I hoped for a response but received none. I went home.
We only had one lesson per week. Mr. Blankenship told us to practice playing our instruments at home. 
Dad put a stop to me practicing the violin after he was home from work. “I can’t stand the noise of the violin!” He told me. I stopped practicing and fell behind the other students. Mr. Blankenship recognized I’d started ahead of the other pupils but now was struggling.
“Tim, are you practicing at home?”
I squirmed in my chair. “No. Dad doesn’t like the sound of the violin.”
Mr. Blankenship suggested I ask my parents if it’d be OK to stay an extra hour after school two days per week to use the music room for practice. Mom and Dad allowed this. I walked home every day no matter rain, hail, thirty-below-zero temperatures, snow, sunshine, tornado, or a Tasmanian Devil attack. Walking home an hour later made no difference.




Chapter 25


The next school year, I walked into the same door for the first day of sixth grade as I had for fifth grade, bringing my vinyl-smelling accessories. This time, I walked upstairs, stepping on the sandpaper edges. Mr. Egbert’s class was right above Mr. Englebert’s. Mr. Egbert handed out everyone’s name tags, but he knew most of them, even mine!
Mr. Egbert’s classroom had less stuff. The windows made the room even brighter than Mr. Englebert’s class. Mr. Egbert was a hit, just like Mr. Englebert. Everyone loved him.
Mr. Egbert’s head was shiny and bald on top. He tried to fool us with very long strands of hair growing from one side of his head. As he talked and moved around in front of us, the hair slowly slipped and then fell to the side. Mr. Egbert flipped his hair back into place. Flip and repeat. Flip and repeat. We didn’t care how Mr. Egbert’s hair looked, but he sure did.
As many times before, I visited Mr. Englebert and Mr. Egbert on their porch after school. I showed them a new drawing I had made of Pepper.
“Such a beautiful dog. Where is he?” Mr. Egbert held the drawing up for a close look.
“He’s dead, sir. My mom killed him.” I looked away at the flowers with tears coming to my eyes.
“Oh, Tim, we’re very sorry,” they both told me. That was the last time they asked about Pepper, but they always were happy to see pictures of him.
In the sixth week of sixth grade, on October 6th, when we came into our classroom, we saw a substitute teacher and the principal instead of Mr. Egbert.
They remained quiet at the front of the class while we put our things away in the coat closet and got settled in our desks. 
Once we were sitting, the principal said, “Mr. Egbert became ill this morning at 6:00 AM and is in the hospital. The doctors are taking excellent care of him, and we hope he will return to school soon. Until then, Mrs. Anderson will be your substitute teacher.”
“Hello, class, I am Mrs. Anderson. We will let you know each day how Mr. Egbert is doing. In the meantime, he wants us to keep up on our studies.”
The students hung their heads and were sniffling, including me.
Each day, we returned to school hoping Mr. Egbert would be there. But for weeks, no luck. The teacher gave us updates that his health was improving, and they expected Mr. Egbert to return soon.
One cloudy day as I arrived at school, I heard a whisper from a man ghost. “Tim.”
“You’re back!” I smiled. I looked around but didn’t see him.
“We never left,” he said. When he said my name, I heard it as if any human had said it. The sound came through my ear. But when he said we never left, I heard it inside my head, not through my ear. It was not my thought—it was a message from someone else, put in my head, like a radio broadcast. It was like when I heard Aunt Julie was the person calling on the phone and when I heard she had arrived at Grandma and Grandpa’s house. Now I understood where those messages originated. They were from my ghosts. But why couldn’t I see them anymore?
“I’m glad you’re here! I was afraid the exorcism got rid of you,” I told him, hoping all of them were here to hear it. No response.
I went into the classroom. The principal was there with Mrs. Anderson, both looking somber.
“Hello, class. I’m sorry to tell you I have sad news,” the principal said. My heart fell into the basement. I felt the blood drain out of my face. I clenched my hands so hard, my fingernails cut into my palms.
“Mr. Egbert passed away at home in bed this morning at 6:00 AM. We all loved him, and we are very sad. I know you are, too. If any of you need to go home today, we will understand. I am here to listen to you if you need someone to talk to, as is Mrs. Anderson and the nurse.” The principal bowed his head for a minute. “Mrs. Anderson will let you come to my office if you want to talk.” He left the classroom. Mrs. Anderson walked around the room, talking to the children in soft tones. Many of the children cried, including me.
I thought of Mr. Egbert sitting on his porch with Mr. Englebert and how he was always so happy to see me. I would miss him. But also, I had another deep sorrow. Mr. Egbert attended a Catholic church. Our church taught us that the only people going to Heaven were the people from our church, and perhaps the Baptists, and the Church of God. God sent everyone else to Hell, especially the Catholics.
I’d listened to them describe Hell since birth and believed without a doubt that God sent Mr. Egbert to Hell. I envisioned a wonderful, kind, caring Mr. Egbert standing in a pit of flames, screaming from pain and stretching his arms skyward toward God, asking for mercy. Why did God send Mr. Egbert to Hell? The pain twisted my heart.
That night I cried myself to sleep with this image of Mr. Egbert in Hell. This was not a fairy tale. This was my truth. My church and my parents told me it was the truth. There was no doubt in my mind that Mr. Egbert was in Hell.
On the day of the funeral, the school closed. The seats were filled at the Catholic church for the service, with a crowd overflowing outside the building. A light drizzle fell from the cloudy sky. My Dad took me to the service, and we stood outside in the drizzle. 
“Dad, could it be possible Mr. Egbert went to Heaven? He was such a good man.”
“No, Son. You can’t get to Heaven on good works. You must be born again. Catholics don’t believe in being born again. I’m sorry, but Mr. Egbert is in Hell.”
Many nights, I was in pain with this anguish. How could God expect us to live with this pain?
[image: image-placeholder]Looking back, I imagined this conversation up in Heaven.
 “Dad, did you put Mr. Egbert in Hell?” Jesus slams the refrigerator door shut.
“No, Jesus.” God waggles his finger at Jesus. “He’s in a teachers’ union. I won’t mess with them.”




Chapter 26


I was a reader as a kid. Most of my summers I spent climbing trees or diving under a bush to read. Magic was my favorite subject, and I loved any book I could find about my hero, the great Houdini. The toy store had a magic deck of cards I purchased. If you flipped it one way, it looked like a standard deck. If you flipped it the other way, it only showed the ace of clubs. I decided to be the entertainment one night when other adults from our church were in fellowship at our home with my parents.
In the kitchen we had a round, solid oak table that my father inherited from his grandmother and grandfather. Dad and two other men sat at the table, holding thick ceramic mugs of coffee with steam lightly rising from them. Mom and her guest sat with cups of tea in front of them. The dinner table had a clutter of napkins, toothpicks, and mugs. Mom had filled our kitchen with eclectic decorations and cheap art prints of Jesus and ”Footprints in the Sand” and other various religious themes.
I approached the table. “Want to see a magic trick?” The crowd gave me their attention but not their permission. But that wasn’t a refusal, so I began holding up the cards. Mom didn’t allow playing cards in the house because they were “of the Devil.” These weren’t real playing cards, though, so I considered it an exception. Fear appeared on the spectators’ faces as soon as I showed the cards.
“Observe this ordinary deck of playing cards,” I said in a mysterious magician’s voice while flipping the cards to show they were ordinary.
“Now I’ll say the magic word: Abracadabra! And behold! The cards change to aces!” I bent close to the table as I flipped the cards. Taking a bow, I put my hands behind my back.
Mother came unglued. “Those cards are from Satan! They’re evil!” Tears were bursting from her eyes. Everyone sat back in their chairs with wide eyes, moving back from me, except Dad.
“It’s a trick, Mom!”
“No, it’s not! It’s the Devil! It’s the Devil!” Mom’s voice was increasing in pitch and sounded like a tea kettle about to explode.
“I remember the church threw demons out of you. Your Mom could be right!” Warren, one of our guests, said.
“Mom. Mom, hold on. Watch, I’ll show you how I do it. OK? Mom, OK?” Mom was still crying. I showed her how every other card was shorter and caused a different card to show depending on which way you turned the deck. She calmed down.
“Mom, next time I do magic, will you agree it’s a trick and not Satan? OK? Magicians don’t tell their secrets.”
“OK, Tim. But I want those cards out of my house!”
“But, Mom, they’re trick cards. You can’t play games with them.” I held my cards out to her. She refused to touch them and ordered me to throw them away. So I took the cards outside and threw them in the trash after considering hiding them, but I knew Jesus would know of my disobedience to my mother, and if he came back before I asked forgiveness, he would send me to Hell.
[image: image-placeholder]In my adult life, I think about this. As a child, it seemed that Jesus loved to torment us by not telling us when he was coming back. Jesus and God were probably at the dinner table on padded chairs eating delicious food, not the black bacon and thin potato soup that the demons served to the tormented in Hell. God asks Jesus, “So, Son, what did you do today?”
Jesus replies, “I moved a bunch of dark stormy clouds apart on Earth so that the sunshine blasted in and surprised everyone. The people fell to their knees and begged forgiveness for their sins. They thought I was coming back to Earth again!” And then God and Jesus laugh and laugh until they are crying. 
[image: image-placeholder]The next time I earned money, I took part of it to the toy store and purchased another trick: a small, brass cup that appeared to turn four nickels into four dimes. These weren’t playing cards, only money and a bowl. We already had money and bowls in our house. Should be OK, I thought.
So, on the next opportunity at our home fellowship, I found a black towel for a magician’s cape and went into the kitchen. The brass cup and five coins I placed on the table, not bothering to ask for permission.
“Everyone, please inspect the cup and nickels to confirm they are ordinary.” 
Dad played along.
“Now watch as I cover these four nickels with this cup, wave my hand, say the magical word, Abracadabra, lift the cup, and behold! The four nickels are now four dimes!”
One of our visitors, Warren, grabbed the cup, examined it, and hit it on the table. Dad picked up the dimes and inquired how I did that.
“A magician can’t reveal his secrets.”
“Did those nickels turn to dimes?” Mom started to panic.
“Mom, it’s only a trick,” I said as I raised my hand up to calm her.
“Show us how you did that! Show us now!! The devil did this!” Now everyone, except Dad, was taking Mom’s side.
“I don’t think the church got those demons out of you. This has to be Satan’s power,” Warren said with one eyebrow raised and his lips pursed.
“Son, show your mom how you did that,” Dad told me. Warren’s wife was repeating Jesus’s name under her breath, squeezing Warren’s arm.
“Dad, I showed Mom the trick last time when she was sure it was the devil, and I showed her it was not. She agreed I didn’t have to show her any more of my tricks!”
“Show her the trick!” Dad demanded.
“NO!!” I frowned and clenched my teeth and hands, crossing my arms.
Mom picked up a big, wooden spoon for stirring a large stew pot and started hitting me with it. “You tell us how you managed that! You show us now! You’re full of the devil! The devil is using you!”
I fell to the floor with my arms covering my head. “You promised me I didn’t have to tell you anymore. It’s only a trick. A magician isn’t supposed to give away secrets. You promised me, you promised me!”
Mom hit me everywhere she could with that wooden spoon, and it stung. Since I’d put the black towel around my neck, it padded my back, so she started on my butt and legs. This wasn’t disobeying my parents. Mom promised me I didn’t have to reveal the magic secrets. When Mom figured out that I wouldn’t give up the goods, she stopped hitting me. Dad took the brass cup and nickels to the outside trash can.
It was tough for Houdini to become a successful entertainer in magic, but I bet he never got hit with a wooden spoon. Did Houdini keep losing his magic props? I know his mother wouldn’t take them away. Houdini wrote how loving and long-suffering she was. He loved her very much. I wish this magician had Houdini’s mother.
I didn’t want to give up magic. But I decided not to buy props anymore. If I did, I might as well have thrown my money in the trash outside and screamed that it was the devil.
So, my next trick was a typical child’s trick. You cut a banana in half with an invisible knife BEFORE you peel the banana. Soon, the next fellowship meeting at our house, aka, the “you youngsters better not be full of the devil, or we’ll beat it out of you” session, arrived. Mom had a bowl of bananas on the dinner table. She only bought them if we had people from our church coming over. I stepped into the kitchen and asked, “Do you care to watch a magic trick?”
No one responded. They just looked at me. I picked up a banana and handed it to one of our guests, Lorna.
“Sister Lorna, please take this banana.” I had to call her sister. She wasn’t my sister, but in our church, you called everyone sister or brother. She took the banana from me, and I proceeded with my practiced magical act.
“In my hand, I hold an invisible magical knife. Sister Lorna, please hold still as I cut the banana.” I dramatically acted worried about this dangerous trick. Sister Lorna held the banana as I stepped close, swooped the knife, and stepped back victoriously.
Sister Lorna looked over the banana. “Nothing happened,” she said.
“Oh, it did. Please peel the banana. But before you do, please examine the banana and tell me if anyone has ever peeled it.” Lorna looked at the banana again and agreed that it was intact.
“Lorna, please hand the banana around to everyone else.” Everyone examined it and agreed.
“Now, sometimes when I do this trick, people insist I’ve unpeeled this banana and taped it back together. Does anyone want another study?” Max took another gander. Everyone was satisfied.
“OK. Now, Sister Lorna, peel that banana,” I commanded in my magician’s voice.
As she started to peel it, you could see the fruit inside the peel had a sharp line as if cut with a knife. She finished peeling it, and the top part of the banana fell. It looked as if someone took the sharpest knife and cut it clean. The peel was uncut and intact. And here we go again. Mom started screaming that I was full of the devil. Having learned my lesson before, I ran out of the house and hid.
 But at least they didn’t get to throw away my expensive props! Only that Satan-possessed banana.
At the next meeting, I prepared for an encore performance and offered to show a trick. There was no answer as usual. I told my audience I needed the table to show this trick. Everyone stood away from the table. I cleared the table for dramatic effect and asked Mom to hand me a glass, but she refused. So, I retrieved a glass from the cupboard.
“I show you this ordinary glass that I took from our ordinary cupboard in our ordinary house in this ordinary town. Would anyone care to examine it?” Roy picked it up, examined the cup, and handed it back. I carefully placed the drinking glass in the table’s center.
“I’ll now push this glass through this solid oak table, over one hundred years old, left to my parents by my great grandparents! My grandpa built this fine piece of furniture from trees he cut with his own dull axe. This isn’t a trick table.” I stepped next to the table and lifted my hand and slowly touched the glass, then raised my hand again as if making sure I had a good aim.
“I just thought of something. What if I break the glass and cut my hand? I’ll take a piece of newspaper and wrap it over it to be safe.” Everyone agreed that was a good idea. I pulled up a chair to the table and pressed the newspaper around the glass. I then lifted the glass to show everyone it was inside the newspaper before setting it back down on the table.
“I hope I can do this. No one has ever accomplished this. My grandpa tried it after he hued this table from the great oak, but the glass shattered and didn’t go through the table.” I lifted my hand and cried, “Abracadabra!” and slammed the cup with my palm. The newspaper flattened, and the cup fell on the floor below the table. At once, the men looked under the table. The glass lay on the floor beneath the center of the table.
Mom’s eyeballs popped out onto the floor, and Satan appeared from a pillar of fire and ate them raw. Everyone started screaming except Dad. Mom went into such a frenzy that Dad had a hard time calming her. He led her to their bedroom and laid her on the bed and stayed with her until she quieted. He came out after a while, but you could still hear Mom lightly crying.
“Son, I can’t have you doing magic around here anymore. It’ll be the death of your mother,” Dad instructed me.
At least my career as a magician ended with a great show.
Would they throw out that Satanic table and glass?
Mom didn’t hit me that time. I’m guessing Dad talked to her after seeing the wooden spoon incident.




Chapter 27


Until I was the age of twelve, Marvella, Sam, and I shared the same bedroom. They were nine and five at the time. Lila, who was three, stayed in Mom and Dad’s bedroom.
“What’s going on, Dad?” I asked.
Dad and four of his friends were bringing plywood and planks into the living room.
“We’re going to build a staircase and then make bedrooms upstairs for you, Sam, and Marvella.”
“Cool! Can I help?”
“Maybe later, Son.”
“Marvin, hold the end of the measuring tape,” Nick said. Nick measured triangles onto a long plank.
“Why are you making triangles, Nick?” I asked.
“These will hold up the staircase. We will cut them out on the lines and then put boards on them to form the stairs.”
I watched as the men measured and cut while Dad assisted them. I noticed they didn’t have Dad do any cutting or measuring. 
“Good job, Marvin!” Josh said after Dad held the first stairway rail steady while he and Nick nailed it into place. 
“Time to haul the plywood upstairs,” John said. Dad and Josh started pushing the four-feet by eight-feet plywood sheets up to the other two men who were in the attic, pulling them up. It took an hour to get all of them upstairs. 
“Marvin, haul up the nails, and we’ll put down the flooring,” Nick said. Dad hauled a big, heavy box of nails up the stairs.
“Can I come watch, Dad?”
“OK, Son. Come on up. Stay with me so you don’t get in the way.”
I watched as the men lay the plywood down to form the floor in the attic. Dad kept nails in front of his four friends while they pounded them into the floor. 
After Dad’s friends finished nailing down all the flooring, they left. Dad was alone to put up the insulation and build the divider walls, doors, and paneling. I offered to help. The first task was to fill in the rafters with insulation—a quick job.
Next, we attached the paneling to the walls and ceiling. We needed to cut angles to fit the paneling into the peaks of the attic. Dad cut a piece, but it didn’t match the edges. He then cut a second piece, and it didn’t fit. Dad became frustrated and threw the saw onto the floor.
“Dad, let me measure and cut the angles, and you hammer the nails.” For me, this was fun with math and angles. I measured and cut the paneling as Dad held it still. It fit, and I held it in place as Dad nailed.
After four weeks, we finished installing the paneling and hung the doors to produce three bedrooms.
We built the middle room for Sam with a huge window in the divider wall. Sam was used to sharing a room with me, so he felt better with the window. It also provided air from the outside window to flow.
Marvella got the third room with no window, but if she left her door open, the window over the stairway provided air. During the summer, our attic bedrooms heated to an extreme temperature. We had no fans upstairs. We had no air conditioning in the house. I pleaded for a fan.
We complained about the heat, but Mom and Dad never bought a fan. Sweating profusely at night made it difficult to sleep. The stiffness of the night seized our consciousness.
To keep helping my family, I earned money with door-to-door sales, and then I started another paper route for The Sheridan Press, which was better than the Casper Star-Tribune route I had earlier. It was after school, I didn’t have to collect money, and I got paid one dollar per month for each customer. I had one hundred customers, so I earned one hundred dollars per month. If customers did not pay, it did not come out of my pocket.
“Son, let’s go collect some coal,” Dad said to me. I crawled into the passenger side of Dad’s 1959 Chevy small-bed pickup. I loved the old leather and grease smell of the cab. We drove twenty miles to Decker, Montana, which has one of the world’s largest coal strip mines. Dad pulled to the side of the gravel road next to a small pile of coal. 
“Why don’t the coal tractors stop and pick up coal after it falls out?” I asked.
“Son, this mine puts out seven miles of train cars filled with coal every week. I don’t think they have time to stop and pick up tiny piles of coal. Grab a shovel, and help me throw it into the truck.”
Free coal helped us to save money with our coal furnace. The wheels of the vehicles that hauled the coal out of the strip mines were taller than two cars stacked on top of each other. Bumpy roads caused coal to drop out of the machines alongside the road. 
Besides free coal, to help our family survive, Dad and I had the barbershops to clean five nights per week. We fished, grew a garden, and hunted for seventy percent of our food. Mom managed the money that Dad and I earned, and there still was not enough money to pay the bills. We should have had plenty, according to my calculations.
 Since I helped with the family income, I thought it made sense I had a right to give my opinion on how Mom spent it. 
“Mom, I figured the cost of making meals from scratch, and we could save a lot of money if we did not buy TV dinners.”
“Quit being disrespectful, Tim!” Mom said.
“But, Mom, I’m not. I just want to help save money. Like all the candy bars you buy. Those are expensive.”
Mom bought one candy bar for each child on Fridays, which we looked forward to, but she had candy constantly. I imagined she had a secret door in a wall that opened to steep stairs into a dungeon filled with shelves of candy bars. She ran her fingers over the sweets, cackling as she decided her next treat.
One day, Mom ran out of candy, and we had no money.
“Well, there’s that jar of silver dimes your dad gathered,” Mom said.
I knew this collection. Dad was proud of it. At the grocery store, he kept an eye out for silver dimes while using the cash register. He swapped a regular dime for the silver one. A silver dime was worth one dollar. Over many years, he had gathered fifty of them.
I remembered many days Dad coming home with a big smile, showing me his latest prize. He pointed out how you could tell it was one hundred percent silver by looking at the edge. If the date was 1964 or earlier, it was another clue. Dad dropped the coin into the jar with flair as the sound of chink gave him a twinkle in his eye.
Dad had little time or money for hobbies, so this was special to him.
Mom took the jar of dimes.
“Mom, no! Those are Dad’s special dimes! He collects them.”
“He doesn’t care,” Mom answered.
Mom plundered every dime on candy, spending them at ten cents each, instead of the one dollar each, she could have gotten if she took them to the coin shop.
The next week, Dad came home with another dime. When he lifted the jar to put them in, he saw it was empty.
“Where are my dimes?” Dad asked.
“Mom spent them on candy,” I said.
Dad shook his head and slammed the jar on the shelf. He turned and walked outside, slamming the door. I was not a witness to anything about this incident after that, but I could tell Dad was angry.
Mom bounced checks often, which added bank fees every month. Mom slapped and admonished me when I asked to balance her checking account. My theory that I knew more than she did about finances insulted her. I often looked at Mom’s paper ledger for her checking account. A chicken had filled it in with an inked beak, or so it appeared. The chicken’s math would’ve been much better, I’m sure.
Holding back a few dollars from my income, I used it to buy three fans at garage sales for each of our bedrooms. I paid ten cents each. One garage sale had a large thermometer that I took home and hung. Watching the temperature on hot nights, the attic reached up to one hundred thirty degrees Fahrenheit. The fans blew air around, but it didn’t cool our attic.
I purchased milk for the refrigerator. I hated milk, except on cereal, but my brother loved it. He couldn’t bear to eat Mom’s cooking, so he survived on milk. Mom bought groceries on Fridays. The family consumed the TV dinners and milk by Monday. Mom and Dad never bought more milk until the following Friday, so I used part of my income to put milk in the fridge.
Weber’s, a tiny grocery store two blocks from our house, was where I bought the milk. Dad worked at Boyd’s, a supermarket where Mom shopped. But Boyd’s was too far away to carry home a gallon of milk for someone as small as I was. Neither Mom nor Dad noticed that the milk started lasting the full week. But then Mom never recognized that a chicken with poor math skills was writing in her checkbook either.




Chapter 28


“Ouch! That hurts!” I yelled. The crumpled-up newspaper scratched my butt. It had been two weeks since we had actual toilet paper. We had run out of catalog pages, which were smoother than newspaper. I bet crinkled-up newspapers didn’t make the bears in the woods happy. 
After washing up, I walked into the kitchen where Mom was working on food for dinner. 
“Can I help you cook, Mom?”
“No, you’ll just get in the way.”
“Why don’t we have toilet paper?”
“It’s too expensive.”
“Well, how much does it cost?”
“Forty-nine cents.”
I thought about this. I watched prices while Mom shopped. I was especially peeved when she bought Swanson TV dinners that cost sixty-nine cents each. The candy bars she bought were ten cents each. I would happily give up a Swanson dinner to get toilet paper. 
“Mom, toilet paper costs less than five candy bars or one TV dinner. It doesn’t make sense we have no toilet paper.”
“Don’t get smart with me, young man!” Mom was holding an enormous pot with both hands, so she couldn’t take a swing at me. But I knew it was time to shut up.
I had three dollars hidden from my paper route earnings. I had to give the rest to Mom for bills. The next day I took a walk to Weber’s grocery to buy toilet paper. It was fifty-nine cents at Weber’s. Everything cost more at Weber’s, but it was worth it. 
Another of Mom’s nonsensical ways of saving money was with water. She refused to allow more than one bath per week. I needed to bathe daily because I was a bedwetter.
My vivid dreams caused me to wet the bed. In my dream I looked around, trying to understand if I was awake or dreaming. The bathroom seemed real, so I decided, “Yes. I’m awake, and this bathroom is real.” And then I peed in the toilet. However, I was asleep and still in bed.
With many alarm clocks around my room, I hoped to wake up at 3:00 AM and use the toilet. I was a sleepwalker, so during the night I turned off the alarms.
Since I couldn’t bathe in the bathtub more than one time per week, I used a washcloth to do the best I could. I never smelled good for school. My clothes didn’t always have a pleasant scent because I had only three pairs of pants, three shirts, three pairs of socks, and three pairs of underwear. Mom allowed no one else to use the washing machine. That machine was a big water waster, Mom explained.
I got the bright idea to wash my clothes in the restroom sink and hang them to dry on the clothesline outdoors. I was outside hanging them when Mom came out to the back yard.
“Tim, what are you doing!”
“I’m hanging my clothes. I washed them in the sink.”
“I told you not to waste water!” Mom picked up a stick and came after me. I ran into the house, but she caught me in a corner and started beating me with the stick.
“You’re a bad boy. I wish you were dead!” She repeated each time the stick connected with my body. All I’d done was try to clean my clothing. Mom refused to wash my sheets and blankets more than once per month, which were too big to wash in the sink. Now I wasn’t allowed to use the sink.
Three days later Mom was playing the piano and singing. I loved to sing, so I joined her. Mom was always happy that I would sing religious songs with her. After about half an hour Mom finished and went into the kitchen, humming a tune. I thought I would take advantage of this good mood. 
“Mom, could I please use the washing machine to wash my sheets? I will give you money for the water.”
“No, we can’t afford the water.”
“But I will give you money for it.”
“You don’t have any money.”
“But my bed really stinks. I gag when I’m in my room.”
“Then you need to quit wetting the bed.”
“I want to. I try. But I dream I’m in the bathroom, and it seems real.”
“You like peeing the bed. If you didn’t, you would stop.”
I decided I’d pushed my luck as far as it would go and walked away without getting hit. Sort of a win for me. 
When cousins came to visit, I refused to let them into my room. They complained about the stink even though I’d locked them out. By the time I was twelve, the shame of my bedwetting had become excruciatingly embarrassing. I had to find a solution.
There were plenty of free five-gallon buckets from the bakery, so I used the outside garden hose to fill the buckets half-way. When Mom wasn’t looking, I smuggled them to my room.
One bucket was to wash the sheets and the other for rinsing. Then, I emptied the buckets out the window and hung the bed sheets up to drip-dry into the buckets. After they quit dripping, I stretched them on a clothesline I installed inside my room. The fan blowing on the sheets near the window dried them in half a day.
It was troublesome, time-consuming work, but the fresh air in the room as I lay on a clean sheet was my reward. Bedwetting was an affliction for me until I reached the latter part of my sixteenth year.
On the day I had my first date with a girl, I stopped wetting the bed. Thinking of dating a girl while having a bedwetting problem gave me dreadful dreams. But something happened, I don’t know what, to stop my bedwetting abruptly. It coincided with this date. I still had vivid dreams, but I never peed in the bed again.




Chapter 29


When I entered seventh grade, the first of two years for middle school, violin class was held three times per week. This class was larger and more diverse. During the fifth and sixth grades, there were violins in my class. Now we had violas, cellos, and bass. Mr. Blankenship introduced us to sections, such as first and second violin, which were directed by a conductor.
Our classroom was off the stage at stage right. The room had an unfinished concrete floor and stage props stored for future performances. It stimulated my creativity.
The difference in physical maturity between the students in sixth grade to those in my class now in junior high was significant. The gambit ran from tiny, such as me, to kids almost adult-sized. One of those adult-sized girls was Donna. Donna had a different set of values than I did. She showed great disrespect to Mr. Blankenship.
“Donna, take your seat, and pay attention to me,” Mr. Blankenship said.
“Why? Why should I pay attention to you?” Donna replied, much to my shock.
“If you don’t take your seat and pay attention, I will report you to the principal!”
With that, Donna took her chewing gum out of her mouth and put it in Mr. Blankenship’s hair. He stomped off toward the principal’s office.
 I had never seen disrespect to an adult like that.
Mr. Blankenship gave extra credit for listening to classical hour at 10:00 PM on Sunday on KWYO AM radio. During the classical hour, I was in church waiting for God to go to bed.
“Who listened to classical hour yesterday?” Mr. Blankenship asked on Monday.
Everyone’s hand went up except mine.
“Tim, you never raise your hand. Why don’t you listen to the show? It’s easy extra credit for class.”
“I want to, Mr. Blankenship, but I don’t have a recorder, and I’m always in church during the show.”
“But, Tim, the show is at 10:00 PM. What church has a service that late?”
“Mine does, Sir.”
[image: image-placeholder]Up in Heaven, Jesus is listening to KWYO AM classical music hour.
“Son, shouldn’t you be in church instead of listening to the radio?” God says.
“Dad, I went to church. The Catholic church. They let us out early enough so I can join the priest for a hot toddy at the pub and still get home in time to listen to KWYO. Beats the heck out of the AG.”
[image: image-placeholder]Our class put on a concert for parents and anyone who wanted to attend two times a year in the large school auditorium which had sweet, velvety cushioned seats.
These cushioned seats reminded me of the hard benches at church. Jesus and the angels would have loved these cushy seats. I bet my ghosts would have liked them.
During the concert, the seats filled up with parents, grandparents, friends, and whatnot. None of my family ever came to the concerts.




Chapter 30 


At twelve, two years after my exorcism, the pastor decided that he should involve me further with the church to keep me on the true path. My dad informed me of his decision.
“Son, I suggested to the minister that you should be the leader of the youth group. The youth group and the pastor agreed.”
“He can’t do that! He’s too young,” Mom said.
“He can do it,” Dad said.
The youth group had three people besides me in it. There was Fred Neilson, Donna Bell, and Bob Badger. They were each nineteen, too old for me to be their leader. But the three agreed I should be. The youth group was for the participants to learn to run the church once they were adults. I learned to lead songs and create five- to ten-minute teachings for the meetings, followed by discussions. Because it was for teens, I had more attractive activities than the adult meetings.
I felt encouraged because Dad thought I could lead that group. Even though he hadn’t refused the exorcism, now he was standing up to the church to say he believed I was a good boy. The church no longer believed I was Satan’s groupie. We held the meetings at 6:00 PM on Sunday nights before the adult meeting. 
The meeting was in the basement of the new church building with a bare concrete floor and brown, wood-paneled walls. The basement had pleasant sunlight shining through the windows. A mini version of the adult pulpit sat in the middle of the central room, carved from old wood that could have been on Noah’s ark.
We sat in hard, flimsy, metal folding chairs next to the church kitchen in the basement. When the ladies prepared food for a meeting, they opened the dividers to the main part of the basement, releasing the smells of baking cookies, stews, pies, and roasts. Two stairways covered with red carpeting led up to the main entrance for the church.
I wished to be a proper leader, so I devoted several hours each week studying the Bible to create the weekly lessons. I made notes of the sermons in the adult meetings and discussed them with the pastor during the week because I wanted the church to accept me as a man of God.
During this time, the pastor had a strong influence on me. Often, we discussed demons. I still didn’t believe that my ghosts were demons. However, I desired to be faithful to God and the church, which meant I should admit ghosts did not exist.﻿
I wondered why I’d never seen my ghosts since the exorcism and why they were quiet for an entire year. But now, they were back with messages and said they never left. I heard them say my name as real as a person talking to me, and the messages they sent me in my head were not of my creation. But I questioned if they were real since I couldn’t see them.
I needed to build the membership of the youth group. Kids in our church between the ages of twelve and eighteen were prospects, and I got five more to join. Our ranks swelled to nine members. 
During my studies for the youth group, when I was thirteen, I read in the Bible of prophets who had the “word of knowledge.” Dang, that’s what happened to me. Those prophets had ghosts giving them information, I thought. The ghosts helped them to appear as men of God. Did the people shun them until the prophets figured out to put “the God spin” on it? Maybe these ghosts were how God sent messages to me.
One week, on a Sunday afternoon, I told the pastor that I believed I had the word of knowledge. I informed him that if I touched his forehead, I could ask God for a message. I didn’t need to touch his forehead, but our church believed in the laying on of hands, and I wanted to show I was yielding to the church.
I was sitting in the pastor’s red carpeted office. The ceiling was majestic with wooden beams that soared to the sky.
The pastor agreed. I leaned over his desk, touched his forehead, and said, “Dear God, please send me a message for the pastor.”
In my head, as if hearing a radio broadcast, not from my own thoughts, I received this message from the lady ghost: “He does not have cancer.”
“Pastor, God wants you to know he cares for you and loves you and that you have no worries for your health. You don’t have cancer.” 
His eyes widened, and his mouth flew open. 
“No one knows that except my doctor. I didn’t want my family to worry until we had the final results this week.” He leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling.
I continued, “You will be fine. There is more information. God says not to be concerned with the conflict with Brother Givens. It will resolve itself before next Sunday.” It felt good to give this news. I loved to help people.
“OK, Son. Let’s talk next week. Keep praying and studying God’s word.”
“Yes, Sir.” I opened the door and walked away.
During the next Sunday’s morning service, the pastor announced God’s message from the pulpit. The pulpit was large and had a weaving with an image of Jesus hanging on the front. Gold tassels hung from the sides and bottom.
“This week, I found out that a small tumor I had removed is benign. The doctors at first thought it could be cancerous, but praise God it’s not!”
The crowd said, “Thank you, Jesus! Thank you, God!”
“Last Sunday, God gave me a message. He told me I didn’t have cancer and not to worry. He, too, gave me another message of a private matter which has come to pass. Praise be to God!” The pastor held onto the pulpit with both hands as he spoke, looked at me, and smiled.
The congregation said, “Thank you, Jesus! Thank you, God!”
On Wednesday of that week, before the evening service, the pastor invited me into his office.
“Tim, I want you to pray for the parishioners at the Sunday morning service.” Each Sunday morning, the pastor called anyone to the front that wanted God to bless them. The pastor, and sometimes one deacon, prayed for each one at a time.
“Yes, Sir, I’m happy to help.”
Next Sunday morning, the pastor asked me to join him up front to pray for those who arrived for God’s blessing. Everyone stood in a row facing the pulpit. The pastor and I started on opposite ends.
The first lady was Sister Bellmen, short and wiry with wrinkled hands and face. I had never met her husband as he didn’t attend church. She had a scarf tied over her long, gray hair to hold it back in a ponytail. I touched her forehead and asked my ghosts for a message.
I felt a breath in my ear. Three white human shapes appeared. But they were not human. I paused and looked for a full minute and recognized my ghosts. This was the first time I had seen them since my exorcism. Why didn’t they appear as humans with spring dresses or Sunday clothes? Why appear as three white shapes? I still recognized which one was the lady, and she gave me a message for Sister Bellmen.
“Sister Bellmen, God wishes you to know he loves you and he cares for you. He knows that the cruelty from your husband has put you at the brink of a nervous breakdown. He’s giving you the power right now to overcome this, and he’s banishing your pain and fear now.” 
Sister Bellmen let out an ear-piercing scream that might have chased the bats from the belfry if we had any bats, or a belfry. She lifted her hands and started dancing, crying, and screaming. She shook and twisted so much her scarf flew off and her hair whipped back and forth. The entire congregation joined in jumping with their arms lifted toward the heavens shouting, “Hallelujah” and “Thank you, Jesus!”
I stepped back and looked at the Pastor, who motioned for me to continue. I moved over to the next person, a tall, burly man by the name of James Hidel. His suit coat stretched tight over his lumberjack shoulders, and as he raised his hands to God, the bottom of his jacket lifted up to his ribs. I stretched and stood on my toes to reach his forehead and asked for a message from my ghosts. When he felt me touch him, he lowered his hands and looked at me.
“Brother Hidel, God wishes you to know he loves you. God wants you to know if you will confess your sin to your boss, your boss will forgive you and so will God.”
James Hidel, this strong man that never cried, tried to stifle the sobs, but sputters snuck out the side of his mouth.
“Thank you. Thank you for that message from God.” He fell to his knees, put his hands and head on the floor, and wept.
Next, I moved to Sister Pershing. She was the best dressed among our church. She had long hair because our church believed it was a sin for women to cut their hair. She had bunched her hair with a golden rope. Her hands were folded and held to her face, and her eyes closed as she whispered a prayer. I touched her forehead, and she opened her eyes.
“Sister Pershing, your son Kyle will return home this week. God wants you to forgive Kyle.” 
She pinched her nose between her eyes, and tears exploded over her face. 
“Thank you, Jesus,” she said in a calm voice, at least, calm compared to the rest of the congregation.
The pastor moved faster than I did and had prayed for the others. He patted me on the shoulder with a big grin.
Many of the parishioners shook my hand with big smiles on their faces, noting their approval that God, instead of Satan, was talking through me now. I realized this was how evil people created new religions, because too many times people put unfounded trust in tricksters. But I would never do that, and I doubted my ghosts would help me if I did.




PART 3 







Chapter 31


When I reached the ninth grade, we got to have violin class every day, and we had a new violin teacher. His name was Mr. Wilson.
In high school, I had more freedom during the day. We had a study hall that was just any period without a scheduled class. I was allowed to practice the violin in the music room for study period.
Our violin class was a small chamber orchestra with twelve violinists, six violists, three cellists, and one bassist. In the violin section, we had first, second, and third violinists. Mr. Wilson assigned us our position according to our skill. To be in the first violin section, you had to play better than the violinists in the second section. To be in the second section, you had to be stronger than the third section. The ninth graders started in the third violin section.
Every month, you could “challenge” to move up a seat. By challenging, I’d moved up to first violin second chair by the end of sophomore year. I wanted to challenge the first violin first chair to become concertmaster. Concertmaster was a prestigious position because this person was the most crucial in the orchestra, except for the conductor. The concertmaster is always the first chair violin in the first violin section, except on rare occasions.
The concertmaster walks out onto the stage after the other musicians sit in their chairs. He or she turns to the crowd and bows. Then he or she turns to the orchestra, raises his or her bow to queue the oboe to play an “A” note, and tunes the orchestra before the maestro comes out.
The concertmaster is a valuable assistant to the conductor. He or she fills in to conduct if needed. He or she plays the first violin solos.
When the conductor comes out, he or she shakes hands with the concertmaster, which represents shaking hands with the entire orchestra.
Many times while I was practicing, I imagined being the concertmaster or even the conductor. I acted this out and immersed myself in the fantasy. Kids walking by the orchestra classroom as I waved my arms alone in the room probably thought I was crazy.
Each year we practiced for many small concerts. We had one big musical performance as the finale of the school year, which was a collaboration of the choir, the drama class, the band, and the orchestra. When we combined the band and the orchestra, we had a full symphony. It was a grand feeling to play in a symphony.
“Mom, Dad, my orchestra class is having a concert next week. Here’s the program for it. The teacher asked me to give it to my parents. Will you come?”
“I hate violin music,” Dad said. Dad had never attended any of my concerts. 
“Mom, will you come? I know you like the violin.” 
“Maybe.” Excuses weren’t forthcoming from Mother. She just never showed up. As each year went by, and as I advanced up the ranks of the orchestra, I pleaded with my parents to show up and watch me.
Once we were in high school, our performances required many practice sessions in the evening. It was fortunate that I was within walking distance of our school, or I could not have attended. It was too much trouble for my parents to do any driving for school functions. In the Wyoming winters, temperatures could get to thirty degrees below zero without the wind chill. Tonight was one of those nights. 
“Mom, Dad, I’m walking to school for the concert now.”
“OK. Have fun,” Dad said. 
I had bundled up accordingly for the weather. I pushed open the door and trod through the snow. It was a half-mile walk to the school, which seemed much longer during winter. I arrived at the school an hour early. Mr. Wilson was in the orchestra room preparing for the concert. 
“Hi, Mr. Wilson.”
“Hi, Tim, you’re early.”
“I know, but I need to give my violin time to warm up to room temperature before I open the case.” 
“Yes, that’s a good idea. But why is it cold?”
“I walked to get here.”
“Why didn’t your parents drive you? Aren’t they coming? Did you give them the program?”
“Yes, I did. They never come. I can only come if I walk. They won’t drive me.”
Mr. Wilson raised one eyebrow and went back to shuffling the sheet music.
I loved practicing for the musicals with the drama class, choir, and band. The drama class always had such great props like in Li’l Abner during my freshman year, where they had bottles made of sugar glass. The actor playing Li’l Abner made everyone laugh and clap when the actress hit him over the head for the first time as he pretended that she’d hurt him. She shrieked! Everyone roared with laughter.
We had three ten-minute breaks during the three-hour practice sessions. Most of the kids hung out in the hallway, as did I, with the other orchestra members during breaks.
There were no bullies at practice. This was an after-school event. Bullies picked on orchestra members; ergo, a bully wouldn’t join the orchestra.




Chapter 32


My dream was to be an artist and own a business. Art was my passion, and I had an excellent rapport with my art teachers from seventh grade through the end of high school. Because of my dedication to art, the Wyoming Artists Guild made me the youngest member in their history at age fourteen. 
One of the most well-respected artists in Wyoming was William Wright. When I was fourteen years old, I met him because his wife, Mrs. Wright, was my creative writing teacher in ninth grade. Mr. William Wright took me under his wing to help me become a professional artist.
My favorite classes in high school were art classes, and Mr. Murphy was one of my favorite art instructors. I was working on the potter’s wheel one day, covered with clay, and Mr. Murphy walked up to watch me. After watching for ten minutes he said, “Tim, I want to make you my assistant teacher.”
“Wow, OK. Why? I’m only in ninth grade. There are a lot of students older than I am.”
“Well, for one thing, we are only two weeks into the first semester, and you have already finished all the projects for the year. I need to keep you busy. For another, you are very dedicated to art and have already been helping other students in the class. I may as well give you an official title.”
“Thank you, Mr. Murphy.” I’m sure my teeth looked extra white grinning through a face of splattered clay. 
Mr. Murphy made us laugh. He remained quiet when someone asked questions, pausing before answering. Because of him and art, I endured the relentless abuse I faced during high school.
Later, a strange disappearance happened in Mrs. Wright’s creative writing class. She gave us an assignment to compose a fictional story. Mrs. Wright said she had a pen as an award to the top three authors.
Now, I didn’t want the pen, but I sure loved to write. I prepared my mind to write the story. Kendrick Park lay below the hill next to our high school. I crept through it, looking at the trees. The green, broad leaves rocked slowly in the warm breeze. I lingered my hand on the rough bark, hoping for an idea. I circled down to the shallow, wide creek and watched the ripples over the rocks next to cattails. I cut three to take home. Mom liked to put them in a vase in the house.
I stepped onto the bridge to cross the river. I saw my three ghosts, white shapes of humans. I stopped and watched. Seeing them when not asleep was rare, and I wanted to stay in the moment. 
I crossed the foot bridge halfway, then stood and gazed into the rushing water below. An idea for the story came to me! I walked home to deliver the cattails to Mom and went outside to one of my favorite bushes.
The bush was thick, so you could not see through it, but in the middle was space large enough for me to sit in. I crawled in with my notebook and pencil and sat. The bush had thin, green, flexible branches growing from the ground. The smell of the leaves was invigorating. I watched a walking stick crawling up one branch who looked at me, then continued its stroll. I wrote.
On the assigned day, I laid my story on top of the stack of papers on Mrs. Wright’s desk as requested.
The next day in class, Mrs. Wright announced the three winners. My name wasn’t one of them. Darn. She asked the authors to get up and recite their papers.
After class, I went to Mrs. Wright and asked what she thought of my paper.
“Why, Tim, I didn’t get one from you.”
“Oh? I put it on the pile of papers just as you requested.”
She said she didn’t see it. I saw a paper turned face down on her desk. I asked her if that was it. She picked it up, stared at it, and said, “Oh my! That wasn’t here before! I’ll read this tonight and let you know tomorrow of my opinion.”
The next day, Mrs. Wright came to class. She disclosed to everyone, “Yesterday, I read a paper that I’d overlooked which should have been first place winner by far. I can’t award a prize since I already gave them out, but I’m asking Tim to come up and read this story.” So, I did. I didn’t care about the prize. It thrilled me that Mrs. Wright liked my paper.





Chapter 33


When I entered ninth grade at Sheridan High School in Sheridan, Wyoming, I was fourteen and the smallest child in the record of that school, only four feet two and sixty-five pounds, the size of an average eight-year-old. This was after enduring seventh and eighth grades. In seventh grade, I started as a three feet eleven, fifty-five pound student. The boys threw me around like a toy in middle school. Would high school be better?










When I started ninth grade, I was a Lilliputian among giants. Immature giants. Giants with bad smells, bad manners, and bad humor. I walked up the steep stairwells, pressing against the wall to avoid the onslaught of big feet passing by me. The high school was fed with middle schools from all around the county, so I knew very few students.
On the third floor, where freshmen lockers were, I started counting down the numbers on the lockers to find mine.
“Oh my God!” The girls squealed, pointing at me. “He’s so cute!” The post-pubescent males of the freshman species came to life when they heard the females. Moving in pack formation, they came toward me.
“Who are you, short stuff?” They said with such wit.
I darted away, but the boys caught me and hoisted me above their heads, then dumped me into a trash can. Funny guys. They thought so anyway, laughing and pointing.
High school was going to be much more challenging to stay out of lockers and trash cans than my time in middle school. Once the junior and senior boys figured out that I existed, they took this new sport of “Stick Tim Somewhere Stinky” to a new level. Daily, someone slammed me into lockers or trash cans. Superhero sportsmen spun me above their heads like the propeller on a beanie hat.
These guys needed a punch or a kick in the face or something so they’d stop harassing me. But my religion didn’t allow violence. I guess that didn’t apply to parents beating their kids. We had to turn the other cheek. I explained to Mom that I needed to defend myself, and she refused to allow it. If I disobeyed Mom, and Jesus returned for the rapture before I asked for forgiveness, I’d go to Hell. Fear controlled me.
Jay Engle was a friend of mine in high school. He was small, but not as little as I was. Jay had a mouth on him. Unlike me, who ran and tried to avoid these louts, he yelled at the boys and tried to fight back when they harassed him. Because of this, he endured some nasty beatings, and no one defended him. 
One day in the cafeteria, the boys started slamming his head over and over into a porcelain sink. Poor Jay screamed and cried, “Someone, please help me!” But no one came to his aid. It was a horrific day that ended with Jay in the hospital. No consequences for the attackers. There were never any punishments or pushback against bullies. The philosophy of the school was that you needed to learn to defend yourself and not be a crybaby.
When Jay returned to school, he avoided areas that could be trouble for him for a year. The bullies controlled his life.




Chapter 34


Bullying extended even to my algebra class. Up through eighth grade, I had the highest algebra score in the school’s history, and I rated in the top three percent nationwide. Not only did I get one hundred percent on my tests, but also, I did all the extra credit offered if you finished your test early.
A career in math is what I hoped for, so I waited in anticipation for Mr. Morgan and his algebra class. I loved algebra.
The first test came after a few weeks. As usual, I got a one hundred. But then Mr. Morgan gave me a nasty surprise. He gave me a B, not an A. I went to his desk and asked why I had a B for getting one hundred percent on the test. I did not miss one question, and I got a freaking B!! Mr. Morgan explained that he graded on a curve. Everyone else had received less than fifty percent on the test. If he didn’t grade on a curve, then everyone else would’ve failed, and I’d have been the only one that passed. He unashamedly told me, “I’d look like a bad teacher if all but one of my students failed the test.”
Something short circuited in my brain. I didn’t even know how to respond to that.
I visited the principal’s office and explained what happened. He did nothing to change the results. Mr. Morgan gave me a B—the first B in math in my life!! Mr. Morgan was the one to blame for this, but I also blamed those cranial misfits in my class.
Everyone knew I’d aced the first test. The teacher made sure of it. When the teacher handed out the second test he said, “I’ll use the honor system and leave you alone.” And with that, he walked away. I completed my test in less than five minutes. As soon as I laid my pencil down, one missing link grabbed my paper, and the entire class copied it.
The next day Mr. Morgan handed everyone’s papers back to them and congratulated them all on getting one hundred percent on their tests. He gave everyone an A.
Are you freaking kidding me, Mr. Morgan! I thought to myself.
 I stayed after class and told Mr. Morgan he needed to stay in the class during tests because the other students took my test and copied it. I was sure that it had to be noticeable. But Mr. Morgan said he’d continue to trust his students with the honor system.
For the next test, I asked Mr. Morgan if I could have an extra test paper. He looked at me warily but handed it to me. After Mr. Morgan left his class on the honor system, I completed the test in a short time. The bullies grabbed and copied my test paper. Then I filled out the second test paper. That’s the one I gave to Mr. Morgan. The first one I tore up and threw away.
At the next class Mr. Morgan announced that only one person had passed the test: Tim. He said that everyone else in the class got a zero. No correct answers.
Mr. Morgan understood what I’d done. But he refused to take a beating on his overall class grades. So instead, Mr. Morgan told everyone that he’d give the test over again. Mr. Morgan refused to give me a second test paper to fill out after that.
Guess what? No one seized my paper. They didn’t have the intelligence to figure out if it had the right or wrong answers. For the first time, I won a fight with these bullies.
The rest of the year, Mr. Morgan graded on a curve and gave me a B for the year. I got one hundred percent all year, but I got a B final grade. How can Mr. Morgan even look at himself in the mirror? No mirrors in his house, I guessed.




Chapter 35


One day, I saw Jay heading for Senior Hall where the school allowed all students, but juniors and seniors commandeered it for only themselves. I ran up to Jay. “What are you doing? Those boys will kill you!”
“Watch this!” He grinned.
Jay walked into the hallway and said some foul words and nasty accusations to the boys that had thrashed him. I froze in terror as the boys came to attack him. However, Jay gave them a big surprise and cleaned their clocks. During the previous year, he had bided his time, going to the YMCA and taking martial arts lessons. Not one of those boys stood when Jay finished with them.
 Good for Jay.
And like that, Jay won his freedom.
But I wasn’t free. I couldn’t fight back. Again, I pleaded with Mother to let me fight back. I told her what had happened to Jay and how violence had set him free. She agreed, but ONLY if I gave three warnings first.
Stupid! I thought. I didn’t say it to Mom. How was I going to give three warnings while these boys were chasing me? That wouldn’t let me surprise them with a kick or a punch. Maybe I could hand out a leaflet to everyone in Senior Hall announcing, “These are your three warnings.” Perhaps I could ask the principal to broadcast the three warnings over the school PA system. However, this stupid rule ended up being genius, thanks to Mom.
The next day, opportunity presented itself. A star senior basketball player picked me up and held me above his head to the thrill of his female admirers and buddies. I started with the first warning. 
“This is your first warning. You only get three. Put me down now!” My notice got a lot of laughs from the crowd. The jock holding me received more attention now, and he loved it.
The jock didn’t set me down. Now for warning number two. 
“This is your second warning. You only get three. Put me down now!” The crowd’s laughter rose to a roar of howls and hoots. 
“Squash him like a bug!” they yelled.
Warning number three. “This is it! Your third and final warning. Put me down now!”
Still, the hero didn’t put me down.
The time I’d been waiting for, for years, had come. I get to fight back. First, I twisted my body out of the jock’s hands and jumped onto his back, holding him with a chokehold around his throat. I pulled in tight, very tight.
This bug stings.
His face started turning red from lack of breath. 
He sputtered, “Get him off me! Get him off me!” The next two basketball buddies grabbed my legs. They had my feet right in front of their faces.
Turning my head, I looked back and thought, really? I then pulled one leg in, pulling that boy toward me, and then I shoved my foot hard into his nose. He fell, bleeding. The other boy grabbed both of my legs, and not learning from his friend’s mistake, allowed me to do the same thing to his face.
The crowd’s laughter was deafening. But they were no longer laughing at me; they were laughing at the basketball stars. I saw that shame was painful to them. And then I realized humiliation was my weapon.
Eventually, the boys got their friend out of that chokehold, and yes, I ended up in the trash can. But, since I knew how to fight back and make it not as fun for the bullies, maybe they’d stop.
There were other techniques I developed to humiliate my personal bullies. Usually, I could use them only one time on any set of tormentors. Most of them had long learning curves, so sometimes I brought an encore performance.
One of my favorite acts was to run around a corner with at least three Goliaths chasing me. As soon as they came around the corner, they saw me already heading back toward their admiring spectators. They skidded like clowns trying to turn around to get me. Around the corner, I was on my hands and knees. When the Olympians charged back to catch me, they tripped and tumbled all over the floor. The humiliation wounded them. Their friends laughing at them hurt them. They caught me eventually and put me in a trash can, but I was getting harassed a little less.
On that trick and others, I reasoned I didn’t need to give three warnings because I didn’t attack them. It wasn’t my fault they didn’t see me on the floor.
My buddy Jay Engle had taught me a few things, like how to flip a taller person. He showed me how leverage gave the smaller guy the advantage. When one boy chased me, I turned around, grabbed his arm, fell back, and pushed with my feet, throwing him quite a distance. Since the bully was already moving toward me, I was using his body’s momentum to my advantage. This was a skill I used often. And as always, I made sure it happened in front of their friends, so the humiliation did the most damage.
This defense didn’t accommodate three warnings either. I reasoned that I only humiliated them; I didn’t physically hurt them.
[image: image-placeholder]Up in Heaven, God and Jesus are eating popcorn and watching the show. “Son, what’s with the three warnings rule?”
“Dad, it didn’t come from me, but it’s a genius idea!” Jesus tosses a popcorn and catches it in his mouth.
[image: image-placeholder]And one day, it happened: amazing unseen forces.
A crowd of large boys surrounded me. They were wary, but now they had me. They reached to grab me. I knew what was going to happen. I didn’t want to get hurt and thrown in a waste can. I was so tired of it. So tired.
I heard my lady ghost say my name and got the radio broadcast message. 
“Sit and be your tree.” The image of the tree with my three-story mansion flashed into my mind. I understood what I was to do. I sat, crossed my legs and arms, and imagined myself being very, very heavy and attached like a tree to the ground. With my eyes closed, I saw roots growing from me into the ground and my body becoming a solid tree trunk with rough bark.
The first two boys bent over to put their hands under my folded arms and pulled. I did not budge. They pulled again, their faces turning red. Still, I did not budge. Two more of their buddies bent over to help. Even with all four of them pulling to lift me, I did not leave the floor. Their friends started howling in laughter at them. Others stepped forward and tried, but none of them lifted me. Finally, they gave up and walked away.
The boys didn’t throw me in the trash that day.
I don’t know how I defied their strength, but it happened. And it happened many times that year. As long as I sat on the floor and had a few seconds to concentrate, they couldn’t lift me. After this, the only time they stuffed me into the trash was when the bullies caught me standing.
 
Juniors and seniors filled the hallway, among them, many of my bullies. Most were sitting on the floor. I needed to get through to my classroom. The new technique of grounding myself like a tree made we ponder other possibilities. Remembering being invisible under the table as a child, I wondered if I could do this again. 
I closed my eyes, inhaled, and then exhaled slowly. I opened my eyes and imagined energy that extended many feet outside my body being pulled into my body. If I could walk through the crowd without my energy touching anyone, and if I stayed quiet, maybe I could make it through unnoticed. I stepped carefully toward the crowd. As I approached, I looked at the floor, making sure not to make eye contact. The path I chose was to avoid any physical contact with those in the crowd. The entire time, I imagined my energy sucked into my body. 
Success! I made it through the crowd unnoticed and escaped into my classroom. 




Chapter 36 


In our junior year, our big musical performance, which was the last for me, was to be H.M.S. Pinafore. I loved this fun musical. Before H.M.S. Pinafore, we had several other performances for the year. The orchestra formalities felt like being part of something important. Because the audience gave us vigorous applause, it made my spirit swell. I wanted my parents to see how the audience loved us. Please, God, I asked, please encourage my parents to show up to see me.
Two months into the year, the first challenge for seat advancements arrived. We sat in our orchestra classroom in front of the other students. Mr. Wilson placed the test music on our stands. As was custom, the challenger played first. I raised the violin, feeling the smooth chin rest against my skin and the prop on my shoulder. The memory of the first time I had held the violin to my chin with Mom’s coaching flashed before me. I lifted the bow and set it on the strings. I inhaled slowly, exhaled, and began to play. As the bow caressed the strings, I smelled the rosin powdering the air.
My wrist bent as I moved the bow, and my fingers felt the strings as I found each note. The sound vibrated through my body. The notes on the paper directed my theme. Then I finished.
After the contest, I was the new concertmaster. I shook the defender’s hand with a bit of regret, but I looked at that chair that had defied me for so long and claimed it. If I had started lessons in fourth grade instead of fifth, I could have accomplished concertmaster by my sophomore year. But at least I made it for three-fourths of my junior year, my last year in high school.
Back at home, my parents were listening to me as I was bouncing up and down on my toes, talking in a rush with my hands, and smiling. Mom and Dad heard about what I had accomplished, but they had no interest in it.
I begged them to please come see me as this was my final year of school and the last year I would perform as concertmaster. They still refused.
The rejection was heartbreaking. It wasn’t nearly as tragic as when my family murdered Pepper, but it was significant.
As my junior year passed, I continued to beg my parents to please come watch me. They always refused, even though I explained several times the prestige of my position. Right before the final performance of H.M.S. Pinafore, Mom said she might attend. My heart jumped a beat at the news, and I hopped away with a big grin. I hoped that after waiting so many years, Mom would be proud of me, giving me hugs and encouragement and attention after seeing me in my coveted position.
On concert night, I peeked through the curtain. I couldn’t see Mom in the large audience. Maybe she was there.
The symphony members all moved to their seats in front of the stage. They sat motionless, waiting for the concertmaster to come out. Then I walked out and bowed to the audience and turned around and raised my bow. The oboe played an “A,” and I tuned the orchestra.
We all fell quiet, and the conductor, Mr. Wilson, came out and shook my hand. I hoped Mother was here to enjoy this. She’d finally be proud of me to see me in this chair. Mom would no longer care that ghosts talked to me, or that I had limp wrists, was emotional, cried a lot, liked to sew, crochet, hang out with girls, and not play sports.
The curtain opened. Actors posed on the stage. Mr. Wilson directed the symphony to start, and the actors came to life. It was an outstanding show. Our hard work paid off as we received standing ovations from the audience. At the conclusion of the performance, the choir, drama club, and musicians exited the stage and symphony.
With the handle to my violin case in my hand, I rushed to the exit door of the auditorium to look for Mom. The crowded hall made it tough to find her, but I waited until the hallway was empty and the last person walked into the breezy night. I never saw Mom. Perhaps I missed her in the crowd.
It was an icy, snowy, and cold night, and I walked home carrying my violin. The family car was already in the driveway. The spring on the back door squeaked as I entered the house. Mom and Dad were sitting in the living room watching television. “Mom, did you show up to the musical?” I held my breath.
“No, I didn’t. It was too cold out.”




Chapter 37


Through all my childhood years, my family attended church. No matter how busy we were, how much homework for school, how much our job required of our time—no matter any urgent situation—we went to church. There were also TV evangelists that most of our church members watched every time they were on, unless their shows were scheduled during church time. Jimmy Swaggart and Jim Bakker were two of these famous preachers.
The Pentecostal Assemblies of God Church (AG) ordained the three Jims. Our church was very proud of them and the fame they’d brought to our church. James Warren Jones was famous and had political clout, which made him the jewel in our church’s crown. All three of these preachers′ churches were members of the AG.
It’s odd that the three most famous preachers from our church all had the same first name: Jim. But they helped bring in money and build awareness. When any church becomes affiliated with the AG, they must pay ten percent of their income to headquarters. Everyone that attends a church is supposed to pay ten percent of their income to the church. It’s much like a pyramid scheme. The church based this ten percent on Bible verses.
The church also based the order of authority among our people on obscure passages. The order of authority was this: The woman must submit to the man, the man must submit to the church, and the church must submit to Christ. Ephesians 5:22-25:
“Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord.
For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is the savior of the body.
Therefore, as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their husbands in everything.”
Our church interpreted these verses that the children and the wife must do whatever the father/husband told them to do. And the husbands had to do whatever the church told them to do. God would not judge the wife if the husband commanded the wife to do something wrong or sinful. God would judge the husband. And the same if the church commanded the husband to do something that was a sin. He still had to do it, but God would not judge him. God would judge the church.
The pastor of the church was the one that made the church decisions. When I was younger, I didn’t think about that too much, but as I reached about fourteen years of age, it didn’t make a lot of sense to me.
In Sunday School, whenever this subject came up, I’d start to ask questions.
“Teacher, if the husband tells his wife to shoplift, the wife won’t get in trouble from God? Only the husband will?”
“Yes, Tim. It’s the command of God.”
“This seems to contradict so much more of the Bible. This teaching can’t be right.”
“You just have to have faith in God’s word,” the teacher said, glaring at me.
“Again, that doesn’t make sense. Other verses say the opposite of this. Which one are we supposed to have faith in?”
The teacher didn’t answer me.
“And another thing, couldn’t this lead to a disaster? Since the pastor is in charge of the church, you say that when the pastor tells the husband to do something, they must. And then the wives and children have to do what the husbands/fathers say. What if the pastor gives orders to do something terrible? Couldn’t it lead to that?”
The teacher laid down her pencil on the podium. The pause of silence got the attention of all the students.
“No, Tim, because God chooses the pastors. They’d never do that.”
“What about a woman who has no parents or a husband? Who gives her commands?”
Again, a long pause as the teacher looked at the ceiling. Then she sighed big and looked at me.
“She’d have to do what the pastor says to do.”
I dropped the subject for then, but I’d bring it up again every time they’d teach about this.
Another question I had that no one could answer for me was why did we put so much faith in the New Testament when one man wrote ninety percent of it? And that man never met Jesus. Twelve disciples knew Jesus and worked personally with him. But this man, Paul, who never met Jesus, made himself an ”official” disciple of Jesus and made up whatever he liked and put it in several letters. Those letters make up ninety percent of the New Testament.
I’d ask, “Why do we believe Paul? Why’s he the self-proclaimed leader of our church?”
The answer was that he was guided by the Holy Spirit to write those books. I’d then ask, “How do we know that? There have been hundreds or thousands of people who wrote books and said it came from divine inspiration. Why don’t we believe those people?”
The answer always was, “You have to have faith.”




Chapter 38


I had reached the age of sixteen. They had elected me to be the youth group leader every year. Because I had been inviting kids from school to attend, the group had grown to twenty members. Most of them had no other family attending our church.
As the group grew, more members wanted to take part in leading the service. This taught me to assign responsibilities to those that wanted the services to succeed.
After these four years of intense Bible study and meetings with the pastor, I had regrets praying for people and giving them words from God. I knew the messages were from my ghosts, not God. The more private time I spent with the pastor, the more I accepted that ghosts could not be real. This meant that I was getting messages from demons. I realized that anyone with a gift for this could convince people that God was talking to them and could abuse that power. I declined to give messages in my future generic prayers for people.
I quit asking for messages from my ghosts because I feared they really were demons. When I did get a message, I told myself it was my imagination because I didn’t want demons talking to me. Soon, messages became rare. Over time, I came to a solid belief that the ghosts either did not exist, or they were demons. Any unexplained events I saw must be from demons. I wanted to shun these demons to be a good Christian. All of this added more fear to my life. The messages that used to assure me now frightened me.
“Tim, may I speak with you in my office, please?” The pastor signaled me as I entered the church.
“Yes, Sir. What’s up?”
“Tim, I love what you are doing with your youth group. You have brought in many members, and they are excited to show up for the service. Your idea of rotating duties inspired me to do the same in the main service. Would you lead songs in the adult service this Sunday?”
“That sounds fun! Yes, I will do that.”
“OK, next Sunday morning you will lead the songs. Keep up the good work!”
“Sure, thank you!” I couldn’t deny that the appreciation pleased me.
Next Sunday morning, the pastor called me up to the stage to lead the song service. 
“Tim will lead our song service this morning. He’s been doing a good job with the teen group, and we appreciate his ministry. Tim, please join me on the stage.”
I stood and walked toward the pulpit. Flashbacks from this walk to be exorcised pulsed in my mind. I had graduated from ”possessed by Satan” to a ”man of God.” What a change a few years made.
“Thank you, Pastor.” I shook his hand and stepped to the podium. The hymnal waited, and I opened it to page 298. 
“Everyone, please turn to page 298 in your hymnals while we praise God with our voices and sing ‘When the Roll Is Called Up Yonder.’” The crowd of sixty people prepared to sing. The seat that Brother Elderbury sat in glowed, as the seats had glowed when I won the candy bars. I caught my breath and looked behind me for one of my ghosts. I saw none. Then I reminded myself that ghosts are not real.
Mom sat at the piano, while Sister Davis was at the organ. I nodded toward Mom, and she started an introduction for the song. I raised my hand and directed the audience to sing along with me. Something warm settled in my chest and spread throughout my arms and head. Brother Elderbury sang with more enthusiasm than usual. Then the seats on either side of Brother Elderbury began to glow. Then three other seats among the audience. Those people became passionate singers. Something different was happening to this crowd. By the second stanza, most of the seats glowed.
“Let’s stand for the second verse.” I motioned with my hands, and everyone stood. By the end of the song, every seat in the house glowed, and everyone sang with praise and passion to God. I led two more songs as the seats and audience radiated. The pastor stepped forward to shake my hand.
 ”Thank you, Tim.” 
I went back to my seat.
“We can feel the power of God this morning!” The preacher said.
“Amen!” the congregation replied.
“We will pass the collection plates around now. Please support God’s church with your tithes. While the deacons come by with the plates, I will read a passage from Psalms.” The deacons walked through the congregation.
Next Wednesday, I visited the pastor.
“Tim, I was very pleased with your song leading. I felt the spirit of God!”
I hope that’s what it was, I thought. My ghosts could have done this, but they didn’t exist. But if they did exist, and that was their spirit, and everybody thought it was a good presence, it made me wonder.
If everyone believed their presence was good, maybe they were not demons. If it was not from demons or ghosts, then maybe it was Jesus, or angels, or the Holy Spirit. Or maybe the demons were fooling everyone. Or maybe angels were my ghosts. The more time I spent with this pastor, the more confused I became. I knew what I had seen, but I didn’t know who was doing it.
“Thank you, Pastor. I also felt God’s spirit.” Heck, I saw it. Best I didn’t spill the beans on that.
“The offering was significantly larger after your song service. God must have inspired them to give more.” The pastor smiled and glanced up to the soaring ceiling.
“Well, that’s good. I want God to inspire people.” I folded my arms and looked up to see what was so interesting.
“I want you to lead the Sunday morning song service the first Sunday of every month.” The pastor looked at me and smiled.
“Why the first Sunday of the month?”
“Most parishioners get paid on the first of the month.” He lifted one eyebrow and looked at me with a grin.




Chapter 39


While in high school at age sixteen, my junior year, Boyd hired me to be a bag boy at Boyd’s Supermarket. Bag boys bagged groceries for customers and carried them to their car. The job could be tedious. Fill the bags, load them on the cart, and take them to the vehicle. Repeat. To entertain myself, I started adding up the groceries in my head. In 1975, merchandise didn’t have barcodes. Each item had a price tag, and the cashier had to enter them manually. While I bagged the groceries, I looked at the price and kept a running total in my brain.
“Hello, Tim!” Mrs. Kibbee said.
“Hello, Mrs. Kibbie! Getting T-bone steaks for your Dobermans again, I see. Could I be one of your dogs? They eat better than I do!”
“You’re funny, Tim. Are you counting my groceries?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
Before hitting the total, the clerk stopped and looked at me.
“The total is $72.30,” I said. 
Rosie, the stern yet jolly cashier, hit the total button.
 ”The total is $72.85,” she said. “You’re off fifty-five cents.”
“That’s still amazing!” Mrs. Kibbie said.
Other customers joined the game, which was fun.
When I applied for the job, Boyd hired me because of my father, who’d worked there for over a decade. Years later, I found out that Dad had guaranteed to pay my salary if I failed. I was so tiny other places I had applied wouldn’t hire me.
Dad told Boyd, “My son can do as good a job as any of the other bag boys and probably better. If he doesn’t, I will cover his first two weeks of pay.” Dad didn’t have the money to pay my wage, which meant he had complete faith in my success.
There were five bag boys. We called Mark the head bag boy because he had been there the longest. The head bag boy assigned the required chores. Many of the duties were undesirable, such as cleaning the bathrooms or walk-in freezer. There were activities we all hoped to get, such as sitting in the ceiling walkways to watch for shoplifters. Mark always did the fun chores. The other bag boys grumbled that Mark did not treat them fairly, and they dragged along on their chores, taking longer than they should have. 
But after a year, I was head bag boy. I remembered how it felt when Mark always took the best jobs. The first day the other bag boys asked what jobs they were to do, I told them, 
“Each of you pick. I will rotate each day who gets to pick first. Whatever job you leave is the one I will do.”
“What if you get the worst job?” Jim asked.
“I don’t care.”
“What if you never get the fun jobs?” Paul asked.
“I don’t care.”
And I really didn’t care. I learned a lot about leadership from these chore assignments. Everyone did their jobs faster with a good attitude. Many times, they left the fun jobs for me. I learned that if I treated them well, they would respond in kind.
While working at least thirty hours a week during my junior year at Boyd’s, I helped my family, saved money for college, and purchased my clothing and eyeglasses.
I started selling pottery I made at school. I used the tools and classroom space at school, but I wanted more availability to a studio. 
“Hey, Dad. Is it OK if I use your workshop for my pottery?”
“That’s fine with me. Go ahead,” Dad said.
“Thanks, Dad! I was thinking I could sleep out there. I could build a bunk on stilts so that the floor space you are using now is still available. I need to install a sink and a 220 outlet for a kiln.” 
“That sounds good. Go ahead.”
This was a way to isolate myself from my mother. I built the bunk and installed the sink and the electrical outlet, which I had learned how to do while helping Grandpa build houses. I replaced the rickety, wooden work bench with one a friend welded for me from scrap. Dad loved that bench.
Another reason for putting the bunk near the ceiling was to reach rising warm air. The workshop wasn’t attached to our central furnace. I bought a space heater, but in the cold winters that shop was still frigid. I didn’t care. It was worth sleeping in below freezing temperatures because it separated me from Mother.
When working at Boyd’s, I had contact with many people and recruited some for the church youth group. One example was a nineteen-year-old young man with light brown hair. 
“Would you like me to carry your groceries out to your car for you?” I asked him.
“Well, if you like.” 
I followed him out, not to a car, but to a white and light blue Harley-Davidson Electra Glide Cruiser motorcycle.
“That’s a nice bike! I ride, too. Where do you put the groceries?”
“I have saddle bags.” He took the groceries out of the paper sacks and put them into the bags on his bike. I noticed the plates were from Michigan.
“Are you new in town?”
“Yes, I just got here. My name is Jeff Hislop.” He extended his hand, and I shook it.
“Where in Michigan?”
“Detroit.”
“Did you ride this bike from Detroit?”
“I sure did!”
“What did you do in Detroit?”
“Oh, I was a roofer.”
“Well, that explains your muscular build. My name is Tim Drobnick. Have you made any friends here yet?”
“No, not yet.”
“We have a youth group at our church. We have wonderful people in it. You could make friends, I’m sure. Come up to the Assemblies of God on Lewis this Sunday at 6:00 PM.”
“I may do that,” Jeff said. And sure enough, he did.
“Welcome to our church!” I said to Jeff as he arrived at 6:00 PM Sunday. He followed me into the gray bricked building and down the red-carpeted stairs.
“Everyone, I want to introduce a new person, Jeff Hislop. He’s from Michigan and I want you to make him feel welcome.” Our group was great at making people feel welcome. They had very good hearts filled with kindness. With Jeff, our group had grown to twenty-one members.
“Jeff, each year we choose a youth leader. It just so happens today is the day we do that. You must be a member for three months to vote. I hope that you will be here for the next election.” I passed out slips of paper to everyone.
“I understand that,” Jeff said.
Everyone wrote the name of the person they thought should be the youth leader and put it in a box. It was a blind election. Again, they elected me. I was proud to continue my service.





Chapter 40


Work and family chores demanded transportation. The bank arranged a loan for me to buy a motorbike for four hundred and fifty dollars, and I rode it to school and to Boyd’s. After work, I rode for at least an hour before going home. I wore a second-hand leather jacket with snaps and zippers, as “The Fonz” was all the rage.
During the last part of my junior year, I met D’Lynn Etchemendy. I had seen her before in her Sunday clothes when her church, the Church of God, and my church had a potluck together in my church’s basement. I didn’t talk to her at the potluck. But now she sat in the school cafeteria wearing a leather jacket. She seemed more interesting to me with that jacket on. My silverware clinked as I placed my food tray across the table from her. I sat not knowing what to say.
She scowled. “What?”
“Your jacket is cool. Do you ride?”
She squinted her eyes and growled. “Why?”
“Because I ride, too. May I sit here?”
“Do what you want.” She stared at her paperback, ignoring me.
“I ride a Honda 125cc.” No response. My plane was going down in flames. She read her book as if she were alone in the cafeteria.
“Do you know any good trails to ride?”
Looking away from her book. “Right behind my house.”
“Does that mean you have a motorbike?”
“Better than yours.”
“How about I come ride your trails with you?”
This got a smirk. She studied me for a minute.
“OK,” she agreed. More of a test than a date, I suspected.
“I saw you at our church potluck last summer, at the AG.” I picked up my fork to stab at the congealed macaroni.
“I didn’t want to be there. Mom made me go.”
“Yeah, you didn’t look happy.”
“I seldom am.” She picked up a chicken nugget and squinted at it.
“I work at Boyd’s after school. I also make pottery and sell it. Do you have a job?”
She popped the nugget into her mouth and mumbled, “I help my dad. He rebuilds classic cars.”
“That sounds fun.”
“I like it.” She went back to her book. I sat for a while, saying nothing, eating my lunch.
“I’m seldom happy anymore, same as you. I don’t even know why I’m sad sometimes,” I said.
D’Lynn nodded. “I understand that, same here.” She put her book down and looked out the window. 
“I talked to my pastor. She said God would heal me and then had the whole church pray for me.”
“Did it help?” I asked.
“No. I still get sad for no reason. And now, the whole church knows. I could’ve done without all that.”
“I’m sorry you get sad. When do you want to ride?”
“Saturday is good.”
I met her at her house in the country to ride the following Saturday. She kick-started her motorcycle, spun her tires, and left me in the dust. The trails were through hills with wild grass, wildflowers, and sage. The smell of sage in the country cleared the senses. After an hour of riding, during which I barely saw her except in the distance, flying over a hill, she stopped. Eventually, I got to her. She smiled at me. It seemed I passed her test. She waved at me to follow, and we rode back to her house to listen to music.
I told her I wanted to date her. She said she would go out with me but needed to get permission from her church. I added that I had to get permission from my pastor, too. Our church doctrines were the same except for one Bible verse. One small phrase in the Bible started a big argument, and then one church became two churches. Her church believed the Bible allowed a woman to be the pastor. Our church did not.
This brought back a memory. At six years old, after a church meeting, I was drawing, and I accidentally hit my finger with the pen while drawing a line. This made a small bump on the line. I thought this bump was funny, so I started walking around the church and showing other people and laughing. One adult decided I had drawn a picture of a boob, which was the furthest thing from my mind.
Before you could have said “burnt bacon,” the church had divided into two sides. One side insisted I was a pornographer and had drawn a boob, and the other side said it was an innocent accident. The disagreement turned into a nasty three-year feud, and half of the people left the church and started another Assembly of God down the street.
I had no clue what pornography was, but apparently, Jesus and God were against it.
[image: image-placeholder]I imagined that Jesus and God covered their eyes any time someone took off their clothing. That must have been a chore since they see EVERYTHING in the universe.
Jesus is sitting on a cushioned chair engraved with “Good Son” next to God in his cushioned throne engraved with “Best Dad,” munching on crispy non-black bacon. Suddenly, a woman Jesus is watching takes off her clothes for a shower. Jesus covers his eyes and screams, “Oh, my God!”
“Yes, Son?” God looks at Jesus.
 
[image: image-placeholder]After D’Lynn and I received permission to date, we rode our bikes together daily for the next year and a half.
On breaks at school, D’Lynn and I walked around the campus together. One time, we walked into the auditorium and sat in the dark and quiet. We both enjoyed quiet and dark places as it helped calm our depression. I took a chance and held her hand. She let me. She was my girlfriend for a year and a half. But we never kissed, and we never held hands again.
She was one year older than I was and had a 1964 Mustang. Her father worked on cars and had helped her get this fantastic vehicle. We spent a lot of time cruising Main Street, an accomplished activity of driving from one end of Main Street and then turning around and doing it again. We waved and hooted at other kids cruising Main Street. D’Lynn never let me drive her Mustang. She was adamant that no one else could drive her vehicle. No one.
The summer after my junior year, which technically was my last year of high school, Mom and Dad got a new (to them) car. They owned a seven-year-old high-mileage 1969 Ford Fairlane station wagon. The car ran fine, but it had one hundred thousand miles on it, and Mom wanted a newer one. 
The bank financed a used five-year-old car with only eighty thousand miles for twelve hundred dollars. Mom believed the new car was more reliable. In 1969, a brand new car was twenty-five hundred dollars.
“Son, I have something for you.” Dad caught me outside in the front yard. The sunny day was turning our grass brown as I dragged a sprinkler out to water it.
“OK, Dad. What is it?” Dad handed me car keys.
“I’m giving you the Ford Fairlane.”
“Wow. Dad, you could sell it for four hundred dollars easily. That would help you pay off the new car.”
“It’s OK. The bank gave us payments we can afford on the new car. I want you to have this one. You have always helped pay bills for our family since you were nine years old. You deserve this.”
Those words meant a lot to me. Yes, I had consistently helped pay the bills as long as I could remember. This was a huge pat on the back from Dad. My heart swelled in size, and my chest rose in gratitude.
“Thank you, Dad! Thank you very much. I appreciate it. This means a lot to me.”
“You’re welcome, Son.”
“Does Mom know?”
“She will.”
“I don’t think she’ll be happy.” And I was right.
“What? We can’t afford to just give him a car for free,” Mom yelled when Dad told her the plan.
“Yes, we can. I want Tim to have the car.”
“No! If he wants the car, he can make payments to us for it.”
“No, Delta. I’m giving him the car!” And that was that.
The first person I called was D’Lynn. 
“D’Lynn, I’m coming to pick you up in my new car.”
“Nice car,” D’Lynn said when I reached her house.
“Thanks! Let’s go drag Main tonight. I get to drive.”
That evening, D’Lynn and I dragged Main in my Fairlane. There was a current hit on the radio that I hated called ”Torn Between Two Lovers.”
“I identify with this song,” D’Lynn said. I looked at her but didn’t respond. I didn’t know what she meant.
One thing D’Lynn and I had in common was depression. We understood each other. Depression in the 1970s was still a very taboo subject. It was sporadic to find someone with a similar situation to which you could converse without fear of being committed to an institution. It was good for us to have someone to discuss our depression with. “Good” may not have been the right word, but we appreciated a kindred spirit.
The start of my depression coincided with puberty, which I reached at seventeen years old, about the same time I met D’Lynn and quit wetting the bed.
People that don’t suffer from depression seldom understand what it feels like. For me, it was a dark cloud covering my eyes that wouldn’t go away. For no reason, I often got depressed, and it made my life miserable. It wasn’t like what an average person felt when they got sad. Others had the choice to snap out of being sad, but D’Lynn and I didn’t.
I did everything I could think of to beat it. I read self-help books, ate healthy, exercised, took vitamin B, and tried to keep happy thoughts. But that didn’t stop me from getting depressed.










The pain of depression sometimes became so intense that I thought I’d do anything to stop it, even kill myself. But I knew suicidal feelings weren’t something to share with anyone unless it was someone that understood what it was like to be depressed and suicidal. If my other friends knew I thought about killing myself, they might call the police. D’Lynn and I feared that the hospital would stick us in the psych ward for weeks for observation while our lives came to a halt.
D’Lynn and I both understood we needed to share with each other about our depression because we both felt and understood it. Her depression created anger. She was always angry about her church. Her mother forced her to attend, and she hated it. They forced rules on her that made her life miserable. They repeatedly told her she was going to Hell if she didn’t stop being angry all the time. She tried to talk to the pastor about her depression, but they just prayed for her, saying God could heal her. There was no real help for her.
After D’Lynn and I had been dating for eighteen months, I saw her car on Main Street. She wasn’t driving it; another man was. D’Lynn sat in the middle seat next to the man. My mind received a shock, and my heart moved three inches toward my stomach. She was letting another man drive her Mustang.
My brain realized I was losing D’Lynn. My heartbeat increased in speed, as did my breathing. I hyperventilated. I felt agonizing despair deep in my chest. I became sick to my stomach. Now I understood why D’Lynn told me she could relate to the song ”Torn Between Two Lovers.”
I didn’t call D’Lynn the next day. Or the next. I was too upset. She didn’t call me either. Three months went by without either of us seeing or talking to each other.
[image: image-placeholder]“The Church of God is on fire!” Dad said as he hung up the phone. We all ran over to the church which was only four blocks from our house. The steeple and the roof were in flames. Fire trucks had just arrived. We stayed and watched while the roof and steeple fell and until they extinguished the fire.
“My accordion was in there,” Frank, a man that worked at Boyd’s with Dad, said. “But thank God no one was hurt,” many of us mumbled in agreement.
There were rumors it was arson. The fire inspector was investigating. The local newspaper covered it daily. A week later, we found out what happened.
“D’Lynn did it,” Dad said, as he arrived home from work with the newspaper in his hand. “The police found skid marks that matched her car and she admitted to starting the fire.”
“What?” I grabbed the newspaper. “That can’t be right. I’ll call her mother.” And I did. She told me D’Lynn admitted to doing it. I hung up the phone in shock. I never thought D’Lynn would burn a church. I understood why she did it. The anger from depression at her church had finally overtaken her restraint.
D’Lynn went to jail for three years. After release, she immediately shoplifted for the purpose of getting caught. The police arrested her. I think she preferred jail to the church. I don’t know the real reason because D’Lynn and I had not talked since I saw her with the other man in her 1964 Ford Mustang. The memory of that heartbreaking moment would recur throughout my life.




Chapter 41


My goal was to escape from high school and its bullies as soon as possible. The student handbook said no matter how many credits you had, you must complete four years to graduate. No one else had finished high school in three years instead of four, although I’m sure many smart students had the ability to do so. But I found a loophole. I read in the student manual that there was no limit for the number of study halls you could attend. Students used study hall to do homework or chat or goof off. We had a choice to check out of study halls for the entire year, and that was the loophole.
In my senior year, I signed up for one early morning art class with Mr. Murphy and six study halls. At the start of the year, I checked out of the study halls, which meant I only attended one morning class.
The art room had a private entrance, which provided a safe way to come to class and leave without running into my assigned bullies. I had enough credits to graduate, so I didn’t need this art class. But the early class allowed me to work full-time and build up my savings for college.
The administrator in the principal’s office called me into the office and told me I had to attend at least four classes. I asked her to please show me that in the student handbook. The administrator didn’t find the rule. (I knew it wasn’t there.) She had to allow me to attend only one class. The following year she added to the book, “You must carry at least four classes in your senior year.” Goodbye, loophole.
By age seventeen, my pastor had convinced me that ghosts were either my imagination or demons. Because I hadn’t seen my ghosts since I was ten, it was hard to keep believing they were real. When someone called my name from out of thin air, I told myself it was my imagination. I rationalized that the sightings I had as a kid must have been my imagination. But the longer I denied my ghosts, the more often someone invisible spoke my name. 
 I jumped into my workshop bunk to sleep for the night. Before I reached to turn out the light, I heard my pottery tools fall into the sink. I crept out of bed and saw them in the sink. They could not have slid off the hooks without help. I hung them back on the board and climbed back into my bunk. Just as I reached to pull the light string, I heard the tools fall again. I slid to the floor and tiptoed back to the tools lying in the sink. I held my breath as I imagined this must be from demons that wanted to drag me to Hell. Panic froze my legs. Sweat broke out over my body. I couldn’t breathe or call out for help. In my thoughts, I prayed, “God, please save me from these demons!” After I repeated this twenty times, my muscles relaxed, and I inched back into my bunk. 
“Are these demons messing with me?” I watched the ceiling three feet above me and listened. Would the demons jump into my bed? Again, fear paralyzed my body for a few minutes. I hyperventilated, and my face perspired.
I needed to go to sleep. I turned off the light, and then the tools fell again. Too afraid to leave my bed to check, I slept after asking God one hundred times to protect me. The next morning in the light, I saw the tools lying in the sink.
The following night, observing the tools on the hooks, I crawled into bed. Something fell in the attic. I crept out of bed and climbed the ladder through a hole in the ceiling. I had installed storage space for my pottery supplies in the attic. To reach the string for the light, I had to enter the darkened space.
“What will I find? What if a demon is waiting to attack me?” I turned on the lights and saw five of my bats on the floor.
Wait, not those kinds of bats. I used round platters to put clay on the potter’s wheel. I made them out of three-quarter inch press wood. Potters called them bats. Five of them lay on the floor. I stacked them back onto the shelf, turned out the attic lights, eased down the ladder, and went back into bed.
Whump! I heard from the attic again. Fear again paralyzed me. I refused to inspect a second time. I fell asleep after lying like a scared rabbit for an hour, afraid to breathe, and praying for God to protect me. 
The next night I slid into bed, turned out the lights, and dozed off.
“Tim!”
I woke up, not sure what I heard.
“Tim!” a man’s voice repeated.
The voice was clear that time. My heart raced. Who was in the room? I pushed myself next to the wall and waited. After ten minutes I moved back to the edge of the bed and carefully reached in the dark for the light cord, hoping something wouldn’t grab my arm. With the light on, I looked around the room. No one was there. I went to bed, leaving the lights on.
The next day, while sitting with my sister in the kitchen, someone banged on the piano in the living room. We both jumped to look at the piano which sat empty. 
“You heard that, right?” I asked my sister.
“Yes!” she said.
 What the heck was going on? This had to be demons harassing me. I bet they were becoming bolder to prove they were real. This time, they made sure my sister was a witness. I started praying every night for God to please protect me from the demons. To please make them go away. But the activity continued, and my fear of these demons grew.




PART 4 







Chapter 42


Our youth group had grown to thirty-two members because of my aggressive recruiting. The adult service seldom had over sixty attendees. On the wall, a wooden chart with plastic numbers revealed the attendance on Sunday mornings. This church had been around since 1930.
The youth group had three people when I started, and building the membership had been a good learning experience for me. I gained skills in leadership, recruiting, leading songs, studying the Bible, and public speaking.
After I finished my third year of high school, I increased my income by going full-time with Boyd’s supermarket and spending more time making and selling pottery. I needed to help my family and save up enough money to get into college. My official graduation was 1977, which was the end of my senior year. I worked my senior year and one year after preparing for college. 
Beside my paid jobs, I worked for free for my grandpa twenty-five hours a week, helping him run his gas station. He needed my help as his son had not arrived yet to help run the station. I preferred this to being at home with my mother. I knew the day was coming when I would leave for college and be free of her abuse. 
“If you are going to live here, you need to pay rent,” Mom told me one afternoon.
“What do you consider the money I have been contributing since I was nine years old to be?”
Mom took a swing at my face, but I dodged it. 
“Don’t move away from me! Stand still!” She screeched.
“I’m leaving now.” And I walked out. That night after finishing work, I came home. Dad was in the kitchen. 
“I know you’re saving for college, Son. I know you always help with money. I will not charge you rent. This is the only way I can help you get to college,” Dad said.
“Thanks, Dad. I appreciate that. Mom says otherwise.” 
“Don’t worry about Mom. You won’t pay rent while you are saving up for college.”
Until I left for college, if I was home and Mom tried to hit me, I dodged and left. I wouldn’t take physical abuse from her anymore. It was difficult to wait for the day I would get away from her mental abuse, but finally it was time to leave for college. I was anxious to get the answers to my questions about God and the Bible. 
 Before I left for college, the church hired a new pastor, Reverend Myrtle. I was so busy working to get ready for college I had very little time to get to visit with him, but the youth group liked him a lot. The group threw a going-away party for me, and I left Sheridan to make that six hundred-mile drive across South Dakota. 
When I arrived at the Trinity Bible Institute campus in Ellendale, North Dakota, the leaves were turning colors. After finding my dorm room and unpacking, I took a walk to inspect the school. I felt free. I had a place to sleep without worrying about Mom screaming at me or having to dodge her punches. I felt as if someone had lifted a boulder off of me. My steps were peppy, and I felt light enough to float.
I remembered back to how homesick I was at camp for Pepper. Today, I felt none of that. No homesickness, only relief. Never again did I ever feel the desire to return home or even communicate with my mother. 
I was free of my mother’s abuse!
[image: image-placeholder]The extreme ultra-fundamentalist church my parents raised me in didn’t allow us to date anyone outside the church. It was a miracle I’d found D’Lynn in another church and got approved to date her. But now at Bible School, I had permission to ask any lady there out on a date.
Since our church believed that you must only marry someone from our church, a frenzy ensued among the students to find a match, but I wasn’t in a hurry. Since the church had deprived me of this experience, I chose to enjoy dating and not to commit to marriage until I found the right woman. Our church required us to marry before we became an independent pastor, but I’d only marry for love. Stupid me, huh?
The school had omitted from the syllabus that they ordered us to attend a service in the chapel two times every day. With a requirement of fourteen services a week, this was more than I’d been required at my Sheridan church. It seemed devious that they didn’t include that in the school promotional material.
Upon arriving and getting unpacked, we attended the first evening chapel service. The chapel was an attractive brick building. The auditorium seated five hundred people, including the balcony. The lower area had twenty rows of benches. On the stage stood a wide wooden pulpit, with thick draperies, and the USA and Christian flags behind it.
To my surprise, they padded the benches. Apparently, somebody at the school didn’t get God’s memo on padded benches. They trimmed the benches in a blonde hardwood. When I sat, I felt the cushion underneath my butt and against my back—a much different experience from what I had from birth in our church. I took a seat six rows from the back; I didn’t wish to be up front and have the Dean or president looking at me.
Soon the students filled the chapel, and the president came out on the stage to welcome us to school. He introduced the Dean and staff members. They made announcements and gave us guidelines for behaving and living on campus.
Then we sang a song out of the hymnals led by one of the faculty members, and they let the service out. Well, that didn’t seem so bad, but I wondered why we needed to have chapel twice a day for announcements.
The next morning we had breakfast in the cafeteria. The food was white, light brown, or yellow. There were potatoes, macaroni covered with a thin layer of Velveeta cheese, sweet pancakes, syrup, and butter. After breakfast we walked to the chapel for our 7:00 AM services. I picked a seat near the middle on the bottom floor. The Dean came out to start the service, and then they had one of the staff members lead us in songs.
Then another staff member, Brother Pike, started a sermon about dedication to God.
“Can I get an Amen?” Brother Pike asked.
“Amen!” The audience roared back. Most of us knew how to respond. However, many students hadn’t come from AG churches and didn’t know. The school had recruited them through the outreach ministry.
“Can I get an Amen?” Brother Pike repeated.
“Amen!” More joined in this time. He continued his sermon for a few more minutes.
“Can I get a praise God?” Brother Pike looked toward a few students that had not been responding.
“Praise God!” The audience shouted.
“Young men, can I have a praise God?” Brother Pike looked directly at the non-responding young men who sat up, looked around, and squirmed in their seats.
“Praise God!” they said with little effort.
“Can I get a praise God?” Brother Pike repeated with a louder voice.
“Praise God!” the audience shouted even louder, including the previously quiet young men. Brother Pike continued his service for a few more minutes. He stepped back and looked at the balcony.
“Can I get a hallelujah?” He said, stronger.
“Hallelujah!” We shouted back. This routine repeated for the next thirty minutes.
“Can I get a praise God?” Brother Pike was now at the edge of the stage.
“Praise God!” the audience said.
“Do you mean that? Do you believe God knows praise is coming from your heart? Lift your hands to God, and praise God!” Brother Pike instructed as he stretched his arms toward Heaven then jumped up and down on his toes.
Everybody lifted their hands to God and shouted over and over, “Praise God!”
“Are you sure God can hear you?” Brother Pike prompted in a frenzied tone.
We increased our volume. We increased our jumping. We stretched our arms as far as we could toward Heaven. Brother Pike continued his urging until everybody was yelling at the top of their lungs, “Praise God! Thank you, Jesus! Praise God! Thank you, Jesus!”
This forced prompting was extreme. At the Sheridan church, people praised God without prompting. Here, we were being forced to praise God. I didn’t want to be the odd duck out, so I complied. I applied to this school because I wanted to become a good Christian. I wished to be the best pastor I could be. I wanted to learn everything about God. I wanted the church to accept me as part of their leadership, so I took part, believing it was the right thing. I left that church service lightheaded. 
The students attended 8:30 AM classes. My first year, I had signed up for as many classes as they allowed me, twenty credits. I wanted to get this knowledge of the Bible and God as fast as possible.
After classes finished, I worked on my homework until dinner in the cafeteria. Again, I noticed a high-carb menu. There was no protein, which I hoped would change. Then at 7:00 PM it was time for chapel services again.
The school schedule tired me. I was up early for the morning chapel, then had classes all day, then homework. I was sleepy and decided to skip the 7:00 PM chapel. I walked back to my dorm room and laid on my bed. At 6:45 PM, I heard the RAs (resident assistants) knocking and opening on the doors to make sure that nobody was in the dorm. They came to my room as I was half asleep.
“Tim, get up! Get to chapel!” Bob, my RA said.
“I’m too tired. Can’t I skip this one?”
“Tim, you must be in the chapel every time it’s open!”
“OK, Bob, I’ll go now.” The evening service started much like the morning service, and they had a new preacher. They must tag team the preachers. This one was even more energetic.
This preacher had the same routine. He demanded us to respond when asked.
“Say amen!” 
“Amen!” 
“Say hallelujah!” 
“Hallelujah!” 
“Say praise God!” 
“Praise God!” 
But he pushed us even further. He wasn’t happy unless everybody had their hands raised, praising God at the top of their lungs and jumping up and down. He explained that the Bible says to dance before the Lord.
The service dragged on for two hours, and many students even stayed later. When they let us out, I felt exhausted. I shuffled back to my dorm room, showered, and fell in bed with my head spinning.




Chapter 43


The next day, same routine. High-carb breakfast. Chapel. Classes. High-carb lunch. Classes. High-carb dinner. Study. Chapel. My body dragged from the previous day. Each day this routine repeated, and each day I became weaker.
After a month, I had become part of the mob. My critical thinking faded. The social pressure overwhelmed me to “group think.” When I sat in the chapel and listened to the preachers, I believed whatever they said, unable to reason if it was logical or not. Soon, I was lightheaded and seeing spots twenty-four hours a day. The leaders took control of my mind. I was going through an extreme brainwashing process.
The next Sunday I entered the cafeteria. Ron, a junior student, was next to me, straining his neck to look at the front of the line.
“Ron, what’s with the excitement?”
“We get pork chops today!”
“Why today?”
“Visiting dignitaries from the AG home office.”
“Why did the menu change for them?”
“I don’t know. It’s been that way since I’ve been here.”
My body yearned for protein. They even had pork gravy for the mashed potatoes, green beans, and asparagus—nutritious food! But why did they change the menu for the visiting dignitaries?
The protein helped bring a small amount of thinking power back. I reasoned that if the school changed the menu every time the AG hot shots came to school, then our leaders did not want them to see the normal menu. This meant that AG headquarters did not realize that our school was practicing hardcore brainwashing instead of the normal brainwashing they had afflicted on me all my life. This was proof that the school deliberately used cultish brainwashing. 
That night as I lay in bed, I fell asleep as I pondered this situation.
[image: image-placeholder]I’m in my workshop at Mom and Dad’s house in Sheridan. I throw clay on the potter’s wheel and form it. As I trim the top, the pot folds in on itself, so I start again. Each time I finish crafting the pot, it folds in on itself.
“Why can’t I make a pot anymore?” I shout.
”Use peanut butter,” the ghost with the wooden buttons says.
“Why would I use peanut butter?”
“You need peanut butter. Use peanut butter.”
[image: image-placeholder]When I woke up in the morning, I remembered this dream. I needed peanut butter for protein. That afternoon I got a permit to walk the three blocks to downtown Ellendale. I bought peanut butter and brought it to my dorm room. The next morning during the daily inspection of our rooms by the RA, Bob saw my peanut butter.
“I’m giving you twenty demerits for contraband.” He wrote out a slip and handed it to me.
“Contraband? What contraband?”
“The peanut butter. We don’t allow you to have food in the dorm rooms.” He picked up my Jiffy and left.
After another week I decided I couldn’t keep any critical thought unless I got more protein. Was disobeying the rules of the school the same as disobeying God? I didn’t have enough control of my mental faculties to debate it with myself. I got a permit, walked downtown, got more peanut butter, brought it back to my room, and in a jiffy hung the Jiffy with a string out the window. My window faced the rear of the building, hidden from passersby. The RA did not find my peanut butter in the following inspections.
If my suspicions were true that the school forced hardcore brainwashing on us, it made sense that they wouldn’t allow outside food. The plot thickened.
Trinity Bible Institute showed pride for our most famous evangelists, the three Jims. The three Jims were faith healers, healing people with ”the power of God.”
These meetings brought an abundance of free advertising for our church. It filled the coffers of the evangelists, and ten percent of that they paid to AG headquarters.
Professor Paul W. Davidson was proud of Reverend James Warren Jones. He told his class that James was one of his students at Butler University.
Professor Davidson had an impressive list of accomplishments, including degrees from the University of California and Yale University. He was the smartest professor at our school.
“Professor, the Bible talks about God’s grace. Wouldn’t this mean if we unintentionally sin, and the rapture happens before we have time to ask forgiveness, that God would still allow us into Heaven?”
“Tim, that’s the way I understand it.”
“But the church says we will go to Hell. We don’t get grace.”
“I know, but I don’t agree with that.”
“Neither do I, but then my pastors have always said I have to believe what they say because they are God’s instrument. Their word is God’s word.”
“That’s true also, Tim.”
“None of this makes sense. Which is it?”
“I believe in grace.”
“So, next time a pastor tells me I have to believe him, I can ignore him?”
“No, you can’t do that. God chooses the pastor, and we must do what he says.”
“This makes no freaking sense. The church says that if the pastor tells us to do something that is a sin, we have to do it, but God will not hold us accountable. Do you agree with that?”
“Yes, I agree.”
“But what if the pastor goes nuts and wants to have his congregation do something evil?”
“Tim, that can’t happen because God chooses the pastors. It has never happened.”
“Professor, science and secular history do not support parts of the Bible’s history. How do we know the Bible is true?”
“God inspired men to write the Bible. That’s how we know.”
“But, how do we know God inspired them? Maybe they just made that stuff up.”
“The Bible says so.”
“That’s not logical. You can’t use the Bible to prove the Bible. These are the same answers I got all my life from my church and family. I thought at college I would get the real answers.”
“These are the real answers.”
“The school is teaching us how to read the Bible from the original languages. When I read the original Greek and compare it to the King James version, in many places, it’s not a correct translation. Many times, it’s a direct opposition. The school teaches us to translate, but then says we must follow the King James version? Do you agree with that?”
“I don’t know what to tell you on that one, Tim.”
“OK, so how about ghosts? Why can’t they be real? I swear I have seen them over my life.”
“The Bible says when we die, we go to Heaven or Hell. It does not say we float around the Earth messing with people. Ghosts can’t be real.”
“Well, what about ghosts I have seen?”
“You didn’t see any ghosts.”
“I saw something.”
“It had to be angels or demons.”
“My church in Sheridan insisted they were demons, not angels.”
“Why did they decide that?” Professor Davidson raised one eyebrow.
“Because the ghosts told me how to pick the winning seat for candy in children’s church.”
“Seriously?” He squinted at me.
“Seriously. Every day for two weeks. And I knew other things I shouldn’t without supernatural help.”
“Well, I can’t imagine an angel doing that. Why would they want you to be the only kid to win the candy bar? That seems demonic to me.”
This was typical of discussions I had with many professors. The more I learned at school, the more disillusioned I became with our religion. They didn’t want us to ask questions. College was for learning and questions. This school had a different purpose—to turn us into zombified slaves.





Chapter 44


Lesser-known traveling evangelists came to the school and preached in our chapel. This time, the current evangelists set up in the gymnasium. They had a stage set up wide enough to fit twenty people, plus chairs for the audience.
The sermon began in the evening with over two hundred students in the audience. There was traditional preaching and singing for the first thirty minutes. Then the evangelist said something very odd. He said he could prove that God existed. Well, this was new. We were not even supposed to dispute that God existed. Why would he need to prove it?
The sixty-year-old evangelist had a thin frame and gray hair. He wore a suit nice enough to be from Sears but not Brooks Brothers. He walked across the stage deliberately, and when he pivoted, he did so quickly like an attack.
The evangelist invited twenty people to sit in the chairs on the stage. He told us that everyone had one leg shorter than the other. He walked to the first person, did his trademark pivot, kneeled, and then held her feet off the floor.
“Notice that one leg is an inch shorter than the other,” he said into the microphone held by his wife. She was a slender, blonde woman in a woolen skirt. “Most people have a leg that is shorter, although usually, it’s only half an inch.” The evangelist ordered, “In the name of Jesus, I command the short leg to extend!” 
The lady screamed, putting her hands to her mouth. “I feel the power of God in my leg! I feel it!” She broke down crying and praising Jesus.
The evangelist moved to the next person, while his wife followed with the microphone. “What’s your name, young man?”
“Uh, Toby.”
“Toby, do you believe that God can touch you right now?” Toby’s eyes shifted nervously as he looked at the crying lady next to him.
“Yes, Sir.” I’m sure Toby was too embarrassed to say otherwise.
The evangelist lifted Toby’s legs. “Toby, do you see that you have one leg that is an inch shorter than the other?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Do you have back pain?”
“No, Sir. Well, sometimes.”
“I will command your leg to grow and match the other now.” The evangelist looked at him. Toby took a deep breath. “In the name of Jesus, I command the short leg to extend!”
Toby grabbed the sides of the chair and pulled back from the evangelist. “I feel that! I feel that!” Shouts from the crowd exploded, “Praise God! Praise Jesus!”
The evangelist stood and turned to the crowd. “Is there anyone with one leg much shorter than the other?” Most of us knew. We looked at Michael. Michael wore shoes that had one sole three inches thicker than the other to compensate for his short leg. Michael stood.
“Please come on up here, young man.” Michael walked onto the stage. The evangelist looked at Michael’s shoes. “What’s your name?”
“Michael.”
“Michael, how much shorter is your leg?”
“Three inches.”
“How long has it been shorter?”
“I was born that way. I wear doctor-fitted shoes so I don’t limp.”
“Michael, do you believe God can grow out your leg?”
“I don’t know, Sir. My church has prayed for me all my life, and nothing ever changed.”
Michael made a good point. If his church had been praying for him since birth, and God hadn’t fixed his leg, why would God do it tonight?
“Michael, please sit, and take off your shoes.” Michael sat, untied his shoes, and handed them to the evangelist who raised them to show the crowd. “Can you see that one shoe has a three-inch sole on it?”
The crowd responded with nods and vocal affirmations. The evangelist turned with his quick pivot, kneeled, and lifted Michael′s legs. “Please let’s have five witnesses come around Michael.” Five people from the audience climbed onto the stage to stand and watch.
As the witnesses stood close by, the evangelist said, “In the name of Jesus, I command the short leg to extend!”
Michael screeched, “Hallelujah!”
The witnesses yelled, “Thank you, Jesus!” and “Thank you, God!” and raised their hands to God.
“Michael, please stand and walk on the stage.” 
Michael stood and walked across the stage without a limp, shouting “Hallelujah!” over and over. Everyone in the crowd stood with their palms raised to God, shouting, “Thank you, Jesus. Thank you, God.”
I had seen nothing like this. Just as I had convinced myself that my ghosts were demons or just didn’t exist, I believed these people had just convinced themselves their legs were growing. Or maybe it was a supernatural power like I used when I became a tree and strong boys could not lift me. I didn’t believe this. I left and headed to my dorm room.
[image: image-placeholder]God, in Heaven, asks Jesus, “Did you let those people use your name to stretch legs?”
Jesus looks up from eating his delicious, thick potato stew and says, “Now why would I do a crazy thing like that?”
“Son, you need to collect your license fee from them for using your name.”
[image: image-placeholder]After reading in my dorm room for a while, I took a break and wandered into the cafeteria by the freshman dorm. One of my fellow students, Jason, was in there freaking people out.
Jason hollered at me. I walked over, and he had me sit in a chair. He lifted my legs, holding the feet together, and commanded, “In the name of Jesus, I command the short leg to extend!”
Unlike any sensation I’ve had in my life, it felt like my leg had motors in it. I felt my leg stretching! I’ll never forget that. I had been a nonbeliever, but now I believed!
“That’s crazy!” My leg still tingled.
So, I started trying this on other students, and it worked! Freaking amazing!
But was this proof God existed? I didn’t think so. This must be like ESP. I tried it with and without Jesus’s name, and it worked both ways. 
[image: image-placeholder]
Up in Heaven, the accounting angel is recording each time people use Jesus’s names to do miracles. 
“How’re the licensing fee profits?” Jesus asks the angel.
“Real good, but uhhh Tim figured out a loophole. We can’t charge him.”
[image: image-placeholder]For weeks I did this, even when I went home to Sheridan for a summer break. But then something happened. It never mattered that the person receiving the leg-growing therapy believed it could happen or not. It didn’t even matter if they believed in God or not. All that mattered was that I believed it.
One day, a month later, I doubted for just an itty, bitty, tiny bit. Until then, I knew; I believed one hundred percent. But then I believed only 99.99 percent, and I couldn’t do it anymore. Even though fifty people had been recipients of this experience, I lost the ability. This was an outstanding discovery of how our belief can affect the physical world.
This differed from believing doctrine for no reason other than faith. If they told me God speaks through our pastors, and we must do what the pastor says, believing that did not make it true, no matter how much faith I had.
The profound part for me was how such an insignificant slice of belief could stop a miracle from happening. Ever since that time, I wondered what other accomplishments I’d missed because I didn’t believe one hundred percent.










As the first semester ended, a shocking world event transpired on November 18, 1978. Even though the school suppressed news from outside our little bubble, we still heard what happened at Jonestown, Guyana. Nine hundred nine people of our church died from mass suicide and murder. The pastor was one of the Jims that Professor Paul W. Davidson was so proud of, Reverend James Warren Jones; more well-known as Jim Jones. This event became known as the Jonestown Massacre.
After the whole story was out, we learned what happened. The pastor of the church was corrupt. He commanded the husbands to make sure that their children and wives drank cyanide and then to do so themselves once they knew their children and wives were dead.
“Professor Davidson, how the heck did this happen? You and everyone else told me that God chose pastors, and this scenario could never happen!”
“God must not have chosen him,” Professor Davidson said. He seemed in shock.
“How many other freaking pastors did God not choose?!” I stared at him, but he shook his head. He had no answer. Every other professor gave me BS answers.




Chapter 45


The first Christmas break arrived, and my return to Sheridan energized the youth group to schedule a hayride and caroling to coincide with my arrival. 
The group provided an enthusiastic welcome. Everyone hugged me and asked for college stories. A girl I had never met with short, blonde hair and sparkly eyes was in the crowd. She threw glances at me from the back of the crowd as I exchanged greetings with the others. Eventually, I made it to the rear of the swarm and introduced myself. She told me her name was Kimberly, but before we could say more, it was time to leave for caroling.
The church had arranged a bus, and we climbed on for the ride. Kimberly sat next to me, and we talked as the bus rode over the bumpy, packed ice. She explained that she’d moved from Billings, Montana, to take a banking job in Sheridan and to get away from a five-year relationship. She’d lived with a man who had a child. The math was easy to do; she’d started that relationship when she was fourteen. Too young, but it wasn’t my business. She’d been a banker for two years now, which impressed me at her current age of twenty years, one year older than I was. She grew up in Montague, Montana.
The bus rolled to a slow stop at a retirement home, our first destination. As we exited the bus, Kimberly wrapped her arm around mine and held me close. The elderly residents gathered in a large hall to hear us sing. Our choir leader led us in joyful Christmas carols and then, after mingling for a few minutes, we gathered back on the bus. Kimberly stayed near me the entire time.
As our group journeyed to three other retirement homes and the veterans at the VA hospital, Kimberly stayed near me. After the caroling, we returned to the church for hot cocoa and cookies.
The bank hadn’t scheduled Kimberly to work the next day, Saturday. I suggested we go ice skating on a frozen pond, and she agreed to meet me at the park. The next morning, winter had covered everything in white. Only a few green pine needles poked through the glistening snow. The snow dampened sound in the park, yielding it quiet and intimate. We put on our skates and began circles on the pond. The scrape of the blades sounded crisp as we held mittened hands. After an hour of fun, we drove to the Perkins restaurant to talk, eat, and warm ourselves.
“Kimberly, do you play any instruments?”
“Yes, I play the clarinet.”
“I love the clarinet. Do you play it at church?”
“No. My church was Lutheran, and they don’t do a lot of that. But I played it in college, in Billings.”
“How long were you in college?” There was frost on the window, and I scraped at it with my fingernail.
“Only one year, after work. I want to finish up someday.”
“If you were Lutheran, how’d you end up at our church?”
“Jeff and Wendy invited me. They seemed nice, and then when I joined the youth group, everyone seemed so nice.” She made clouds of cream roll in her coffee as she stirred it with her spoon.
“Yes, they’re a great bunch of people. How do you know Wendy?”
“She works with me at the bank.”
“I met Jeff when I carried his groceries out at Boyd’s. I invited him to our group. Then Rick found Wendy and invited her. Then Jeff and Wendy got married. They’re a cute couple.”
“Yes, they are!”
“How’d you get the job?”
“I was working as a teller in Billings. An opening came up in Sheridan, so I took it. I needed to get away from Billings.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re here. I like you a lot.”
“Well, Sport, I like you, too.” She had an impish grin and looked at me over the top of her coffee cup as she sipped. I smiled back.
“What did you do while growing up in Montague?”
“School, homework, a few friends. I had a horse, so he took up most of my time.”
“Horses can be a lot of work.” 
“Yes, brushing his brown hair, feeding, and exercising him. I loved to ride him for his exercise, and he loved to run in an open field while I was at school. I loved coming home because he trotted to see me and nuzzled my hand for grain.”
“Weren’t you afraid he’d run away?”
“Miles wouldn’t run away. Besides, it was a fenced field.”
“Where’s your horse now?”
“He died. I had him since I was a small girl. He got old. One day he died.” Kimberly looked out the window. I could see a tear in the corner of her eye.
“I’m sorry, Kimberly. I know how it feels to lose a pet. It’s just as hard as losing a person. Harder.” I thought of Pepper’s murder.
“Yes.” She sniffed. I handed her my napkin. We sat in silence for a while, holding hands. We finished our coffee and took my car to look at illuminated homes. Kimberly sat in the middle next to me as we crawled around town. As the quiet day darkened, I took Kimberly to her car, and we went to church to join the hayride.
[image: image-placeholder]Up in Heaven: “Hey, Dad, why don’t we ever take hayrides at Christmas? It’s my birthday, you know.”
“It’s too damned cold, Son.” God shivers.
[image: image-placeholder]Kimberly and I sat together and snuggled. The camaraderie among the participants on the truck was delightful. This new friendship with Kimberly, however, was even better. One person missing from our caroling and hayride was Corbin. Corbin and I grew up together in the church.
Corbin’s family had money, and he always had expensive toys. He played guitar in church with our small band. His guitar and amplifier cost over three thousand dollars. Corbin had recording equipment, microphones, soundboards, and speakers in his home worth at least ten thousand dollars.
When he became old enough to drive at sixteen, his parents bought him a top-of-the-line, small Datsun truck. He had modified it with “cool” upgrades. For example, he bought a two thousand dollar power stick-shifter. After he tired of that vehicle, he traded it for a new van which he upgraded with carpeted walls, large speakers in the back doors, and an extensive stereo system. At the park, he opened the rear doors to face the basketball court and cranked the music so loud the buffalo complained.
As we grew into teenagers and then into men, Corbin’s perfect genes declared him to be a god among men: sexy, athletic, tall, and very charming to the girls. Corbin, with the aid of his wealthy parents, lived the life of a playboy. He loved to tell stories of how he stole girls from other guys. First, Corbin waited for the girl to fall in love with him. Then, as the ex-boyfriend was at the creek slitting his wrists, blood spurting, collapsing into the water and floating downstream, Corbin dumped the girl, destroying her for all other men. He then repeated the process. At least that’s how Corbin explained it.
Comparatively, I had a big nose and was short. Instead of athletics, I’d trained my body for maneuvering paintbrushes, pencils, and charcoal for portraits and landscapes, and a crochet needle for making rugs. It took specialized training to use an X-Acto knife and pull a squeegee across silk screens.
I needed most of my physical strength for the potter’s wheel. I was averse to exercise; I hated it. Art, music, books, reading, writing, and singing were what I loved. None of this made me alluring to the girls.
Corbin had commented over the years that hayrides were for Neanderthals. It was no surprise to me he was not with us.
After we returned from our hayride, Kimberly invited me to her apartment to watch TV. Her apartment was tiny, a converted garage, but inviting and cozy. An old, worn couch covered with homemade quilts added warmth. The kitchen was not separated by a wall. She had hung pots and pans on hooks from the ceiling, lined up as soldiers at attention. Folded towels and napkins rested on a shelf above the counter, with porcelain figurines on both sides facing the living room.
The table had a linen tablecloth that showed no use. I assumed she must remove the pristine cloth if she ate at the table or covered it with placemats. An oil lava lamp with hot wax that reshaped while it rose and fell was the showpiece of the living room—very hypnotic. The lights were low. Kimberly turned on the television.
As we sat closely on the couch, I slipped my arm around her, and she shifted to fit snugly against my chest. During a commercial, she turned to kiss me, the first real kiss of my life. As a small boy, two neighbor girls kissed me on the lips, an innocent peck. But this was a real kiss, long and moist with our bodies close. We ignored the television, kissed, touched, squeezed, and hugged. She put her hand up my shirt and rubbed my chest as I put my hand inside her shirt and caressed her back. Her skin was smooth and sensual.
Then her telephone rang. She apologized and answered the phone.
“Hello,” Kimberly said. “No, I don’t want to come over.”
(Pause)
 “No, I don’t want you to come over here.”
(Pause)
“Tim is here.”
(Pause)
“That’s none of your business.”
(Pause)
“I don’t care.”
(Pause)
“I’m hanging up now.”
“Ugh, I’m sorry. That was Corbin. Do you remember him?” Kimberly came back over to the couch and sat beside me. “Again, I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t even have answered the phone. Who does that when they’re kissing someone?”
“It’s fine. I don’t care,” I said, holding her hands. “But it sounds like you and Corbin are a thing?”
“Were a thing,” she said. “We were dating for a while, but I broke up with him recently. Honestly, he’s been calling a lot lately, and it’s annoying. Wants to get back together. Do you know what he just said to me?”
“What’s that?”
“He knew we were together at the hayride, which I don’t know how he knew, since he wasn’t there. Anyway, somehow, he knew. And then just now when I said you were here with me, he freaked out! I guess he doesn’t like that we’re together, which is none of his business by the way.”
“Yeah, seriously,” I said nonchalantly. But inside my thoughts were racing! Never had a girl picked me over Corbin! A girl had never even broken up with Corbin. Kimberly and I started kissing again.
“Tim, let’s go lie on my bed.”
I struggled to respond. My church considered sex education a sin, and the school excused us from the class. The church controlled us with fear and warned us to never read about sex, look at pictures with naked people, and to run from any sex conversations. These were sins, and if Jesus returned to Earth in the seconds before we asked for forgiveness, we’d go to Hell.
Because of this, I didn’t understand sex. Sex had something to do with a bed. Being naked with a girl was wrong. Looking at anyone naked was wrong. Looking at yourself in a mirror naked was wrong. At a young age, I deduced that a baby came from a woman, but I didn’t know how it got inside her.
I knew kissing Kimberly felt good. I also knew I shouldn’t go lie on the bed with her.
“Kimberly, I want to. But I don’t think it’s something I should do.” She squinted and turned her head slightly, looking at me. “But I love what we’re doing now,” I said.
So we kissed for hours, and we lay together on the couch. In my ignorance, I didn’t see that reclining on a sofa didn’t differ from lying on a bed.
I spent most of my time during Christmas break with Kimberly. When I returned to school, I left a warm cocoon of love, filled with Kimberly’s hugs and smooches. Kimberly asked if I’d write to her every week since neither of us could afford expensive long-distance phone calls. I agreed. 




Chapter 46


While at home for Christmas break, I loaded my potter’s wheel, two kilns, a ton of clay, chemicals for glazing, bats, and other supplies into my truck. I had acquired these during my time as a professional artist in Wyoming. After hauling it back to school, I opened a ceramic and pottery shop in downtown Ellendale.
The school allowed us to leave campus for work, but we had to have a printed and signed note from our employer. I employed myself, so I presented myself to the Dean with a letter from myself. He reviewed the rule book while scratching his head and approved it. In my note, I gave myself permission to work anytime I wanted.
To make money, I started teaching ceramic classes and recruited thirteen students. Trinity Bible Institute then asked me to be their community arts teacher. They paid me for each student they sent to my workshop. I spent my spare time doing what I truly loved: pottery.
After one exhaustive day of students, studying, school, and pottery, I retired to my dorm room to sleep. When I entered the room, I saw my shirts and jeans that I kept on hangers in my closet lying scattered on the floor. My roommate, Bryan, wouldn’t do this. Maybe someone else had played a prank. I rehung the clothing, crawled into my bunk, and closed my eyes.
[image: image-placeholder]I am in the park walking through knee-deep snow. Winters in Ellendale are savage. Temperatures fall to seventy-five below zero if you add the wind chill. The snowstorm concealed the benches under a smooth mound of sparkling flakes. There is a path cleared through the snow where the underground pipe transports hot water to the men’s dormitory. Green grass grows on the path as an oasis among this frigid desert.
I follow footprints toward the icy, white trees. I am only wearing underwear, yet I’m not cold. “I must be dreaming,” I assume, but everything is so real that I can’t discern if I am awake or dreaming. I bend over and scoop snow with my hand, which feels cold and solid. I must be awake. At the end of the footsteps, under the trees, stand my ghosts from childhood.
“Where have you been?” I ask.
“We have always been with you,” the lady says. She takes my hand, pulls me toward her, and embraces me. The hug feels healing.
“Please never let go of me.” I lay my head on her shoulder, holding her tight. 
[image: image-placeholder]Slowly, I woke up. I had been dreaming. Were my ghosts using my dreams to talk to me? But ghosts weren’t real according to our church. I repeated this to myself, hoping to believe it. 
“Bryan?”
“Yes?” Bryan must have come in while I slept.
“My clothes were all over the floor. Did you leave our door open?”
“No, I always shut it.”
“That’s what I thought.”
While in my studio, I wrote my first letter to Kimberly. I informed her about my trip back to school and getting my studio put together. I told her that my time during Christmas break with her was precious and that I missed her.
The school, remarkably, had more restrictive religious beliefs than the Sheridan church. Neither newspapers nor television were accessible. We couldn’t leave campus without a pass. No one could date, or even hold hands without a permit from the Dean’s office. Contact with the outside world was off limits. They did not restrict mail from home, but I bet if they could have done it without going to federal prison, they would have. Just to be safe, I had given my family and Kimberly the address to my pottery shop for mail. I’d been fortunate to have met Kimberly at home instead of at school. At home, I was free to spend time with her. At school, I would not have been.
Our church had the ingredients to breed cults. Pastors displaying characteristics of a cult leader ran many small AG churches that I had visited. I attributed this to our college sending out brainwashed people, purposely kept ignorant and taught to shun education outside the Bible. The church created radically devoted pastors who blindly obeyed.
To add kindling to the fire, pastors stoked their egos to disastrous levels because of the church doctrine that their followers must do what they commanded. The pastors deluded themselves into believing that they were standing in for God. Fact: God chose them.
Few men can resist that temptation.
No shock came to me when one of our AG pastors, Jim Jones, adopted this to the extreme. He did what our church taught. He believed he stood in for God. He believed his parishioners must follow his orders without question.
Jim Jones followed the exact teachings of the AG church to the extreme. Stop signs did not appear on Jim Jones’ path to mass murder. The AG church had set none. The AG church can’t deny the rationale of this.
Psychiatrist Robert Jay Lifton wrote what many consider to be the most definitive book on brainwashing and cult formation. According to Mr. Lifton’s description, our Bible college practiced brainwashing. Our church isolated members from the outside world and taught that non-members were evil and going to Hell. Both are elements of cults according to Dr. Lifton.
Brainwashing at school became more intense than at my home church. My art studio gave me a place to hold on to reality and eat protein. Many times, I stayed there through the night. The efforts to keep my sanity didn’t stop the school from cementing my childhood fears deeper into my mental core. Until you experience brainwashing, you can’t understand how much it can control you. We lived as if any minute we may make a mistake and fall into the pits of Hell. With this control, someone didn’t have to be your captor in your presence. They had you by the throat hundreds of miles away. Nowhere could you be free.
My studio faced a side street, only one building away from the main downtown street. We heated the ancient building with oil from a two hundred-gallon tank housed inside my studio. The heater blower blasted everything with a gale.
An attached mudroom, not much larger than a porta potty, had two doors. A rear exit door and an outside door opened into the mudroom (you could open only one at a time). You had to slam shut or force open the doors. Therefore, it was impossible to enter undetected.
After working late, I turned off the lights and prepared to take a nap on the workbench. Before I lay on the table, someone banged repeatedly on the inside door of the mudroom. The thundering sound bolted my soul into a defensive mode. No one had opened that noisy outside door! After pausing from fear, I tiptoed over to the window to spy on the door. The snow and ice reflected enough light to show the closed outside door. Who got into that mudroom without producing a sound?
Outside, it was below zero. The winter shrouded everything in ice and snow.
“Who is it?” I called. No answer. I inquired again. Still no reply.
Leaving the window, I opened the door and saw an empty mudroom. No one could have beat that door...
...unless it was someone for which doors were not an obstacle.
The next night, a similar situation happened. Preparing to lie down, I turned off the lights. Immediately, someone roared inside my studio, “Tim!” The windows clattered, and glass fell onto the floor. I turned the lights back on. No one visible was there.
I paused with the light on for a while. There were unfinished ceramic pieces that had fallen and broken from the sound that vibrated the windows. After ten minutes of silence, I turned off the light and fell into a fitful sleep, fearing demons would attack me.
Many times I’d heard “Tim,” but never that powerful. Were ghosts seeking to get my attention? But I insisted to myself this was just my imagination. A Christian must not believe in ghosts.
The next evening, I stayed alone in my dorm room. Bryan was out for a stroll with his girl who I surmised was trying to unwind the puzzle that is Bryan. While sitting at my desk, I heard a clatter. I turned and noticed books on the floor at the foot of Bryan’s dresser.
At that moment, my closet door flew open, and wire hangers flew at me, taking flight with no help that I could see. Several whipped my face, bringing back a stinging memory of Mother’s anger and retribution. Mother’s scream split my psyche, so fierce it shook the window, repeating, “You’re full of the devil! Why were you ever born!”
I covered my face as the hangers bounced off me, the walls, and window and landed on the floor all around me. And then everything fell silent. I sat frozen, looking at the closet that was now empty. My clothes lay all over the floor. My clothes. None of Bryan’s. Why?
This must be my imagination.
I’m a good Christian.
This must be my imagination.




Chapter 47


A week had gone by with no return letter from Kimberly. I sent a second note via mail. Perhaps enough time hadn’t passed for her letter to reach me.
It was time for me to drive to Jamestown, North Dakota, where I was an assistant pastor at the AG. My duties required me to be there Saturday and Sunday. I enjoyed working at the church, and I needed the quiet time on the ride.
“Bryan, have you seen my keys?” I fumbled in my pockets.
“Last time I saw them, they were in the bowl.” Bryan pointed.
“Yeah, I already checked the bowl. I could’ve sworn I had put them there.” I glanced in the bowl again. No keys. “Dang it, why do I keep losing my keys?” I pulled the covers off my bed and shook them out. I searched under the bed and dug through the desk drawers.
”Is this them?” Bryan dangled my keys.
“Where were they?”
“In the bowl.”
“I know I looked there! Why do my keys keep disappearing then reappearing? Anyway, thanks, Bryan. Time to leave. See you Sunday night.”
The hallway in our dorm had asphalt tile flooring. My footsteps echoed off the painted cinder block walls as I walked toward the stairway behind a solid fire door. Skipping down the concrete stairs, I fought open the exit door against a strong wind. My moist hair froze instantly from the arctic blast. I pulled my hood up over my head, bent toward the wind, and trudged through the crisp knee-deep snow to my Dodge Dart Demon.
Ironic that my car was a Demon. Other students had given me grief for owning a car named Demon. They said I was consorting with Satan. I told them that God provided the car for me, so take it up with him. That shut them up.
My parents raised me in this weather, so I knew how to care for a car in severe winter conditions. I used synthetic oil instead of regular oil, which got as thick as syrup in this temperature. The engine would not turn over with thick oil. I had the highest amperage battery I could buy for greatest cold cranking power. This helped the battery to not freeze solid. On the nights that temperatures fell colder than thirty degrees below zero, I took my battery inside the dorm so it wouldn’t freeze. I used the peak level of antifreeze recommended in the radiator. On the coldest days, only a few of us could get a car started, including my roommate Bryan, another country boy raised in Montana, just north of my hometown.
We had warm weather when school started. Many of the students from warmer climates wailed and cried to find out in the morning after the first deep freeze their engine blocks had broken. They had no antifreeze, and the water in the block froze and expanded, breaking the motor like glass.
The cold froze my door shut, so I had to bang on it with the side of my fist to pry it open. I wore mittens with leather palms and filled with goose down. This weather was too cold for gloves. Even with the mittens, I had to pull my thumb into my fist to keep it warm. I crawled inside on the vinyl seats that felt like cold concrete and started the car. I sat for twenty minutes waiting for the engine and heater to warm. I crept back out to scrape off the ice and snow from the windows. Finally, I was ready for my journey.
Ellendale was good about clearing the snow, and I had clear roads once I was out of the dorm parking lot. Outside town, the highways were icy and dark. The night was black except for bright diamonds in the sky. People who live in a city all their lives don’t know that the night sky in a nonpopulated area can take your breath away.
Jamestown waited for me sixty miles north of Ellendale. The highways in North Dakota are the narrowest I have seen, with only two lanes, and each not much wider than a semi-truck. There were no shoulders. The edge of the road dropped a few inches. Every time you met another car, it was a game of chicken, and when you met a truck, it was a game of chicken, but you pleaded to God for safe passage. 
After two miles of driving, I heard my name from a male voice, “Tim!” At once I saw a bright green meteor streak across the sky and land in a field to my right. Meteors weren’t new to me, but I’d never seen a green one or one so close to me. I slowed the car to a stop to look. A green glow came from the ground for twenty seconds. Once it faded to dark, I sped up on the narrow road to climb a hill. There are almost no hills in North Dakota, so it was easy to remember this one.
As I reached the top, I saw the bright lights of a town. That couldn’t be right! Every week I traveled this road. No city should be here. My fuel gauge still showed full, so I’d traveled a very short distance. The outskirts of the town had a gas station with a convenience store, so I parked at a gas pump to get information. I had seen no signs anywhere with the town’s name. I could see lights of the town farther down the hill, but there were no familiar landmarks to give me a clue.
I walked inside the store and looked around for something to show the name of the town. I didn’t see any.
“What town is this?” 
The clerk stared at me and didn’t answer.
“Can you tell me what town this is?” I repeated.
“This is New Salem,” he said.
New Salem was new to me. I had never been to New Salem. I bought a new map and unfolded it while staying in the store. The map showed I was two hundred miles from where I saw the meteor. It had only been a few minutes since that happened. How could I possibly be two hundred miles away? I went outside to double check my gas gauge, which said full. Maybe the gauge was broken.
I removed my gas cap. I had to remove my mittens to do this. The cold cap stung my fingers as I twisted it loose. I put my mittens back on and put the pump handle into my gas tank. Once the pump got to one fourth of a gallon, it shut off. I tried again. Gas flushed out the top of the tank.
So, I had used less than one fourth of a gallon of gas on this trip. I could not have traveled over five miles. Yet here I was, two hundred miles away. If I had traveled two hundred miles, my tank would have been half empty. In addition, to get to New Salem, I would’ve had to leave the northbound road and go west through a large city, Bismarck. I wouldn’t have been able to ignore driving through Bismarck.
 I wondered if my ghosts had transported me, but then remembered that I didn’t believe ghosts exist. Maybe it was demons. Or angels. Or aliens. Wait, I didn’t believe in aliens.
I started my drive back to where something had diverted me on my path. Once I reached the northbound road, I drove to Jamestown and did my ministerial duties for the weekend. The extra two hundred miles I drove used up most of my money and gasoline by the time I got back to Ellendale on Sunday night.
All weekend I had pondered that two hundred-mile diversion. What could it have been? Why did it happen to me? Would it happen again?




Chapter 48


Another week passed, and I mailed a third letter to Kimberly. Still no reply, but I considered she may be busy with work.
College had its good points. Bryan Brander, my roommate, ended up being a lifelong friend. My cousin Millie was there, and I enjoyed spending time with her. We hadn’t visited since we were fourteen. I got to fulfill my dream of being a drummer, which started with a surprise visit from Mr. Reimers to our school cafeteria at lunch. 
Mr. Reimers walked to the middle of the lunch crowd, lifted his hands to get attention, and shouted, 
“Has anyone here played drums?”
Since I was a kid, I had wanted to play the drums, but my high school violin teacher said it was “not a real instrument.” He told me if I joined the band, he’d kick me out of the orchestra. Today, my violin teacher was six hundred miles away. My hand shot up without even thinking.
Mr. Reimers came over to me.
 ”How good are you?” 
I beat out a rhythm on the table. He uncoiled his shoulders and grinned like a Cheshire cat.
 ”Can you play in the basketball game tonight?”
“Sure!” I said.
“Can you do a nine-measure drum solo?”
“Sure!”
Then he left. I Immediately turned to my friend Randy, who was an excellent drummer, and said, “You have to teach me to play the drums before the game tonight.”
“What!” he hooted. “Why did you say you could play the drums?” Randy grimaced like I was insane.
“Because I want to play drums!” So, we walked to the band room. Randy taught me enough to get started. How to use foot pedals on the high hat and bass drum for rhythm, how to tap the sticks on the high hat and do a drum roll across the toms and the snare. Then he left me to practice for the few hours I had left before the big game, shaking his head as he strode away.
Before the game started, I arrived at the gym and set up the drums. Mr. Reimers asked if I was ready.
“Been ready for years, sir!”
Mr. Reimers told me that when he pointed his finger at me, I was to start the nine-measure drum solo.
The game started. I kept a smooth rhythm with the band. No problem. Mr. Reimers nodded to say I was doing a good job. It was a spirited crowd, and a thousand fans packed the bleachers to watch the basketball team.
At solo time, Mr. Reimers pointed at me, and I started the drum rolls Randy taught me just a few hours earlier and banged on the cymbals. The crowd jumped to their feet and began screaming and stomping. My nine measures were up, and Mr. Reimers signaled me to finish, but I kept going. I was having too much fun to stop, and I had waited years for this moment. I drummed on for at least forty measures. A drumstick broke, on purpose, another trick Randy taught me, and I seized another from my back pocket without missing a beat. The roar of the crowd was rapturous.
[image: image-placeholder]Up in Heaven, Jesus rocks out on his cushioned chair, shouting, “Dad, this music is the greatest!” He waves crispy bacon in the air.
[image: image-placeholder]And then I let Mr. Reimers take control of the band. He had never gotten this much attention, but he was a glory hog and loved it.
After the game, another student came up to me and asked me to give him drum lessons. He said he’d been his high school’s drummer but wanted to get tips from me.
 ”How long have you been playing?” he asked me.
“About three hours.”
“No,” he replied, “not how long tonight. I meant how long since you first started playing drums?”
“About three hours. Tonight is the first time I ever played the drums.”
He looked pissed. He turned and shuffled away from me.
The next time I saw Mr. Reimers, he told me I must cut my solo when he signaled me. I said I would..., but I never did. He loved the recognition, so he never got rid of me.




Chapter 49


It had been at least three weeks since I mailed the third letter to Kimberly. Crickets for me, signaling nothing from her. I wrote a fourth to her.
After teaching a class in my pottery studio, I returned to my dorm room to study for classes. Bryan was out. I was alone. I put my keys in the bowl on my desk. To make sure I would remember, I said out loud, “I am putting my keys in the bowl!” This had become a routine. I hung my coat in the closet, studied for an hour, and became hungry. There was a restaurant on the other side of town that was still open. Having my business gave me the privilege to work when and where I wanted. Since I was my own boss, I decided to go draw designs for my pottery at the restaurant.
I stood and reached into the bowl to grab my keys. No keys. Maybe I was going blind and couldn’t see the keys? I picked up the bowl and turned it upside down. Still no keys.
“Why do I keep losing my keys?” I shouted. I remembered putting the keys in the bowl because I had announced it. I checked my coat pockets. I looked around on the floor, under the bunks, under the desk, and in my pants pockets. Then I crawled up on the top bunk to look through the blankets. As I was sitting there, I saw my keys in the bowl. Why did this keep happening? Sometimes after I put them in the bowl, I would find them in my coat or pants pockets or a dresser drawer.
[image: image-placeholder]Bryan and I had fun together. At night, we ran out and free climbed the one, two, and three-story buildings on campus. We always wore a dark stocking cap and clothing. In chapel one morning, the Dean announced that whoever was climbing the buildings at night needed to stop. He said if the campus police caught them, he would expel them from school.
“What do you think, Bryan?”
“They can’t catch us.”
So, we kept at it, and the Dean sent out guards to look for us. That same night, the guards saw us standing on a one-story building and ordered us to stay put. So we waited. They brought ladders to climb onto the roof. As soon as they got on the roof, we ran and jumped off the other end, smoothly rolling into the grass. Then we climbed a different building. They followed, and we repeated. 
It was great physical exercise. We were doing as the church told us, “Treat your body as the temple of God.” They never caught us.
[image: image-placeholder] Methodists donated the campus to Trinity Bible Institute. The Methodist Church required their ministers to have a Master’s degree, and they valued high and diverse education, therefore, they left a very well-stocked school library. Our school leaders audited the books, then separated and cordoned off at least one third of them to a dark and dusty prohibited part of the library.
Asking why, which I do often, the librarian told me that the banned books didn’t follow our church doctrine. That didn’t hold water with me, so I asked the Dean for approval to go to the prohibited section. He said “No” and instructed me that my soul would be in peril.
At college, I was expecting answers that our home preachers would not or could not give. My college professors were not forthcoming with answers either. Now, they had cut off a third of the books in our library! If they had banned these books, I needed to read them.
The night being cold, wet, and dark, I relaxed in the warm library. Flipping through a book while standing at the shelves, I kept glancing at the forbidden zone. As I held a book, a light moved across my feet. Someone in the prohibited area had a flashlight.
“Hey, who’s over there?”
No answer. The light turned off. Someone was breaking the rules. Soon, the light came back on. If anyone had special permission to go to the banned area, I expected to get that same permission. The librarian had told me no one got special permission.
“Someone is using a flashlight back there,” I said to the librarian.
The librarian walked to the velvet rope divider, lifted it, and looked around.
“No one is back here,” she said.
That’s odd. Whoever no one was had a flashlight.
That night I had one of my vivid dreams about the library. My three ghosts were walking around the restricted area, laughing and reading books and waving at me to come back and read. I refused as I didn’t want to put my soul in peril. The ghost with the wooden buttons tried to hand me a book, and I desperately wanted to read it, yet I declined. The lady ghost held up my car keys and jingled them, looking at me with a smile. When I woke up in the morning, I remembered the dream and thought about it all day.
That evening, back in the library, the flashlight once again moved around in the dark, dank, banned area. I believed demons were trying to trick me into the forbidden area. 
My dorm room was waiting, and I was sleepy, so I left the library. Upon entering my dorm, I lay down and turned off the lights. Our room was never totally dark because of streetlights outside our window. My roommate and I had bunk beds, and lucky me, I got the top bunk. Just as I lay down, five dark figures leaned over me. Their heads and shoulders were black, and they were visible with my physical eyes. There were no features. They looked like silhouettes.
This differed from how my ghosts appeared to me as a child when I saw a concise image in my mind which I later assumed was telepathically transmitted. 
These images tonight were coming through my physical eyes and had no facial features, only dark shapes of their bodies and heads. And then, I felt warm hands around my throat starting to squeeze. Real hands. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t breathe. I tried to yell for Bryan to help, but the hands squeezed tight and held me down. Surely, I thought, I’ll die tonight.
Instantly they left, and I choked to get my breath. I couldn’t pass off this event as imaginary. Even though it scared me, and they looked different, and there were five instead of three, it felt like these were my childhood ghost friends. But if they were my friends, why were they choking me? Did they want to kill me? Could they kill me? The ghosts seemed real, but to be a good Christian, I had to admit demons had just attacked me.
After a long walk with Bryan on the country roads that led to our school, I calmed down and needed to get to sleep. 
[image: image-placeholder]I see that the banned area of the library is lit. To my astonishment, the school Dean and president are reading the restricted books! They were the ones that outlawed the books. Why are they reading them?
Near the back of the forbidden area, I recognize the silhouettes of the five ghosts that had choked me! They wave, inviting me into the banned area. The Dean turns away from his book, looks at me, squints, and with a scowl says, “Your soul is in peril. Leave this area at once.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next day, I thought about these two dreams and about the ghosts choking me. Did my ghosts try to send me a message? What if they were demons trying to snare me into damnation?
When I first dreamt of the ghosts, they were in the dark, inviting me to the banned area.
The next day in real life, they attacked me while I was awake.
The second dream had the ghosts beckoning me into the restricted zone, but the area was lit. The Dean and president were reading the books. What did it all mean?
In the late afternoon, as I sat in the park reading, I realized the message. To censor those books, someone had to read them, or at least scan them. That was probably why the Dean and president were in my dream reading the books. Surely, their souls weren’t in peril.
Since the souls of the Dean and president weren’t in peril for reading those books, I decided my soul wouldn’t be either. Later, I took a flashlight and snuck into the banned part of the library, where I read and read. And read.
There I found the answers I’d been seeking. The information in the restricted zone helped me understand the history of our denomination and other religions. It explained why people ignored, shamed, or refuted my logical challenges.
There were books about the Dead Sea Scrolls and the catacombs. Other books were of history during the time of Jesus. Many were theories and ideologies besides our own. This ignited my real education. But no matter how much information I gathered, the power of the brainwashing that this radical, oppressive church had on me never released my brain from the fear of Hell. I discovered logic alone wouldn’t free me from such a restrictive religion.
Logic created a different relationship with me and the church. I wanted to be part of my family and understand what they did. I studied the Bible dutifully, prayed, and I took part in the church. I wanted to agree with the church. But logic impeded me from attaining this desire. Logic, I believed, would be accepted at Trinity Bible Institute, yet it was more of a problem.
One of the staunchest rules they had was to abstain from all movie theaters no matter the genre of the movie. I asked the Dean, “Could we go to G-rated movies?” He said no. The reason the church didn’t allow us to attend wasn’t because of what movie played, but that sinners gathered there. 
 “A restaurant is a gathering place for sinners. You allow us to go to restaurants. How is that different?” I asked.
He offered no explanation except, “You just need to have faith that we are men of God, and do as we say.”
Honestly, I tried to go with this, burying the logic and accepting the truth that movie theaters were a sin no matter the movie.
And then it happened: something worthy of getting me expelled from school. It was really bad. Really bad. Did I say really bad? Because it was. Bad. Really bad. 
We were in the chapel for one of our twice-daily mind cleaning sessions, I mean brain wasting, I mean brainwashing. That’s it. Brainwashing. 
The president and the Dean sat on the stage. The Dean walked to the podium and declared, “The movie Jesus is in theaters. We have lifted the ban on movie theaters this weekend. But the only movie you’re allowed to see is Jesus.”
What?????? Ooooouch!! My brain imploded. I had accepted the truth that it didn’t matter WHAT movie played, the theater was a gathering place for sinners, and we were to shun it. But the people that made this imperial rule were now breaking it.
I bolted out of my seat and raised my hand from the balcony. I shouted, “Dean! Dean!” The students beside me stirred from their sleepy nodding. The Dean quit speaking and looked at me.
First, it’s sacrilegious to interrupt a chapel service. Second, it’s blasphemous to question a leader of the church. But wait, it got worse.
The Dean pointed at me to go ahead. I cleared my throat.
 ”Dean, since you’re lifting the restriction on the sin of theaters this weekend,” I paused but forged on, “would it be okay to lift the ban on the sin of extramarital sex and the sin of alcohol and have a bang-up weekend?”
The chapel fell stone quiet. Logic had disturbed my relationship with the church once more. The pianist quit playing. The lower auditorium stretched their necks to look at me. The students next to me snickered.
No answer came, so I sat down. The Dean continued with the announcements.
Blood rushed to my head as I realized what I’d done. I heard a river in my ears. The president, surely, would expel me. After the chapel service, while rushing away, the president came up to me and put his arm around my shoulder.
Here it was. I was a goner.
The president asked, “How are you doing, Son?”
“I’m fine, Sir.”
And that’s all that developed. The president didn’t expel or punish me. My guess was that the school realized that they had no defense.
[image: image-placeholder]Up in Heaven, God asks Jesus, “Son, did you get royalties for that Jesus movie?”
“I would, Dad, but I’m not allowed to go into the theaters to collect it, remember? Dad? Huh? Remember?”
[image: image-placeholder]Two more weeks passed since the fourth letter I had sent to Kimberly. I’d try one more time, I decided, and if she didn’t respond, I’d stop writing. Unlike the long letters before, this one I kept concise. It said, “Dear Kimberly. I love you. I miss you. Please write to me. Love, Tim.” I never got a reply, and I sent no more letters. I assumed she was dating Corbin again.




Chapter 50 


After the first year of college, I returned to Sheridan for the summer. Sheridan offered few jobs, but there was construction work, so I hired on as a laborer constructing houses. The foreman proved reasonable even though he demanded a lot from us. When he whooshed by, you’d better be working. We sweated, got burnt in the sun, and used every tissue of our muscles all day, but it felt good.
When we took our break, our foreman made sure he thanked us for our work. He knew how to motivate us.
Learning how to use a front loader or a Bobcat—a small utility vehicle with a scoop on the front—made for a great summer experience. That Bobcat, built for versatility, allowed me to ride down steep slopes, do wheelies, and have lots of fun.
One day, the owner of the construction company came out to the jobsite. He saw a pile of gravel he wanted moved and yelled at me to get in the backhoe and “do it now!” 
Backhoe? Back how? No one trained me to drive a backhoe. 
As my mouth opened to explain he had the wrong guy, he interrupted me.
“Get up there, get it done now, or go work somewhere else!”
So... what the heck. Something new to try. First, I got in the seat. Next, I needed to figure out what the four pedals did. The pedals must be brakes, and the four sticks must be for steering. I turned the key, and the machine jumped to life. The first pedal I stomped on made the beast move forward. Stomping also made it stop. A pedal for each wheel. How the heck do I stomp on four pedals at the same time?
I discovered that two sticks are for the big scoop. I drove over to the pile of gravel and devoured a big load. Next, I figured out how to back up and unload the gravel in the hole the boss wanted filled. The backhoe made me feel like a powerful kid with a colossal toy. But then, the owner pulled his elegant new Cadillac behind me while I was in reverse. Panicking, I started stomping on the brakes, but none of them stopped me, and I smashed into his car.
Oops!
The owner shrieked, “Who trained you to run this thing!!”
“No one, Sir. I’ve never operated a backhoe.”
The owner looked sheepish, realizing he had ordered me onto that machine, with the threat of firing me, without asking first if I knew how to operate a backhoe.
Funny.
Next job, we installed a septic tank. The real backhoe operator had dug a hole for it. He used the backhoe to lower the concrete pieces into the hole with a chain hooked to the scoop. He ordered me to stand under the concrete septic tank pieces and steady them into the right position.
The first piece fit easily, but the second piece was swinging on the chain. The backhoe operator instructed me to get in the middle of the tank and guide it into place. This middle section had no bottom or top, just sides. We were using a metal crossbar to attach the chain. The chain, wrapped on the bucket of the backhoe, hooked to the crossbar right above me. The piece lowered as I steadied it into place.
Each piece weighed at least one thousand pounds. The crossbar would cut you in four sections like a tomato with juice squirting if it fell. The second piece was placed on the bottom just right.
Deep in my ear, I heard “Tim” as we started moving the top piece. I took a startled look behind me. No ghost there. The piece had no bottom and a big hole in the top. The crossbar, right above me, again hooked to the chain. Our foreman whooshed by and yelled, “Get out of the middle of that tank. It could fall on you!” So I did, and the second I stepped out, the chain broke. The solid piece fell and broke the other two pieces in the hole.
Wow, so close and weird.
We got the broken pieces out of the hole. The backhoe operator lifted the new pieces into the hole, and the new chain broke.
And this happened one more time.
That day, my coworkers told me my angels must’ve been watching out for me because the chains never broke while I was under the crossbar. Maybe, I thought, it was my ghosts. But ghosts were not real, so no.
My parents wanted me to stay with them for the summer, but I kept myself busy so I wouldn’t be home often. After work, I took a bath to wash the construction sweat and dust off me, gave Mom five dollars for the water, then left to visit friends.
One night I came home, and Mom told me that Kimberly had called and asked me to call her back. That’s odd, I thought. Instead of calling, I drove to her apartment. Her car sat out front, so I knocked on her door, and she swung the door open and embraced me.
Now, I was perplexed.
“Why did you quit writing to me?” She released her grip and stepped back.
“Because you never responded to my letters. That’s why.” I crossed my arms.
“I’m very busy with my job.”
“So am I! I have classes, homework, am running a business, but I still wrote to you as I, we, promised we would.” 
“When your letters would come, it was the best part of my day. I’d rush home to read it. It made me very happy. Then your last one was short. I was so disappointed!”
“The last letter asked you to please write to me!” Suddenly, I realized logic wouldn’t win here. We both stood in silence.
“I missed you tremendously. I’m sorry I didn’t write. I thought about you all the time. Will you come in?” Her eyebrows rose inquisitively.
I sighed and replied, “Sure.”
I wasn’t sure if Kimberly had dated anyone else since Christmas, but if she had, she seemed to forget him instantly. In no time, we made out on her couch and listened to her stereo. She asked if I wanted to go to her bed, but I declined.
“Why not bring out your homemade quilts and pillows so we can lie in front of the stereo?” My ignorance must’ve driven her crazy. The bed was a sin. No one had taught me to stay off the floor with her.
We kissed, and she would lie on me, and then I’d lie on her. We never removed our clothing because that’d be a sin. This reunion gave me a perky step with a big smile all day.
It became a routine: I’d go to work, come home sweaty and dirty, take a bath, give Mom five dollars, go to Kimberly’s apartment, and stay till about midnight. Each day, Mom asked why I was leaving the house.
“To visit Kimberly.”
“You’re spending way too much time with her!”
“No, I’m not.”
“I want you in this house by 9:00 PM. When you’re in my house, I make the rules!”
“No problem. I’ll move in with Kevin and pay half the rent until I go back to school.”
Moving in with Kevin was my preference, but since I paid for my college tuition, I needed to save as much money as I could.
“You need to be at home, not living with wild kids.” Mom tried to slap me as she invariably did when she got to this level of anger. By instinct, I put up my hand to block her, which made her even angrier.
“Put your hands down so I can slap you.” She kept trying to hit me as I backed out the door. Why would she do this to her college son? I’d always been a good son.
Halfway through summer, I was shocked when Kimberly told me she wanted to return to college with me. I had assumed I was her summer fun and she would forget me when I left. This put an altogether new light on our relationship, and I gave her a squeeze and a long, wet kiss.




Chapter 51 


During summer break, between the first and second years of college, I drew twenty pen and ink drawings of hands. The realistic drawings showed details of my hands. One had a face on the palm. Another had a police uniform with the fingers held in the shape of a gun. One was in a running pose and track clothing. There were several more pictures with palm faces expressing happiness, sadness, fear, etc.
When I came back for the second year of college, I framed and hung them on one of the walls in our dorm room. Bryan said they were “handy” for dressing up the room. Bryan was corny.
Our three-story, men-only dorm was built out of cinder blocks. The basement had a dungeon with low light and thick carpeting. This was the prayer room; the school instructed us to use it daily. One night, I sat on the soft prayer room floor, leaning against the rough stone wall. There were no chairs allowed.
Eight men were in the room. In the dimness, I saw a familiar figure, like a ghost from my childhood. But the figure was fuzzy—not clear as it was when I was a child. Four more accompanied him. They stood, looking at me. Five ghosts had tried to choke me the previous semester. I didn’t want to stay for an encore, so I ran to my room.
Soon, one student from the dungeon came up and inquired if I was okay.
“Yes, I’m fine.”
“You looked scared when you ran out.”
“No, I’m fine.”
He looked at my wall of pictures and left. Shortly, he came back with the dorm manager. The dorm manager asked why I left the prayer room so fast.
“There was nothing left to pray for.”
He sauntered over to my pictures. “What do these hands with faces represent? Are they showing demons inside you?”
“No, of course not!” He didn’t believe me and started digging in my dresser.
 “Hey, please leave! You’re invading my privacy.” He didn’t leave. He found a manuscript for a book I was writing and started reading it.
“That’s private! I’m not giving you permission to read that!” He kept reading.
The manuscript was about a man at Bible school trying to deal with the trauma of his church telling stories of window demons as a child. It was about me, but I used other names.
”Is this book about having demons inside you?”
“No! Please leave my room!” 
He took the manuscript and started to take down my art. 
“Stop! What’re you doing!? That’s my collection and book! Put them down!”
 I was angry and shouting. Twenty men swarmed into my room to see the hubbub.
The dorm manager instructed the group, ”A demon has possessed this man. We need to exorcise it.”
With that, everybody started praying to cast the demon out of me. They pushed me down and held me on the floor. This would piss off anyone. I was furious and screamed at everyone, “Get out! Get out!”
The dorm manager said, “No, demon, you get out! In the name of Jesus, I command you to leave!”
[image: image-placeholder]Down in Hell, Satan scowls at his hired foreman, “Did you send a demon to that man? I don’t see a requisition in your file for one.”
The foreman stutters, “No, Sir. No, Sir, I don’t know what they’re talking about.” 
Satan gives him a really dirty look.
[image: image-placeholder]I yelled at them until I could yell no more. The experience exhausted me. After they had their entertainment, the idiots left.
The dorm manager took my book and my art collection. My appeals to the Dean’s office for my property failed. To this day, it’s probably being shown to parishioners by a traveling missionary as an exorcism trophy.
Great religion, guys. Just great.




Chapter 52


Kimberly lived in the women’s dorm and had a hard time adapting to the rules. Not raised in our church, she thought most of the rules were stupid. No movies? No hand-holding? No kissing? No boys in her dorm? No TV? No newspapers?
We spent an abundance of time at my pottery shop where we could kiss, hold hands, read newspapers, and go for drives. As far as anyone knew, we were both at the pottery shop with our permission notes from our employer: me.
“Tim, I want you,” Kimberly said as she held both my hands.
“I want you too, Kimberly,” I said innocently.
“No, I WANT you,” Kimberly said, emphasizing the word want. Why was she repeating this?
“Yes, I want you, too.”
Kimberly sighed. “You’re not understanding me.”
“Well, explain then.”
“Never mind.”
One night, we parked on a country road to make out. Our excitement level exploded. Passion rose and took over as if someone else controlled my body. This differed from before.
In an instant we stripped, and I was on top of her, my nude body touching her bare body for the first time. Kimberly put her hands on my bottom and pulled me into her. For the first time, I understood that my penis was designed to go inside her. Ending as fast as it started, I panicked and begged Jesus for forgiveness.
“The rapture may have happened! We must return to campus now!”
I quickly dressed. Kimberly tried to calm me as she saw nothing wrong. She had not been in this church long enough for the leaders to brainwash her. I pulled onto the road, tires crunching on the gravel, and imagined the worst. We arrived at campus, and I was relieved to see a crowd of students, proving the rapture hadn’t happened.
Kimberly and I sat in the car, talking for a while, and then we returned to our dorm rooms.
The next day, I decided it was imperative that I learn about sexuality. If sex could possess my body without my permission and condemn me to Hell, I should know how it happens. I knew I could find the information I required in the forbidden section of the library. After much reading of the books on love, marriage, and sex, I understood what had happened.
The books told me I sucked at being a lover. Guilt slapped me in the face. They taught how a man can please a woman sexually. A big part of it was BS I’d find out later, but at least I had a better idea of how to make Kimberly happy.
But what of damnation to Hell for having sex out of marriage? Back in my dorm room, I had piles of accordances and references for the Bible, of which I found these verses:
“And if a man entice a maid that is not betrothed, and lie with her, he shall surely endow her to be his wife.” Exodus 22:16
“And what man is there that hath betrothed a wife and hath not taken her? Let him go and return unto his house, lest he die in the battle, and another man take her.” Deuteronomy 20:7
 “And Laban gathered together all men of the place and made a feast. Now it came to pass in the evening that he took Leah his daughter and brought her to Jacob, and he went in to her.” Genesis 29:22
When Jacob had sex with Leah, they became one flesh, which made her his wife. Jacob didn’t divorce her because he had made her his wife in the eyes of God. Divorce was a sin according to our church.
From what I understood, immoral sex came down to having sex with someone you didn’t intend to marry. In God’s eyes, we married when we had sex. What would a piece of paper matter to God?
As usual, there were conflicts about sex in the Bible. The hard and fast rule of “Sex before marriage is a sin” didn’t make as much sense now. The logic was again changing my perception of this religion.
Kimberly and I needed to talk.
The school did not allow men in the women’s dorm, so I asked a lady to please ask Kimberly to come out. Kimberly came downstairs promptly with a hop and a charming smile and hugged me. We walked to a quiet, grassy park with a bench on which Kimberly sat with her soft woolen pants and sweater. She looked so huggable.
“Sorry I freaked out on you. Sex was a riddle for me until I was with you. The library provided me with an abundance of information today, and I believe our religion is wrong about sex.”
“Uh-huh. Good one, Sherlock.” 
“They’ve always taught us that unless you’re married, sex is wrong, and you’ll go to Hell. From what I understand, in God’s eyes, when we have sex, we marry. It’s not immoral to have sex as long as you plan to be together.”
That’s where I stopped on the subject of marriage. This whole discussion made me nervous.
“I wondered why when I kept telling you ‘I want you,’ you didn’t seem to get what I meant.” She grinned at me.
My face reddened. “It’s been quite an educational experience. Also, I learned that I didn’t give you pleasure. May I redeem myself?”
Now her face reddened. “Why don’t you come to my bed tonight?”
“Will do. See you tonight right before lights out and inspection.” 
I watched a confused expression grow on her face.
 ”How are you going to do that?”
“Easy, I’ll walk in.”
After classes and chapel, we spent the evening together in the library studying. Then we visited the student lounge and hung out with friends. All the while, Kimberly and I looked at each other and smiled, knowing our plans after curfew. Most of the evening, our faces were flushed. My heartbeat was rapid. I was a boiling pot.
Soon it was curfew when everyone must return to their dorm rooms. It was much like curfew on Hogan’s Heroes: 
The spotlights moved back and forth, the guards checked rooms, and if you were not in your proper place, Schultz shot you and then claimed, “I know nothink!” 
The guards at my dormitory knew I had approval to work around the clock at my pottery store. If I was missing, they marked me on the inspection sheet as being at work.
But this night was different. It was my first opportunity to make amends to my lover. My wristwatch ticked away the minutes as I waited for the curfew.
High school proved to be a defense training course for me. It taught me how to protect myself from bullies by humiliating them. It instructed me on how to use energy to cement myself to the ground.
My most valuable training was when I learned to walk among a crowd of bullies without them recognizing me. But I wasn’t invisible. When I walked near someone, I appeared as an individual, but no one in particular. The problem was if I bumped into someone or made a noise, they would focus their attention on me and realize who I was. It rarely worked if there was only one bully. It wasn’t one hundred percent effective but worked often. The first experience I had with this was lying under that table in the church’s basement when I was a small child with my eyes closed pretending to be invisible. It made sense that I could do the same in the women’s dormitory.
Curfew started at 10:00 PM. The inspection began at 10:05 PM. During examination, the Nazi guards inspected prisoners in each room. They checked in closets and under the beds for knights who might deflower the maidens (apparently, this happened before).
At 9:55 PM, I strolled through the front door of the women’s dorm, sucking in my energy as I did in high school. No one looked at me, or at least if they did, they didn’t recognize the Viking raiding the castle to climb the damsel’s tower. Kimberly left her door cracked open, and I entered.
“How did you get here?” Her blue, wide eyes greeted me. She propped herself up on her elbow, and her short hair, cut right at the neck, complemented her face.
“Shhhh,” I cautioned and rolled under the bed. Fifteen minutes of time passed until the guards arrived. They used bright flashlights to inspect the closet and under the bed and pointed them right at me! My eyes were closed tight. The old invisibility trick, eh? I thought to myself in my best Maxwell Smart voice.
They stood and moved to the next room. The bed was a tight squeeze, and I rolled out.
“How did they not see you?” Her mouth was wide enough to catch flies.
“My school was full of bullies, and I developed skills to survive.” 
Kimberly threw back her bed covers, exposing herself, naked and inviting. At this moment my heart intertwined with Kimberly’s. This woman picked me, gave up her apartment and job and moved to college with me. She did that for no one else. I wanted to love this woman forever!
In case a rogue guard did a second inspection, I hid my clothes after removing them. There were no door locks. This authoritative religion demanded ultimate control.
Slowly, I crept into bed and put my arm around her thin waist to pull her naked body against mine. I nibbled on her lips lightly, then rolled her onto her back. Her breathing increased, and she pressed her lips harder against mine while scratching her nails down my back. My fingers gently caressed the tips of her soft, fuzzy hair on her essence.
Through the open window, we could hear crickets singing outside, calling for their mates. Would they have as much pleasure when their love reciprocated? The air breezing in from the window was cool and fresh. It scooted across my naked body, reminding me to take it slow.
Gradually, I increased the area I was rubbing down to her thighs. Slowly, I moved my hand up the middle to her breasts and returned to her entrance slightly, briefly entering my finger. She gasped sweetly. My hand went through the middle of her thighs to reach her soft, smooth, and round backside, giving a squeeze.
I leaned in to kiss her mouth. She grabbed my hair to kiss me harder with an intense energy. Her eyes keenly watched me.
“What are you thinking?” I asked.
“Just about you.”
Kimberly pulled me to come on top, but I declined. “Not yet,” I whispered. We looked into each other’s eyes. Our hands explored. I detected her flower was moist and swollen. I entered with my fingers and found her clitoris. (I’d read about this earlier in the forbidden sex books in the library and was nervous I might not find it.) I slowly rubbed, and Kimberly started guiding me on what she liked.
A door slammed down the hallway, and Kimberly jumped. We paused, holding our breath and each other. No footsteps. We breathed a sigh of relief.
Her breathing into my mouth was becoming frantic, and she pinched my back with her nails. It hurt, but I liked it; I grimaced. She responded by grabbing my butt, stinging it with her sharp fingernails.
I want to say I was a sex god, but at that point Kimberly got the credit. I was just following instructions. Her moaning increased in volume, and I covered her mouth with my hand just as she reached the peak and came.
After her ascendance, she pulled me inside her. This time I welcomed the union instead of fearing my eternal damnation to Hell and experienced that heavenly tension for the second time. After our time together, we laid with each other, cuddled, and fell asleep.
In all the excitement, Kimberly forgot to set her alarm. We awoke to guards coming down the hallway, opening doors and proclaiming for everyone to get to the chapel. Still naked, my body dropped to the floor and rolled under the bed. It was good foresight that I hid my clothes.
Mrs. Schultz opened the door and saw Kimberly in bed. Rudely, she admonished her and moved to the next room. Kimberly shut the door for privacy. I escaped from under the bed to dress, but Kimberly was in a romantic mood and didn’t want to go to chapel. She stood next to me and pushed her lips to mine with her perfect height.
“Let’s go to Aberdeen to get supplies for my shop. You already have permission to work for me from the Dean. You can help me.” 
She agreed.
As we walked out, she stopped me. “You’ll get caught in the hallway.” Her face was anxious.
“Don’t worry. Follow me.” I kissed her, sucked in my energy, and walked out. She followed me as we walked through the crowded hallway, careful not to bump into anyone or make a noise, and then exited the building. No one recognized the wolf escaping the henhouse, which confounded Kimberly. Then we had an excellent day in Aberdeen “working.”
I shared many nights of pleasure with Kimberly that semester. During this time, Kimberly decided she wanted to be a cheerleader for the school basketball team. I was still the drummer for the band, and Kimberly wanted to participate as well.
Kimberly had a great laugh, was friendly, bouncy, and energetic—perfect for cheerleading. Her sexy shape and cheerleader uniform attracted the fellows. As usual, I got attention from the girls when I was a drummer. Other times, I was just that short, ugly guy.
I loved being a drummer for the band as it had helped me get dates, but none that rang my bell. This year, I politely declined offers of dates. I was in love with Kimberly. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else; I considered us to be lifelong partners.
Soon, I found out that Kimberly had another point of view. When I saw the guys talking to her in her cheerleader outfit, I just expected she only wanted me, and I didn’t worry. One day, though, we were sitting on a park bench, and she said,
 ”Tim, I want to break up.”
Someone stabbed me through the heart with a crowbar.




Chapter 53


“What? Why?”
“I want to date other men.”
“Who?”
“No one specific.”
“This is absurd! Don’t you love me?”
“Yes, I love you. I’m sorry, but I want to do this.”
She didn’t sound sorry to me! She crushed me and strode away. My depression kicked in hard, and I planted myself in my dorm room and wept. After three days, my buddy and roommate, Bryan, invited me outside for fresh air.
“Let’s have fun with a couple girls.” He gave me that goofy laugh of his.
“There IS no other girl; I only wish to be with Kimberly.”
 Besides, my shoelaces might do a trick. I had to watch them.
“Just for kicks. You can get Kimberly back later.”
“There are no girls to date.”
“Yes, there are. I’ve got two girls downstairs waiting.” Bryan, being an excellent friend, lined them up to yank me out of my funk. Since I didn’t wish to inconvenience Bryan by dying in our room, rotting and stinking the place up, I agreed.
Bryan picked a lovely, tall lady for his date. For me he picked Tina, an attractive lady with luminous red hair. Bryan reminded me of her name throughout the evening because I kept forgetting it. The only name in my brain was Kimberly.
Bryan, straight from the cover of a romance novel, appealed to the ladies. He only needed to wink, and the targeted girl melted like chocolate on a hot sidewalk. This was not fair to ugly guys, but at least he used his talent to help me. Bryan played the trombone in the school band. Anytime the band performed at our school or various churches, he picked a girl in the audience and winked. She was putty in his hands. 
Everyone had permission slips to leave campus, so we took a four block stroll to the only downtown restaurant. The school required permission slips to have a date, which we didn’t have, instead “happening” to meet at the restaurant. The ladies flirted with us. Tina held my hand under the table and snuggled up to me. We joked and laughed. Often, I remembered that I should be miserable and quit laughing.
After we finished our dinner, Bryan took his girl for a walk. Tina agreed to walk with me to see my pottery shop, which impressed her. She was so impressed that she pressed a passionate kiss on my mouth while I leaned against a table.
“Kiss my neck.” She tilted her head so I could smooch her neck. Tina was a forward woman, which I liked. But she wasn’t Kimberly. Since I met Kimberly, my number one ideal characteristic in a woman was Kimberly. 
I walked Tina back to the women’s dorm, and we kissed goodnight. Bryan was at the men’s dorm room when I arrived.
“Hi, Bryan, I’m surprised you’re back. Did you have a good time?”
“She’s adorable. We had a good walk.”
Even though Bryan easily caught a girl, he moved slowly after he did, playing with her like a cat with a mouse. He waited two months to kiss one lady, even though he liked her enough to propose marriage. This was one of his many endearing characteristics. Bryan was a mild-mannered, kind, and brilliant man with an enjoyable sense of humor.
After dinner with Tina, I dated other girls also. Marty was one of my favorite ladies. I dated her with no pressure of commitment or marriage. Catching a man wasn’t her goal, so we enjoyed each other’s company.
Tina chased me. One morning, she visited my shop and brought a change of wardrobe.
“Why do you want to leave a change of clothes in my shop?”
“In case I need them.” She pursed her lips and looked at me through the top of her eyes.
A vague answer, but I knew why. She wanted more than kisses from me. Kisses, however, were all I could offer. In God’s eyes, I married Kimberly, and our church didn’t believe in divorce. Kimberly and I married for life.




Chapter 54 


The school let out for a week before Thanksgiving recess to give everyone ample time to drive home. The school expected us to recruit relatives to our religion during the Thanksgiving feast. I had no desire to go home, so I prepared to work in my shop and stock up on pottery to sell. Tina asked me to drive her home for the break, but I declined.
“Why not?” She crossed her arms and pouted.
“One, I can’t afford the gas and the toll fees to travel one thousand miles. Two, you’ll get pissed before we arrive. Three, you’ll abandon me in a town foreign to me.” I’d figured this out from dating her. She was short-tempered and unsympathetic, unless she wanted her neck kissed.
The next time I saw her, she told me her father promised to reimburse me for gas and tolls once we arrived at her house.
“I don’t have enough money to pay up front. Plus, I want to stay here and work on my pottery, and we can’t travel that far without getting into a quarrel.”
This girl persisted; she came back with, “My father is sending me the money up front to compensate for gas and tolls.”
“No, I won’t go.” As soon as I told her this, she cried. I tried to comfort her, but she just kept crying, so I agreed. What a sucker I am.
The day before the trip, Tina told me we were to drop off her friend on the way to Robinson, Illinois. My Chevy C-10 pickup fit three people, if they didn’t mind crowding together, I didn’t care. When I drove to the dorm to pick up Tina, there was my kissing friend, Marty, who had a mischievous grin on her face and gave me a peck on the lips.
“I’m going with you!” she squealed.
“Did you know I was the one driving?”
She smiled, “Yes. That’s why I wanted to come.”
“You’re devious. Tina thinks I’m her boyfriend. You know that, right?”
“Yes.”
This trip will be interesting, I thought to myself.
When Tina came out, I secured her luggage in the back. Tina got in the middle, and Marty sat on the passenger side. After we drove for several hours, we were in the heart of nowhere, Wisconsin, when the night sky caught up with us. Back then, our GPS was a paper map.
There was an enormous stop sign at the intersection of country roads where I stopped to examine the map. The sign was eight feet in diameter. Gigantic. The map revealed my path, and I folded it and turned right. After one hundred feet, I heard “Tim” in my ear. A sheriff’s lights showed in my rearview mirror.
The sheriff was a good old boy. He was overweight, and the only part of his uniform he bothered to wear was his jacket.
“Didja see that stop sign back there, boy?” It was the end of the month when cops were trying to meet their quota. I’d heard “Tim” in my ear right before his lights came on, which from experience was an indicator that the ghosts would help me. But I refused to acknowledge the ghosts existed.
This was a traffic trap. Caution was the name of this game, and I had no spare money for a ticket. This good old boy, veiled in darkness, watched me linger at that stop sign. Out here, it was his word against mine.
“Tell him you didn’t see it,” my ghost (who didn’t exist) broadcasted to my brain.
“No, Sir, I’m sorry, I didn’t.”
The sheriff shook his head and pointed at his cruiser. “Get’n the back.” While I sat, the dispatcher checked my driver’s license.
“Well, you ain’t got no priors, but I’m expected to issue a ticket. No warnings. What’re you doin’ here at night?”
That’s a good question, Sheriff, I thought. Why the heck are YOU here? I bet I was the only traveler to cross this no-man’s land tonight.
“We’re on Thanksgiving break from college heading to my friend’s house in Robinson, Illinois.”
 “No one gets warnings; only a ticket.” He looked out his door window. He remained quiet for what seemed to be hours. It seemed he struggled with his thoughts as we sat without speaking. I bet my ghost was messing with his head. He rubbed his mouth and then the back of his neck. He took off his hat and pushed his fingers through his hair, then scratched his scalp.
Did my ghost tell me to say I didn’t see that sign because it would confuse the sheriff? That sign was big. Maybe the sheriff expected everyone to say, of course I saw that huge sign! When I said I didn’t see it, perhaps it short circuited his brain.
“I’ll let you go. Don’t come back this way, ya here?”
“Yes, Sir. Thank you.” When I returned to the truck, the girls were relieved I didn’t get a ticket. We headed on down the road, and I was grateful for that imaginary ghost.
I needed sleep as soon as we got far away from Deliverance and the sound of those banjos. Reaching a comfortable distance, I stopped alongside the road to sleep.
“I’m uncomfortable and can’t stretch out,” Tina complained. We had been parked for about ten minutes.
“I just need to sleep so I don’t drive off the road.” I yawned and shifted the pillow against the window. Tina kept whining.
“Take my seat and lean against the window,” I told her. That didn’t make her happy.
“Put your head on my shoulder,” I said. That didn’t make her happy. This was futile, so I started driving. Soon, we needed fuel. Tina paid, and I got coffee to stay awake.
Several toll booths popped up, and Tina paid for them. After many miles and paying for three tolls, Tina became angry.
“Why are there so many toll booths? Why am I the only one paying for them?”
“You begged me to drive you home and told me you’ll pay for the gas and tolls. You have an awfully short memory.” 
To help keep the peace, Marty paid for that toll and the next three. Then it was time for gas again. In the 1970s, you didn’t pay for gas at the pump; you walked inside the station.
“Go inside and pay twenty dollars for the gas,” I instructed Tina.
“Why am I paying for all the gas?” She folded her arms and stomped her foot.
“What’s wrong with you? I didn’t even want to come. I told you I didn’t have money for gas or tolls. What do we do? Stay here?”
Tina did a military march, huffing and puffing, to pay the attendant.
We continued our journey after gassing up and using the bathroom. Then something else pissed off Tina. She started shrieking and didn’t want to sit by me. She told Marty to switch seats.
“OK!” Marty hopped over, squeezed up next to me, and held my arm. Now that was funny! Marty’s actions shocked Tina, who had her mouth wide open. Tina put her head against the door and remained quiet, trying to block Marty and me from her vision. Thank God for peace at last. Marty and I chattered and laughed for many miles. If I’d not been so obsessed with Kimberly, Marty and I might have become a lifelong couple.
We dropped off Marty, and one hundred miles later, made it to Tina’s. Her parents received us outside, and then we walked into the house where I saw a party with congratulatory balloons filling the room.
“Congratulations!” everyone cheered. Tina’s dad shook my hand and patted my back.
“Welcome to the family, Son!” He had a massive grin.
“Wait, what’s this?” I asked.
“Your engagement to my daughter!”
“No, no, no, we’re not engaged; we’re only friends!” I said, spoken loud enough for the benefit of the entire room. Wow, the mood changed fast. Why the heck did Tina tell everyone I was going to marry her? I never gave her marriage signs.
The rest of the visit unfolded as expected. Tina got mad, deserted me, and proceeded to a disco with her friends. I took several nice naps in my truck and wandered downtown. The population of this town was seven thousand. The town I grew up in had a population of thirteen thousand, so it reminded me of home.
Later, Tina warmed up to me again. Their church had a Wednesday night service, so she rode with me to attend. Tina was in good humor. Soon, I came upon a road, parking lot, and church amid a farm. 
After we left the two-hour meeting to go back to Tina’s, I was having a tough time making out the edge of the road on the dirt lane. It looked the same as the tilled soil. In my ear came “Tim” a minute before I drove into the soft, thick ground which buried the truck up to the axle. 
Tina became unhinged. 
“What’re we going to do now? We’re in the middle of nowhere! How can you be so stupid?” Her screaming hurt my ears.
No doubt we’d be OK, because I’d heard “Tim” in my ear from that imaginary ghost.
“Tina, everything will be OK. We’ll pull out of this.” 
Tina kept ranting and insulting me.
 ”I’m going back to the church. You can stay here with your stupid truck.”
“Don’t do that. You’ll ruin your shoes. We’ll get out of this.” 
She stayed and kept her shoes clean but continued calling me stupid. I sat without speaking for thirty minutes.
Soon, a farmer backed up his tractor, jumped out, put chains on my bumper, and pulled me back onto the road.
“See?” I said.
“Oh, you’re SO smart. You think you know everything!” 
My ears hurt again. I got out to thank the farmer.
“It happens,” he grunted and drove away. At the end of our visit, her father filled my truck with gas and gave me money to make it home. Her father and mother had been hospitable to me and not the least bit upset about the engagement that never happened.
Marty needed us to pick her up on the return trip. Exiting my truck to greet her, she gave me a full hug and a passionate kiss on my lips and then jumped into the middle seat. Tina put her head against the door, pouting and ignoring us. Marty and I had an enjoyable ride home. Tina, not so much.
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When we arrived back on campus, I had a different view of life and was no longer depressed. Although I’d decided not to pursue Kimberly, my blood boiled when I saw her holding hands with one of my friends. At that second, he became my ex-friend. With a horrendous scowl, I stepped up to his face, stared, then walked away. Yes, I was being petty. Continuing to be petty, I came up with a plan to date the entire cheerleading squad—Kimberly’s peers—to get her goat.
My friends were convinced I had no chance to date any cheerleader, much less all of them. 
“Cheerleaders want to date basketball players. Not you. You’re a nerd,” they told me.
“I was dating Kimberly. She’s a cheerleader.”
“Ya, but she became one after you started dating her. And then she dumped you to date jocks.”
“What’s the worst thing that can happen?”
“They can reject and embarrass you.”
“So? That’s not as bad as Kimberly destroying my heart.”
“You’re crazy, dude.”
The first in line was Jill. When I asked her out, she said, “Sure!” Jill was friendly and bubbly. That’s a cheerleader’s modus operandi. We sat next to each other in the student lounge and chapel. She invited me to cheerleader practice. Kimberly didn’t appear happy that I was there.
Jill got asked out by a jock and started dating him. Guess what? Jocks can steal your girl. But that worked out, since my plan was to date ALL the cheerleaders. The next cheerleader was Bobbie. Bobbie was friendly and bubbly. We had dinner at the restaurant downtown (after a written release from the warden) and afterwards, we inspected my pottery shop. The kiln was unplugged, but we still got hot. Later, another jock asked Bobbie out, and she started dating him.
Next was adorable Cindy. Cindy was friendly and bubbly. Cindy and I spent time in the library and took long night walks on a country road holding hands (which was NOT sanctioned by our dictator). She invited me to watch cheerleading practice. Kimberly’s eyes shot darts at me as they did their jumps and cheers. And, of course, Cindy got asked out by a jock and started dating him.
Kimberly started to look not so friendly and bubbly, but I didn’t care. Damnit, I wanted my fun!
Following Cindy was Jennifer. Jennifer was friendly and bubbly. I loved our conversations. We met in the cafeteria and chapel. We did our homework in the library and, before lights out, spent time holding hands in the student lounge. Kimberly started showing up often wherever we were, looking sad. Jennifer got asked out by a jock. Jennifer said, “No, thank you.” And we kept dating. After a while, however, we concluded that we weren’t a match and separated as friends. I think Kimberly often showing up discouraged Jennifer from being with me.
And last, there was sweet Lori. Lori was, once again, friendly and bubbly. Lori had gorgeous long, curly, blonde hair that made me go wild. She filled out her cheerleading uniform much better than the other cheerleaders, and the guys were jealous of me. Lori and I started a band.
Kimberly began following us around like a sad puppy, not a good spy. She found me alone in the park one day.
“Tim, please, I want to get back together with you.”
“What happened to the hot guys you wanted to date?” I frowned.
“After a while, I knew that I only wanted you,” she said like a squeaky mouse. “When I saw you with those girls, it made me sad.”
“You hurt me, Kimberly. I don’t think I can trust you.” Rude, yes, but I walked away.
Lori and I continued to work together on our band. I played bass guitar, and we got a keyboardist, lead guitarist, and drummer. Our dear leader only allowed us to play gospel songs. Lori sang. Everything went well for several weeks. We practiced in a church auditorium downtown. Kimberly always visited, sat alone, and watched us from the back pew, but I ignored her.
Guess what? Drummers can steal your girl. During our practice session, the drummer and Lori decided they wanted to run the band and get rid of the bass guitarist. I’d been with Lori for eight weeks, during which I found conversations laborious. Either she wasn’t intelligent, or she just stuck to the old cheerleader cliché for professional reasons. It didn’t bother me that she broke up with me. I put my bass guitar in its case and walked toward the exit. Kimberly, who’d watched the breakup, sat on the rear row looking pitiful. I stopped and took a long look at her.
“Come on, Kimberly.” I took her hand, and we strolled out.
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It took a lot of time to overcome my earlier heartbreak with Kimberly, but I loved her, so I did.
Toward the end of the school year, I asked Kimberly to marry me. She accepted with a loud squeal. We set the wedding date for July, and she bought a wedding dress. After school ended, she wanted to visit her family in Montague, Montana. Sheridan, Wyoming, was waiting for me. I told Kimberly I’d visit soon to complete the wedding plans.
When I got home, I planned to share an apartment with Kevin and pay half the rent. Mom insisted I was not ready to live alone and wanted me to stay at home for the summer until I returned to school. I think she wasn’t ready to release control over me. I told her I’d live at her house until she started punching me or yelling at me.
That lasted less than a day.
Kevin became my roommate the rest of the summer.
That summer, I started a cleaning company instead of getting a job. The economy in Sheridan only allowed for a respectful, high-paying job of four dollars per hour, but you could start a company and clean toilets for twenty dollars an hour. (Twenty dollars back then is equivalent to seventy-five dollars today.) It was a no-brainer. 










It took only four hours of work to pay seventy-five dollars to Kevin for rent, including utilities. This was one of the many reasons I fell in love with being an entrepreneur.
Working so few hours at night left me tons of spare time to visit friends during the day at their four-dollar-per-hour jobs.
 ”Don’t you need a job?” they’d ask. If only they knew of all that gold in those toilets. 
In late June, I decided to visit Kimberly to finish the wedding plans. She hadn’t responded to my letters all summer, and when I called her parents′ house, she was always “out.” After our romantic debacle, I trusted we had a solid relationship, and she wouldn’t want to lose me again. It’d be several days until I needed to clean toilets again, so I drove up to Montague, Montana, five hours away.
When I arrived at Kimberly’s home in Montague at 10:00 PM, I met her brothers. Kimberly was “out.” Hmm, this sounded like a rerun. In a town of six hundred people and two bars, it should be easy to find her, except that Kimberly left her car parked in the driveway. Who gave her a ride? Why did her brothers not mention who it was?
One of the town’s two bars, the MM Lounge, was my first visit. The gravel parking lot popped and scraped against my tires. Exiting my car, I examined my surroundings. At first glance, I saw nothing, but I heard loud music drifting from a truck. As I walked over, I saw two bodies writhing close together. Since it was cowboy mating season, I walked on feathers. Cowboys can become nasty if you interrupt their mating.
As I approached, I recognized Kimberly’s hair: that gorgeous cut and sandy blonde color I loved. She was kissing the cowboy with the passion she used to share with me. The cowboy’s hand had somehow come to be lodged inside her pants. Perhaps it was the same reason her hand fell into his pants?
Guess what? Cowboys can steal your girl.
Shock must’ve rendered me senseless, because I knocked on the window. A reasonable man knows this is suicide-by-cowboy. But I needed to see Kimberly’s face.
They both jumped. Kimberly looked toward me, and her eyes widened, recognizing me.
The cowboy said, “What the fuck do you want, weirdo?” I walked away and left for Sheridan. This woman was my love. This woman abandoned me. This woman begged to get me back. We got engaged to marry. Now, I guessed we would start the entire cycle over again. Nope. I was done.
I wanted to die. And I needed to die fast. The world no longer mattered to me. Nothing mattered to me. I approached a bridge across a deep one hundred-foot ravine with rocks and a river below. There were two-feet-high concrete sides to keep wayward drivers on the road. I bet I could get my car over it. I pondered the thought, and then the bridge passed. On the way home, I considered driving off the road at every deep ravine.
When I reached my apartment in Sheridan, I crawled in bed, stretched the covers over my head, and stayed there until my toilets called to be cleaned. I don’t know how the toilets got hold of a telephone. Scrubbing toilets was not nearly as romantic as being a cowboy branding cattle during the day and then groping other men’s fiancés at night, but at least I didn’t break hearts.
The next day Mother called. “Kimberly is here. She wants to see you.”
“No, I won’t see her,” I growled.
“She seems sad and desperate.” Mom had that begging, whiny sound she’d get.
“No! And don’t tell her where I live!” 
Mother couldn’t keep a secret. She had this crazy idea: it’s a sin and not honest to keep one. I left my residence and visited friends.
“You just missed Kimberly. She’s looking for you,” Kevin said after I got back.
“Good!”
She wouldn’t return for a while. We had many church friends for her to work through. I spent my day dodging her. I didn’t want her back. Why was she even trying? Technically I had married her, and our church doesn’t believe in divorce, but that didn’t mean I must live with her.
“Kimberly’s here!” Donna said as she looked out her trailer house window. Donna was the fifth person I had visited that day to avoid Kimberly.
“OK, thanks. I’m outta here.” I sprinted out the door. Kimberly saw me and chased me to my car.
“Tim, Tim! Please, wait!” she pleaded.
“Go away, Kimberly!” 
She got between me and my car to stop my escape.
 ”Tim, please, it wasn’t what it looked like!”
“So your hands weren’t in his pants and his tongue wasn’t in your mouth?” I tried to move around her, but she wouldn’t hold still.
“He’s just a friend.”
“Your friends must be very affectionate. Get out of the way. I’m leaving.”
“Tim, we’re getting married. Please don’t leave.”
“Kimberly, you haven’t responded to my letters all summer. You ignored messages I left with your brothers and mother. I can’t trust you. I don’t want to be with someone who keeps breaking my heart. Now get out of the way so I can leave!”
Kimberly cried but stood aside. I crawled into my car and backed out of the driveway. I put my auto in drive, but before I moved, I looked again at Kimberly. I hated to see her cry. She looked at me.
“I will love you forever, Kimberly, but this is over. Please quit chasing me.” 
As I drove away with the sound of gravel grinding against my tires, I too cried.




Chapter 57 


Ladies from our church prepared cookies, cakes, and pastries for the church annual camp meeting. They held this at Devils Tower in Wyoming, where parishioners met from around the state. The primary purpose was to get closer to God in the middle of nowhere and, ironically, next to a tower built by Satan. I volunteered to deliver the baked goods and loaded the back of my truck and headed off to see God, the Devil, and his Tower.
It was a one hundred sixty-mile drive from Sheridan to our camp on this beautiful, warm day with dry roads, clear skies, and a fresh wind coming through the window. Then I heard “Tim” in my ear as my truck veered to the right, crashing against a sloping rail guard, forcing me to the top of the cab.
The steering wheel was out of reach as an unseen force pressed me against the roof. Like in that space movie, 2020, I felt weightless. I looked at the steering wheel and reached to grab it. With my back against the cab roof, I was too far away. I could not press forward enough to grab control. Reacting as a steel marble in a pinball machine, the guardrail redirected my truck against the bridge and pounded it into the opposite guardrail. The truck sprang back again, but the broken wheels forced my vehicle back against the guardrail where a second grueling hit stopped me.
The guardrail had destroyed the driver’s side door, so I crawled out the passenger’s side. My truck was traveling at seventy miles per hour when it first hit the guardrails. Now it hung over the guardrail of the bridge by five feet. Cookies, cakes, and pies had scattered on the highway. The windshield was a mess of broken glass, and the bumper had pushed the floor up to the steering wheel.
There was a slight puncture just below my right kneecap, probably from the key in the dash. The pain was slight. If I’d worn a seatbelt, the crash would’ve shattered my legs at the very least. But without the restraint of seatbelts, I should’ve been thrown through that windshield and killed when the truck smashed to a halt.
Mr. Bell hadn’t invented cell phones yet, so I didn’t have a way to contact anyone here in the middle of nowhere. Over the rail, I saw the road sixty feet below the bridge. I’d be splattered on that road if my truck had pressed another three feet over that rail.
A road crew in yellow state trucks saw the accident and stopped to inspect. They got out of the truck.
“Hey, look at this guardrail! It will take a lotta work to fix this!” the man showing his butt crack said.
After lamenting, they came to the truck.
One pointed to the road. “Hey, Norm, want some cookies?” Both workers chuckled.
“Somebody messed this thing up.” The crew looked over the rail to the road sixty feet below.
“I wonder where the driver is,” the butt crack worker mumbled to the other.
“Maybe in small pieces in the bushes?”
“I’m the driver.” I folded my arms and looked at them.
They came to life with shocked expressions.
“You should be dead! I’ve seen a lot of wrecks like this, and everybody in the vehicle is always dead! Are you OK?”
They offered to call an ambulance on their state radios. I kept telling them I was fine. It took a while for them to believe me.
“You’re one lucky boy. You should be dead!”
“There must be angels watching you!” the worker with the covered butt exclaimed.
I thought to myself, My ghosts protected me. Except they don’t exist.
The workers radioed for a tow truck, and soon the driver loaded up my vehicle.
“May I ride with you?” I asked the tow truck driver. I didn’t want my parents to see that crumpled truck before first seeing me alive and OK. Anyone that saw that truck had to assume the driver was dead. I knew at least Dad would be upset if I was dead. 
“Sure, get in.”
Mom and Dad were in the yard as the tow truck driver pulled into the gravel alley next to our house.
“Mom, Dad, I’m OK! I’m OK!” I shouted out the window. Even so, they panicked.
The tow truck driver stopped, and I jumped out the door, repeating that I was OK. Mom and Dad calmed down. The tow truck driver left my tangled mess of a vehicle in the driveway, and I talked to Mom and Dad for a while.
Next, I visited the doctor to get checked out. I could see my family doctor without an appointment. He said everything checked out OK, washed out the puncture, and put bandages on it. I had no bruises, breaks, scrapes, headache, or anything except that tiny puncture.
My uncle Lloyd came over to look at the truck. Where the tie rod had broken, half was a fresh break, the other half rusted. Lloyd surmised that it broke halfway a long time before, and today the rest bursted and dragged the truck over to the guardrail.
Other people guessed I fell asleep, which I don’t believe. The crash happened at 10:00 AM after a long night’s sleep.
There was no reasonable explanation why I survived unscathed. My ghosts would disagree, assuming they were real, but they weren′t. Right?
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I planned to go back to school for my third year, but wrecking my truck put a big dent in the money I had for college. I had to pay a fine for messing up the pretty guardrail. I needed a car, so I bought a used twenty-year-old, high-mileage Toyota Corona. I already had my associate degree, so I sought to start my internship as a pastor. I took my new car and drove over to the camp meeting.
Ministers from all over Wyoming were there. Grandpa and Grandma were there with my mother and father. I put out the word that I was looking for a position, and several ministers invited me to intern at their church. One was Ambrose Highmore, a minister for the Cheyenne Assembly of God Church.
Ambrose tried hard to recruit me by offering an apartment with a freezer full of meat. Part of my pay was to take the beef and fish for dinner. He agreed to pay for incidentals and food while training me to be a minister.
Grandfather and many other ministers gave me advice on whom I should choose. The consensus was that my best opportunity was Ambrose Highmore, a well-respected church leader for the state.
I went to work for Ambrose. Out of respect for men of God, the church calls them “Reverend.” So, as a man of God, they called him “Reverend Highmore.” “Ambrose” is what I called him.
After the Devils Tower meeting, I moved to Cheyenne, Wyoming, to work for Ambrose.
Ambrose considered himself to be the brightest, most hard-working, and most-righteous man ever. Any idea I presented, he ridiculed. He received genuine pleasure from his conviction that everyone was inferior to him in every way.
In Cheyenne, I met Ambrose at his house, where he showed me my basement apartment: the basement of his personal residence. This seemed odd. To his credit, it was a lovely, furnished apartment with a new ceramic cooktop, refrigerator, living room, and bedroom. It even had the promised freezer full of food.
It was obvious I’d have no privacy; Ambrose would know every time I left or came. I later found out that anytime it pleased Ambrose, he barged down to my space on the inside stairway.
Ambrose proved to be a control freak, as he respected no one’s rights.
But I wanted the best of this opportunity. Many other preachers told me that to intern under Ambrose Highmore would be an excellent opportunity. So I stayed to continue my career as a pastor.
My first night there, Ambrose’s wife welcomed me upstairs with her gentle voice to have dinner with them. I offered to help, and she gave me chores for the meal.
The next day, my first day of work, Ambrose told me to jump in his truck, and he drove off down the road. Eventually, we came to a construction site and pulled up next to a pile of wood scraps. Ambrose instructed me to put them in his truck, so I did. Again, this seemed odd. Next, we drove to another site where we unloaded the wood. At this spot, Ambrose had a roadside fruit stand.
After that, we rode to another place, and I shoveled topsoil into the truck. Then we took it to Ambrose’s home on five acres and unloaded it in his garden. Again, this seemed odd. Shouldn’t I be learning to be a minister?
Ambrose took me to the church.
Finally! I thought. Ambrose gave me a tour of the church, which ended at the janitorial closet. He told me to keep the church clean.
I asked Ambrose when he’d teach me how to be a pastor. He advised me to be patient. Each day remained the same, except Sunday.
Sundays, for me, were for performing menial church tasks. Ambrose gave me no training in becoming a minister. The basic tasks kept me hidden from the parishioners.
Every day, Ambrose drove me so hard that each night, I collapsed after washing myself. The constant labor exhausted me, but I didn’t quit. Every day, I asked for ministerial training.
Ambrose finally relented. He told me he would announce the new minister-in-training and allow me to sing a song for a Sunday morning service. The caveat was that he needed to approve the song. He allowed me to practice singing and playing guitar during breaks from tidying the church.
Ambrose heard me practicing many times and even came into the auditorium once and bowled me over with a compliment of my performance. The song I practiced was “Just a Closer Walk With Thee.”
Sunday morning came, and he allowed me to be in the service, sitting in the audience with the other parishioners. Before Ambrose started his sermon, he sang “Just a Closer Walk With Thee.”
It astounded me that Ambrose sang the very song he authorized for me. And it got worse. Ambrose told everyone that the new minister in training would sing a song.
Shock shook me. If I sang a different song, Ambrose would chastise me. I walked up to the stage in a fog. Fifty people stared at me. My legs shook, and my hands quivered. My palms were sweating. Would I faint in front of those curious eyes? I gripped the guitar tight in my hands. Too tight.
I was on the edge of that familiar (to me) fainting feeling where the world looks like centuries-old parchment being slowly crumpled before everything turns black. I had fainted many times as a child because of heat or not enough oxygen. 
The fall might break the neck of the guitar, which would infuriate Ambrose, as it was his precious instrument. Or perhaps I’d fall back on the pulpit and hit my head, squirting blood. This would also infuriate Ambrose. Not that he cared about my well-being, but that the blood would stain his pulpit and carpet.
Trying to keep my balance and calm my panic, I looked over at Ambrose sitting on his throne. An oversized oak chair with royal-red velvet padding elevated Ambrose. He wore a sinister grin. He was the one who designed this situation, this horror. He knew he was the author. He was enjoying this cruel act, one of a long line of hateful tricks he’d inflicted on me.
“Are you ready, Tim?” Ambrose asked me as more of a challenge than a question. He leaned forward, holding onto the arm of his elevated throne to give the audience a big, strained grin, as if he had doubts about allowing me on his holy stage.
I performed the song “Just a Closer Walk With Thee” and returned to the audience like a retreating coyote with a butt full of buckshot.
Ambrose stood at the pulpit with a shocked look on his face. He hesitated, then apologized to the parishioners.
 ”I don’t know why Tim copied me. Perhaps he thought he’d show he was a better musician than I am. But that’s not how we treat our fellow man at the Assembly of God.” 
I wanted to die. Quickly.




Chapter 59 


Ambrose shamed me many times in the presence of parishioners. One time, he scolded me about how poorly the floors looked. I told him I had vacuumed the carpets many times over to make sure they looked good. I stripped, waxed, and shined the tile basement floor. Many parishioners complimented my work.
Ambrose berated me, pointing to where a sunbeam was on the carpet. “See the dust on the carpet?” 
I squinted. I told him I couldn’t. 
“That explains the dreadful cleaning! You’re blind to dirt!”
Ambrose treated me as an indentured servant, compensating me thirty-five dollars per month, plus the apartment. Then Ambrose snatched away the meat that he offered as part of the bribe to lure me to Cheyenne. The first time I cooked a steak, Ambrose smelled it and lumbered down the stairs.
“Where did you get that meat?”
“You said I could take food out of the freezer anytime I chose.”
“I said nothing like that. You’re a liar. You’re stealing from me! I should have you stripped of your minister’s license!” His imposing size made me step back as he rose like a bear above me with fierce eyes.
Tiny shocks of electricity spliced though my brain, and my arms weakened. I apologized and agreed to never take his food again.
“Remember this. If you don’t do your chores as directed, I’ll take this to the board of the church.” Ambrose slammed the door as he trudged back up to his bear cave.
So, I had no food for compensation and had to pay for gas and groceries on thirty-five dollars per month. Unknown to Ambrose, I’d saved two hundred dollars before I came to Cheyenne.
Ambrose wanted me to move a pile of dirt around in his garden. While I worked, my pissed off stomach growled that it missed having food. A rabbit ran through Ambrose’s yard each day, and today, it was back. To prepare for the visit, my CO2 pistol was nearby. I grabbed it and shot the rabbit.
In fewer than fifteen minutes, I gutted, skinned, battered, and fried it. Then I ate half and stored the rest in my fridge. Food tastes better when you’re starving. After eating, I returned to that important dirt pile.
As usual, Ambrose inspected my refrigerator and spotted the Tupperware with “fried chicken.” Showing his utter evilness, he took the rabbit and put it in his fridge. He reasoned, I assumed, that since he owned the Tupperware, he owned the food.
Ambrose’s sweet wife, Shelly, was deathly ill, so Ambrose ordered me to fix dinner for them. After climbing the stairs, I saw Ambrose’s wife eating my fried rabbit.
“Do you like the fried rabbit?”
 “Oh,” Shelley said. “It’s delicious. I thought you had fried chicken.”
Ambrose stampeded in. “Where did you get the rabbit?”
“Out back. It shows up regularly, so I shot it today.”
“What!! That was my pet rabbit!”
“Well, it just looked like a wild rabbit running free.”
“Yes, but I watched it every day and considered it my pet!” Ambrose slammed his fist on the refrigerator.
Ambrose’s wife kept eating the rabbit as if Ambrose was not even in the room.
My breath almost exploded with laughter, but I kept it inside like an internal bomb. After I fixed dinner for Ambrose, he sent me back to the stronghold with no share of the bounty. Half a fried rabbit was the only food I had that day.
The next day, I told Ambrose I was off to visit Mom and Dad and would return the same day. He didn’t give approval, but he also didn’t forbid it. Sheridan was a three hundred sixty-mile drive one way.
When I got home, I filled a cooler full of deer sausage from a doe I’d killed a year earlier kept in the freezer. Eighty percent of my family’s meat supply came from animals we shot or fish we caught. We grew fifty percent of our vegetables. Without hunting, fishing, or gardening, my family’s subsidized food supply would be meager.
I returned to Cheyenne the same day and stored the sausage in my freezer, recalling not to use Ambrose’s Tupperware. One sausage per day was my self-imposed ration. Ambrose stomped downstairs into my space, opened the freezer, and scrunched his face when he saw the sausage. He said nothing.
Inside of Wyoming, our church created districts. Inside the districts, churches took turns hosting meetings for the parishioners in their region. These meetings were an occasion for me to see the other pastors in our district. We visited Reverend Polk’s small-town church. I knew Pastor Polk, as he had offered me an internship before I accepted Ambrose’s invitation. After the offer, he told me I should accept Ambrose Highmore’s internship.
The ladies of the church prepared sandwiches for the meeting. If I’d been a hamster, I’d have shoved all of them into my pouches for later meals. Instead, I stuffed as many as I could in my stomach. Food!! Thank God! Thank Reverend Polk!
Reverend Polk asked me to lead the song service. The church sang together using the hymnals. The benches glowed, and the parishioners were spirited.
Ambrose would never hear of me leading songs in his church, but Reverend Polk offered the minute we greeted his congregation. After our meeting, I talked to Reverend Polk privately. I told him how Ambrose abused me.
“I knew how he dealt with his interns. Sorry that’s happening to you.”
“Then why did you tell me to accept his offer for an intern?”
“You’ll learn our leadership is questionable. Ambrose told me he wanted you, which meant ‘you better make it happen.’ He releases wrath upon anyone that opposes him and has no qualms of using his influence to take their church away.”
“Why would he want me enough to threaten you?”
“He threatened everyone. Word from your Sheridan pastor was that offerings ballooned when you led songs. He also said you built the youth group from pretty much nothing to a thriving group of over thirty people. All the pastors wanted you for those skills.”
“Wait, the pastors wanted to recruit me just because I make money for them?”
“Sorry, Son, that’s how life works.” Reverend Polk leaned back on his polished wooden desk and folded his arms.
“That seems wrong. Even so, Brother Highmore has never let me lead songs or work with the youth group. Why would he recruit me for my skills and not use them?”
“I don’t know. He’s a strange bird. I wouldn’t put it past him that he just didn’t want you to make any other pastors look better than him, so he put you on ice.”
“Wow!” My mouth was hanging open. “If Brother Highmore will never honor his commitment to train me, I’ll ask that the church transfer me to another pastor for my internship.”
“That won’t do you any good. Brother Highmore will threaten anyone who agrees to take you.” Polk rubbed his chin. 
“What is it Brother Highmore would threaten them with? What kind of control does he have over everyone?” 
Polk folded his arms and looked at the door. He looked back at me, over his glasses, then walked to the door and shut it. 
“I feel bad for you. I want to tell you, but you must promise me you won’t pass this onto Highmore.”
“I promise!” I raised my right hand. 
“Highmore is a dirty player. He encourages gossip and uses it to get leverage on other people. If you get on his nasty side, he will use what he has to get your church taken away from you, or worse. Then he puts in recommendations for a new pastor to take over, one he has dirt on.”
“He has dirt on everyone?”
“I don’t know. No one does. That’s part of his power.”
“Why does the church let him do these dirty deeds?” I sat on a chair. This was too much to take in at once.
“The church can’t prove he does it. For example, Highmore got pissed at me, and the very next week I got a call from the Elder. He told me there was a report that I was drunk in a bar and was flirting with a woman. The report came from one of my local parishioners, Olivia. I convinced the Elder that it was not true because Olivia had a poor reputation. But I knew it had to be Highmore that influenced Olivia to do it. He must have dirt on her. I can’t prove that was the case. No one can. But we know what happens if we piss off Highmore.” 
“I’m screwed.” I put my hand on my forehead, looking at the floor.
“Here’s a tip. Whatever you do, if you’re asked to take a trip to the mountains to meet the Elder, Reverend Stefan Cornwallis, refuse.”
“What does that mean? Why should I refuse?”
“Just do it, and don’t tell anyone I warned you.”
My gut started hurting. What had I gotten myself into?




Chapter 60


Food was always on my mind. After we returned to Cheyenne, I visited McDonald’s and purchased a coffee mug with “free refills forever” and a cheeseburger. With each purchase, I got one card. Each card was a winner if you scratched off the correct box. If you scraped more than one box, the card became invalid.
On my first attempt, I got the wrong box, so I scratched off all the boxes to examine the card. The winning square had a black McDonald’s “M” logo. I measured how far one piece of the “M” was from the edge of the scratch-off box.
The next day I returned and got the free refill on my coffee mug and bought a cheeseburger. They gave me a contest card. When I got home, I did the exact analysis on each scratch-off square. I took the tip of a sewing pin and barely poked to see part of the “M.” Once I found the correct box, I scratched it off, and I was a winner.
This was a daily routine. Scratch the box, win, return for my free meal and another card. The routine lasted three months—the length of the contest. The cashiers gave me odd looks, but what could they do? McDonald’s thought the contest was cheat-proof, so I couldn’t be cheating.
Free coffee, one cheeseburger, and one deer sausage daily was my sustenance. I was doing my best to survive this internship.




Chapter 61


“Get in the truck!” Ambrose said the next morning.
The truck door creaked open, and I mounted the passenger side. The pickup had been in the hot sun with the windows closed. The vinyl seat stung my butt, so I lay down a rag to insulate my bottom.
Ambrose turned on the AC as we left his five-acre farm. The cooled air flowed on our faces.
“Where are we going?”
“To get firewood.”
Ambrose volunteered no other information, and I didn’t want to force my luck. After sitting at multiple traffic lights and creeping through thick traffic, Ambrose drove the truck onto the freeway. The dry, brown grass beside the pavement whipped past. It had been a summer with scarce precipitation and ample sun.
The grass became sagebrush, and the road opened to bend over hills. We were nearing the mountains. For firewood? You couldn’t cut trees without a license in the mountains.
“Why are we headed into the mountains?”
“It astonishes me how stupid you are. You’ll never make it in life.”
Well, that wasn’t an answer.
Ambrose directed the truck off the interstate onto a smaller paved roadway. As we ascended higher, the asphalt gave way to shale and then to dirt. The mountain air was cooler, so Ambrose rolled his window down and turned off the AC. I followed suit. A cool breeze scented the air with evergreen trees. In the mountains, I normally forgot my cares, but not today. Reverend Polk had warned me not to take an invitation to go to the mountains to see Reverend Stefan Cornwallis. Well, I hadn’t been invited or told that we were on the way to visit Cornwallis.
After several miles of crawling over bumpy dirt roads, waving up and down like a ship on the sea, we came to a wide clearance. It was a meadow with a fragrant smell of wildflowers surrounded by tall pine trees. The grass and flowers moved back and forth, yielding to the breeze. In the field’s heart, the road ended at a truck with a small camper hooked behind. Our truck halted. Ambrose got out and slammed the pickup door. He knocked on the camper door and entered.
The edge of the trees was four hundred yards away. A pond with a beaver dam was fifty yards away. I clambered out of the truck to pick up a better grasp of my surroundings. Maybe I should run for the woods to hide. I learned as a boy how to survive in the mountains, but it was a long walk home. Prickly sticker seeds hitched a ride on my pants as I walked through the grass. The ones on my sock hurt my skin, so I wandered back to the truck to sit and pick them. One burr drew blood on my fingertip.
Why were we here? I’d not heard the voice in my ear saying “Tim.” Did that mean I was safe?
The trailer door opened, and Ambrose ordered me to enter. As I set foot on the first step, the trailer tipped a few degrees. Reverend Cornwallis was inside. I recognized him from earlier meetings at church. He had a big smile on his face and invited me to sit.
“How are you doing, young man?”
“Good, Sir. Why am I here?”
“It’s time for a talk about your ministry. There are procedures you need to understand that they didn’t teach you in Bible school. But first, I demand to know if you’re serious to be a minister with our church.”
“Yes, Sir, I am.”
“Good. The church is spending time and money on your training such as with Reverend Highmore. We don’t wish to continue if we don’t have a solid commitment from you.”
I crossed my arms at this comment. Did he know I worked for free? I opened my mouth to reply but then closed it again. I shifted my feet. Coffee was brewing on the stove in one of those old pots that bubble in the glass dome.
“In truth, Sir, I’m working for free. Whatever expenses Brother Highmore has spent on me are more than covered by my free, personal labor I have provided on his farm and roadside fruit stands.”
Cornwallis looked at Highmore with a lifted eyebrow. Highmore smirked.
“Be that as it may, Son, the church will invest in you when we charge you to a church. We need to see that you’ll protect our interests.”
“I promise to protect your interests and serve God.”
The coffee was percolating furiously. Ambrose reached over and moved it off the burner.
“Son, we have another concern about letting you become ordained. Do you know about your grandfather’s jail time?”
I remembered, as a young child, asking Mother what Grandpa had done. One of my ghosts had prompted me to ask her.
“Yes, Sir, I know he was in jail for two years and left his family alone and unsupported.”
“But do you know why he went to jail?”
“No, Sir.” I did, but it embarrassed me to discuss it.
“We worry you’ll commit his crime.”
“Whatever my grandfather’s crime, it doesn’t mean I’ll commit it, just because he did. I’m my own man.”
“Good. Word has come to me that you inspire the congregation with your song leading. The offerings increase when you’re the song leader. Word is you are a good recruiter, as you built a large youth group.”
“I didn’t do it for the money. I felt the congregation’s love for God when we sang. I enjoyed being of good service to God and the parishioners and bringing new members to the church.”
“Money is important. We can’t have churches without money. I saw you at Devils Tower when you interviewed for an internship with the pastors. The church contacted your college, the AG in Jamestown, ND, and your hometown church to get reports on you. You had many offers to intern because of your song leading and recruiting.”
”Is cash the only reason I’m needed?”
“No, of course not. Brother Highmore, I presume you’re using this young man’s talents for the song service?”
Ambrose snorted. “I won’t allow him on my stage again.”
“Why’s that?”
“He attempted to humiliate me in front of my flock the only time I allowed him on the stage.”
My mouth fell open.
“This is a serious charge, Tim. Is this true?”
“No!”
Cornwallis looked at Ambrose. “What’s this about, Highmore?” I noticed he dropped the respectful title this time.
Ambrose pouted. “The only Sunday I allowed him on my stage, he sang the same song that I’d just sung to show he was better than me... in my own church!”
Blood rushed to my face, and sweat beaded on my cheeks, neck, and arms. My mouth hung open.
“Highmore, are you saying that after six months you’ve only let this minister-in-training on your stage one time?”
Ambrose’s smirk left his face. He sat up at attention, the edges of his mouth turned down in fear, and his eyes widened. This did not look like the formidable Ambrose Highmore I knew.
“Tim, is this allegation true?” Cornwallis asked.
“No! Sir, I begged Brother Highmore to train me as a pastor, and after I pushed for a lengthy time, Brother Highmore let me sing a song, but only one that he pre-approved. I told him I chose ‘Just a Closer Walk With Thee.’ He accepted the song and heard me practice it several times. But when it came time to play, he sang it first and then invited me on stage.”
Cornwallis looked at Ambrose. Ambrose squirmed in his seat.
“OK, Son. You have good reports from your school and other churches. Brother Highmore and I will talk about this case in private. In the interim, let’s go over the rules for when we assign you to a church. But first, you must swear that you’ll always keep this conversation secret. Never report it to anyone else.”
“Uh. OK. I swear.”
“Once we leave this meeting, you can never leave the church. If you do, God will strike you down, and your soul will perish in everlasting Hell. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir.” The church had a powerful control over me from brainwashing. I believed these words. A reasonable person probably wouldn’t. But the church had captured my mind and will. The control the church gained from the high carb, no protein, propaganda pounding, exhausting schedule of chanting and praying and obeying would not die today. Just the thought of disobeying brought pictures of me in Hell burning for eternity.
“When we grant your pastorship, you will be God’s voice to that church. God will speak through you. The church must believe your word the same as if it were coming from God’s mouth.”
“I know that’s what the church teaches. But that concerns me because of Jonestown.”
“Son, Jim Jones listened to Satan, not God.”
“But our church told Jim he was the voice of God. He believed it. He did as the church instructed and took it to a dangerous end.”
“Jim Jones did damage to our church because he wasn’t following God’s will. The church shouldn’t have allowed him to stay ordained.”
“Brother Cornwallis, our church celebrated him for years, even the same year he committed that heinous sin. They talked of how successful he was and the good he was accomplishing for God and our church. I heard nothing but praise for him until Jonestown. The church believed he was a man of God.”
“Look, Son, he was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He deceived us. The point is, you’re the mouth of God to your parishioners, do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“I am the mouth of God to you. You must follow my will, or God will damn you to Hell. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Good. Your leadership will inspire your people. I suggest you be the song leader until you find someone else that can inspire large collections in the plate.”
Cornwallis continued, ”These are the rules for the collections. Ten percent of the money always goes to headquarters at the Assembly of God Church. You’ll mail a check to them each week from the church bank account along with the required report.
 Deposit money into the church checking account, except for ten percent. That ten percent needs to be in cash you hold back. Put it in a Federal Express envelope with a copy of the report you sent headquarters and overnight it to me. Never tell anyone about the payment to me. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Sir.” I squirmed on that one.
“Next, you pay the bills for your church, and what it leaves is yours to keep. Do you understand?”
The sounds outside of the trailer became louder. Suddenly, the birds trilling in the prairie and the beavers in the pond slapping their tails on the water were deafening. I started to hyperventilate. What was this? Did I just make a blood commitment to the mafia?
Memories of my church history swept through me. Even though there had been much abuse in my church, and the pastors and professors could never answer my questions, I believed that they had good intentions.
Brother Cornwallis’s scheme reminded me of an incident when I was a child. The deacons collected the offerings every Sunday and took the money into the office to count. They didn’t allow my father to take part in the private count even though he was a deacon that helped collect the money. Why?
In my teens, Father told me he suspected they were keeping some of the money. Dad didn’t agree with their actions. He would return a bag of money to the rightful owner if he found it.
Later, the congregation discovered the embezzlement. Father believed it was an isolated incident. But maybe it wasn’t isolated. Maybe this was a secret church policy explained in the mountains at an intimidating meeting.
And why was this meeting so secluded? Was it to set the stage for threat and power? I had just agreed to commit to the church and to keep this meeting secret. I risked God killing me and damning me to Hell if I didn’t.
“Do you understand?” Cornwallis’s words brought me back to the moment.
“Yes, Sir, I understand. But I don’t want extra money. All I need is enough to eat and pay my car insurance and personal expenses. The rest can serve the church.”
“Your church will expect to take good care of you. This is how people show they love God. If you look destitute, it’ll be much tougher for you to bring new sheep into the fold. Don’t be a fool. Get good attire, a nice car, and show that God provides for his own.”
“Yes, Sir. What happens when someone decides not to be a pastor after they’ve pledged to the church?”
”As I told you, Son, God will strike them down and damn their soul to Hell.”
“Has that ever happened? Being struck down?”
“Yes, God has struck down pastors who left. One died when the brakes on his car failed. God killed another in a hunting accident, another during a home burglary, and another was found hanged by a rope in a tree. You don’t want to turn against the church. The true tragedy is they lost their souls and were flung into the pit of fire.”
Oh my God. My head was spiraling. “God” struck them down? That sounded nefarious to me.
“What happens if God doesn’t strike someone?”
“Then the church will follow them, destroy any chance they have of earning a living, and make their life miserable, so they’ll repent and come back to God. It’s the right thing to save their soul. Well, Son, I’m done here today. Welcome to the AG pastor’s club. If you ever need help, call my number.”
He handed me his card. I half expected to see a bloody thumbprint on it or be asked to spill my blood in a vow.
“Thank you, Brother Cornwallis.” I shook his hand and stepped out the door. Three deer were in the meadow now, their heads bent in the grass, grazing. The trailer door shut behind me, leaving Cornwallis and Ambrose in private. I heard Cornwallis shouting at Ambrose but couldn’t make out the words. 
The deer looked up when I coughed. They determined I wasn’t a threat and went back to their meal. Those deer and I had the same plight. I needed to watch my surroundings to make sure no one killed me. My fear of the church reached a new level. Would the church trap me permanently?
Why didn’t I hear my name in my ear? Maybe I had convinced myself the ghosts weren’t real. Maybe it had been my imagination. Maybe I would die in this pastor job. Maybe God would damn my soul to Hell if I didn’t keep Cornwallis happy.




Chapter 62


Ambrose worked me till I sweated and felt faint. He didn’t offer water to me during the day. Enough was enough. I told Ambrose I was going to get a part-time job to afford food, car insurance, and gas. My two hundred dollar reserve was gone. Ambrose shook his head and peered at me with fierce eyes, but I didn’t care. Food was hailing me.
I often thought of quitting Ambrose, but it was my understanding that if I failed with him, no other pastor would take me as an intern, and I’d never be a minister. If I failed God’s calling to be a minister, I’d be thrown into the pits of Hell.
A security company hired me for minimum wage—enough to buy food, gas, and car insurance. The job required thirty hours per week. Ambrose still got sixty hours of blood from the turnip. Ambrose demanded ninety hours per week. Too bad, Ambrose.
The security job placed me at East High School as one of two guards. The task was to sit in a car by the entrance of the parking lot, listen to music, and read. Sometimes yawning was required. The East High School and Central High School Bloods and Crips wannabes damaged cars in the opposing school’s parking lots. East High gang members injured the earlier guard enough to put him in the emergency room.
The other patrol, Bernie, was a Vietnam veteran suffering from PTSD. Damned serious, Bernie was. He deluded himself that we were real police. He talked during the day on our CB radio from the opposite side of the school. Seldom did I answer, except for the infrequent, “Roger that.” The most important matter he had to teach me was that “code 10-33″ meant we needed immediate help.
The principal gave orders to keep an eye out for illicit drugs in the parked cars. On the dash of a vehicle were marijuana seeds, so I informed her.
“Call the police.”
The police dispatched a motorbike officer who impounded the vehicle with the offending seeds.
The policeman, Officer Jeff, said, “Keep informing me. It’s good to see you don’t believe you’re a real cop like most security. However, don’t call the main number at the police station. That’s dangerous. For future tips, call my direct phone number.”
Several calls to Officer Jeff resulted in several busts. Unfortunately, the school principal announced over the speaker that Security Guard Tim was cracking down on drugs in school. Not a smart thing to do.
One day, I heard frantic calls from my partner come across the CB.
 “10-33, 10-33... they’re surrounding me! Hurry!! Come, help me!!”
The usual spot Bernie occupied was empty. I couldn’t find him, so I assumed he left the school.
The next day, the school principal alerted me that Bernie was in the hospital because of the East High gang. Every security guard refused to replace him.
“You’re the last guard standing,” the principal said.
Later that same day, while being an effective guard stretched out in my car, thirteen high school kids walked toward me. All of them had clubs made with rebar inside a conduit. Gangs stole these from construction sites. 
“Sit on the hood of your car,” a message broadcasted to my mind. Confidence filled my soul. No fear found any corner of my psyche. I had been in this situation dozens of times before with bullies. In high school, I never feared my bullies because my mind was always on how to avoid or defeat them. I had a great fear of bullies while I was in grade school, but during eighth grade, my fear of them left. Maybe after you face a fear a particular number of times, it loses its power to scare you. Maybe after you are beat up a particular number of times, you no longer fear the pain. I don’t know. But that happened to me.
I got out of my car and sat on my hood, waiting for them to approach. They walked in a straight row with their clubs in both hands. As I watched them cross the parking lot, I remembered what I had learned about energy—or chi. I remembered the first time I sat and pretended to be a tree and how wonderful it was to defeat the bullies that day. I remembered the first time I walked through a crowd of bullies undetected and how great that felt. If I’d still been afraid of my bullies from high school, I’m positive I couldn’t have controlled my chi. 
I remembered that I knew about my chi because a ghost broadcast a message into my brain to be the tree along with a picture of the tree. Since that time, however, I had concluded that ghosts could not exist. That message had to come from somewhere else. The ghosts persisted to visit with me in my dreams, but I tried to convince myself that the dreams were not real and the ghosts were imaginary. So, who had just given me this message to sit on the hood of my car? If it was not a demon, maybe it was an angel. Maybe it was Jesus. I had never seen angels or Jesus, however. I had only seen my ghosts.
The gang was getting closer. They looked confused, probably because I was waiting to greet them without fear and in the open. I was sure part of their thrill was the fear they instilled in their victims. 
I remembered a conversation I had with Officer Jeff a few days ago, after the Central High gang had vandalized cars at night in our East High School parking lot.
“Officer Jeff, why can’t you just arrest these guys?”
“We can’t prove who it is. If we ferret out a witness, they’re afraid to talk.”
“These are just kids. Why are they afraid of them?”
“Tim, they may be kids, but they’re dangerous. The school principal is not lying when she says they have put security guards in the hospital. I have been to the hospital to ask the injured guards questions, but they were so frightened they refused to name who the gang members were.”
“Um, a lot of kids here know who the gang members are. They have told me that Troy is the leader. I’ve never seen him so I don’t know what he looks like, but I’m told he drives a pickup truck with red lights on the dash and a sticker that says ‘pimp mobile.’”
“Tim, hearsay will not help us. We need proof or testimony from witnesses. If you see something that will help us convict them, call me. Remember, don’t call the front desk.” Officer Jeff pulled his motorbike upright and kicked it into gear. 
“Yes, Sir. I will keep an eye out.”
The gang still proceeded toward me, walking deliberately and slowly, which I thought was funny. I’m sure they believed it was intimidating. 
I thought about my chi and wondered what it could do for me now. I doubted that it could stop the gang from beating me with their clubs. Since they were already focused on me, I doubted I could walk away undetected. Besides, they would just return tomorrow. Sitting as a tree wouldn’t help. I was sure they didn’t care to pick me up but just wanted to beat me.
At that instant, a picture of being in the eye of a hurricane flashed into my mind. All around me the walls of the hurricane raged, throwing water, dust, and stones and causing havoc. But inside the eye where I stood, the space was calm and safe. 
“Be the hurricane!” the message broadcast into my brain. I recognized it as one of my male ghosts. How was I supposed to deny these ghosts existed if they kept helping me? Maybe this was Jesus. Would Jesus talk to me like this? Maybe it was an angel. It made no sense that this was a demon. Wouldn’t a demon just want to damn my soul to Hell?
The gang approached me and surrounded my car and started slapping their clubs into their hands in rhythm. It reminded me of West Side Story, and I wanted to laugh, but I decided it wasn’t in my best interest.
I sensed the man who stood in front of me was the leader.
“Are you Troy?” I asked.
He didn’t respond and gave me his scariest look. I assumed it was his scariest look. 
“You know the school doesn’t allow clubs on school property?” I asked.
He turned his head both ways to look at his gang. They looked at him. And they kept slapping their clubs.
I slid off the hood and walked over to Troy. I became the hurricane. I felt the power of a hurricane swirling around me. I imagined it blowing hard against Troy and his gang. I was calm inside the eye without even a tone of fear. I walked within an arm’s length of Troy and said, 
“If you don’t get those clubs off of school property, I will shove them up your ass.”
He stopped, looked left, looked right, looked back at me, and turned and walked away. 
As they walked away, my hurricane calmed. My book awaited, and I retired to a tranquil afternoon.




Chapter 63


The next day, Troy visited me without his tribe.
“Why are you not afraid of my gang? We’ve put two security guards in the hospital.”
“Jesus is with me. He will protect me.” 
This piqued his curiosity. He told me his name, Troy. He asked about my belief in Jesus and God. We talked a while. Troy and I became friends. Often, we drove to McDonald’s for lunch in his pickup truck, which he called his “pimpmobile.” He had his cab decorated with red lights and red velvet. I saw no prostitutes.
As the church janitor, I pocketed a large ring of keys as big as a tennis ball. They made a big visible bulge (Stop it). Many times, I set the keys on our table while we ate our lunch because the size created pain when I sat (Stop it).
Every day when I came back to my apartment, I carefully put my keys in a bowl I kept on the kitchen counter, announcing out loud, “I’m putting my keys in the bowl,” so I would remember that I did. Many times, I looked in the bowl for my keys and they weren’t there. After searching my apartment, I found them where I knew I didn’t leave them: under my bed, in the bathroom, or in the refrigerator. Sometimes, the keys appeared back in the same bowl. I convinced myself I forgot to put them in the bowl to begin with.
I would have vivid dreams of my ghosts shaking my keys at me. The dream and the real-life keys hide-and-seek game had to be connected.
Troy and I finished lunch and returned to my car. That was a rare day; he humbled himself to ride in my nerdy Toyota Corona. When I got near the vehicle, the keys weren’t in my pocket.
 “Troy, hold on, I must’ve left my keys on the table.” I went back inside the restaurant to look, but the keys weren’t on the table. I asked the cashier if anyone had turned in keys. No one had.
As I came back to my car, I heard “Tim” whispered in my ear. This was a familiar whisper I’d not heard for months, but I told myself it was my imagination. I suspected someone, or something, had messed with my keys again.
“Troy, this is weird, but sometimes my keys go missing, but then I find them. Do you see keys in my pockets?” 
Troy shook his head, watching my pockets that I had turned inside out, frowning. “Are you sure, Troy? Look. Are my hands empty?”
“Yes, your hands and pockets are empty. You’re not crazy.”
Great. I only had thirty-five dollars left to pay bills for the month, but I called a locksmith. He came out and created a new key for me, and it cost me thirty-five dollars. Strange, it was every penny I had, nothing left. As soon as the locksmith left, I felt a lump in my pocket (Stop it!). The usual lump from my keys had returned. “Troy! Look!” I said, pointing. I reached in my pocket and drew out the keys.
 ”Troy, I’m not crazy, right?”
“No, I saw that!”
This visit to McDonald’s with Troy, a skeptical witness, verified FOR THE FIRST TIME THAT I DID NOT IMAGINE THESE EVENTS. I’m guessing the ghosts messed with me. Except, I didn’t believe in them anymore. It must have been demons afflicting me.
My job as a minister was to proselytize. Proselytize meant to recruit people into our mind-controlling church. Everyone’s role in the church was to proselytize. The church drilled into our minds that, on judgement day, God may point out someone in Hell and say, “That person is in Hell because you didn’t ask him to come to Jesus. If you had, he would’ve accepted and been in Heaven. Instead, he’s in Hell for eternity.” They made us cry and moan over this possibility, wondering who we missed.
There are religions dedicated to recruiting nonbelievers because of this scenario. They believe God will hold them accountable if they don’t get others into their religion. We were extreme at proselytizing.
So I felt bound to tell Troy and his crew about Jesus. The first step was my example of how I lived and how Jesus gave me the power to not be afraid of them. This amazed them, and they wanted more information.
Troy and his gang accepted my invitation to Sunday service. On Sunday, all thirteen showed up, and I welcomed them. But the path to their salvation had a roadblock: Ambrose, the second most evil man I ever met.
Ambrose waited in the entry room to greet the Sunday parishioners. I walked in with the gang and introduced them. ”Brother Highmore, this is Troy. These people are his gang at East High School, but they want to learn more about Jesus.” 
When Ambrose saw the thirteen wannabe gangbangers, deep furrows in his face formed. Newspapers had published stories about this gang and their crimes.
“No, no, no! You hoodlums leave my church!”
 “Brother Highmore, these people have seen my example and want more knowledge of Jesus.”
“They want to steal from us. Get out of my church.”
“Brother Highmore, I respectfully disagree with you. This is God’s church. Jesus wants us to bring sinners to him.”
“This is my church. The title for the building is in my name. Get out!”
The gang left. I apologized to the crew, but Troy said they wanted nothing to do with Christians if Ambrose was an example. Even though they respected me, I lost them.
This was the end of my patience for Ambrose.
After the service, I told Ambrose,
 ”Those kids wanted to learn about Jesus because of my example.”
“Your example isn’t enough to bring anyone to Jesus. You’re a fool! Why have I been patient with you? You demeaned my church with those gangsters! You shouldn’t even have met them. You should only work for me. You’re stealing labor that belongs to me! That apartment I give you for free means you shouldn’t be working for anyone else.” Ambrose poked his finger near me with his grizzly bear face.
“What!? You’re getting sixty hours a week from me in exchange for a basement with no privacy, plus thirty-five dollars a month. If I didn’t have my other job, I’d have died from starvation! Our exchange includes you teaching me to be a pastor, but YOU are NOT providing that!”
“You’re not ready to be a minister. You’re green and immature!”
“You don’t know me. I’ve been a minister since I was twelve. In Jamestown, ND, I was an associate pastor during my two years in college. There were also trips I took on the road as an evangelist.”
Ambrose stomped out and slammed the door.
I thought to myself, It’s become obvious to me that my future with Ambrose is indentured servitude. He will never teach me pastorship or further my career. He will not allow me to even minister to gang members. I had hoped that whatever Brother Cornwallis had to say to Ambrose in the mountains after he finished with my meeting would have forced him to let me take part in the church ministry. I could see now that wouldn’t happen. 
I must abandon Ambrose. I have no choice. I can’t stay here slaving and starving forever with no hope of a future life. 
But I have committed to Cornwallis to be a pastor. It’s clear if I break that agreement, he will kill me. Worse, he will throw me into Hell. Technically, I’m not breaking my commitment to be a pastor. I’m just breaking my relationship with Ambrose. I know Ambrose will do what he can to hurt me if I leave, but he can’t have any dirt on me. But he could take away possibilities of getting an internship elsewhere, and he might lie about me.
 If he convinces Cornwallis to throw me out of the church, I’m dead and going to Hell. I can’t stay, and I can’t leave. There’s no way my life could get worse than it is right now.
I found it hard to breathe, and my heart was thumping in my chest. I needed to find a place to think alone. I drove to Denny’s restaurant, my frequent retreat when wounded.
“Welcome to Denny’s! My name’s Rachel. How many in your party?” The sandy blonde hostess in the Denny’s uniform greeted me with a cheerful smile. God, I can’t handle a cheerful smile, I thought to myself.
“Just me. May I have a corner booth please?”
“Follow me.” She walked to a corner booth and placed the menu on the table. “Coffee?”
“Yes, please, and cream. And water. Thank you, Rachel.” I scooted into the vinyl cushioned booth. 
This was a big splurge. With the little money I had, all I could afford was coffee and a tip, but Denny’s was often where I found peace with my mind. I needed this. I rested my elbows on the table, holding my head with my fingers, massaging my forehead. 
“Here’s your coffee. Would you like to order?” Rachel had a sweet smile as she waited for my answer. She was very attractive. If I was a sinner, I could consider befriending her and finding out if she’d like to date me. But I couldn’t. The church monumentally restricted my life with rules.
“No, thank you, Rachel. I’ll just have coffee. I promise to tip you good.” I smiled back the best I could in my painful condition. 
I poured cream and watched the clouds it made in my coffee. I always found this soothing to watch until it evenly blended and the coffee became a solid, creamy brown. I picked up my spoon, which shook in my hand. I realized my body was trembling all over. I stirred and set the spoon on the napkin, watching the drops of coffee on the spoon spread into the napkin. I picked up the hot coffee and sipped. 
I needed to relax, but my breathing increased as I thought about my situation. I felt a dark cloud in my brain covering the tops of my eyes. This was how depression manifested to me. My chest hurt, and I hugged myself, hoping for relief. 
What was I going to do? I was a caged animal with nowhere to save myself. If I left Ambrose, I risked him lying to Cornwallis, who might believe I had abandoned the church. Then I risked death by murder and Hell. If Cornwallis believed me when I explained I hadn’t left the church, Ambrose would make sure no one would let me be an intern. What would Cornwallis do to me if I couldn’t get an internship? I didn’t know. Not knowing was even more frightening than knowing.
D’Lynn and I had talked about this feeling often. Depression. Suicide. What we would do if we got to where we couldn’t handle it. Our solution at the time was to call the other and talk it out. I had no one to talk it out with now, and I had a strong urge to kill myself. But if I committed suicide, according to our church, I would go to Hell. 
These thoughts repeated in a loop in my mind for over an hour. I had to keep reminding myself not to grip the coffee cup so hard. I paid my bill and left a nice tip and went out to my car. The best thing I knew to do was sleep. If I didn’t sleep, I was going to kill myself. But first, I had to make it through the rest of the day and the evening church service. 
After evening church was finished, I went home. I knelt beside my bed and prayed, “God, please help me out of this terrible situation. Please. Thank you.” I crawled into bed and went to sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]I’m in a park, walking on a sidewalk. The day is bright, and sparse trees grow among the clean-cut grass. I stop and breathe in the fresh air. As I relax, I float up a few inches off the ground, which feels incredible! I exhale and go back to the ground. I push myself forward, and I float and travel about ten feet before touching the ground again.
There is a tree branch above me. I jump to grab it and float slowly toward it until I can touch it and push myself back to the ground. Flying makes me feel free. I’ve always wanted to fly. A few people come up to me and ask how I do it. 
“Relax, and let go of trying. If you try to fly, you can’t. Push off with your feet, then quit trying.” 
Many try, but no one else can fly. There are taller trees farther away on the path, so I skip and float toward them. 
“Hello, Tim.” My lady ghost is by the tree.
“I’m so happy to see you!” I embrace her, and we hug and hold. She brings me peace and love. After a long while, we step back.
“I’m so confused about what to do. I’m afraid I will die and go to Hell,” I say.
“Tim, do what’s right. That’s all you need to do.” She takes my hands and smiles.
“Maybe now that I can fly, I can fly away from Ambrose and Cornwallis and they can’t find me. But I can’t fly away from Hell.”
She smiles at me again. “Tim, just do what’s right.”




Chapter 64 


In the morning I woke and realized I’d been dreaming. It was so real and peaceful that I didn’t want to get out of bed. I wanted to stay and enjoy the peace. If my ghosts talked to me in my dreams now, how did I know if they were demons or not? They seemed so peaceful in my dreams, and they looked like they did when I was a child, but I had only seen them when I was awake a few times since I was ten years old. Those times were in college, and they looked like silhouettes—nothing like my memories of them as a child or as they appeared in my dreams. But the answer had come to me; I knew what I had to do. I made plans to escape Ambrose. 
The next day, Officer Jeff came to visit me at the school and pointed out that because of the recklessness of the principal, drug bosses had designs to kill me.
“It’s been a pleasure to know you, Tim, but leave this school at once and never return.”
Thus, my security career ended. I needed to find something new.
Mini-Mart stores dotted Cheyenne’s landscape. It was a good place to work. The first manager I interviewed with hired me for the midnight shift. That evening, I informed Ambrose of the change in jobs and that I needed to sleep from 8:00 AM to 4:00 PM and work for him later. Ambrose roared of the unfairness inflicted on him, but I didn’t give a hoot.
 As soon as I received my first paycheck, I’d be gonzie! Out of there! Adios, Diablo!
The first night at Mini-Mart, the manager described the job. Easy stuff: take payment for the gas and other items purchased. Further, the cash register needed to balance at the end of the shift.
The second night, the manager called.
 ”The assistant manager and I both have the flu. There’s a truck delivering inventory tonight. Please stack the inventory in the front aisle. Someone will come in tomorrow to price mark and stock.”
“Sure, no problem.”
The truck delivered fifty cases of inventory. After the truck departed, I marked the prices with a sticker gun and stocked the shelves. Next, I put the boxes in a nice stack in the back after pulling them apart. Dad worked in a grocery store since I was a child, so I knew the drill.
The next morning, the manager arrived and looked at the aisles.
“Didn’t the truck get here?”
“Yes, the stock is on the shelves. The cartons are in the storage area.”
“Impressive for your second night here! You’re now an assistant-manager-in-training. Keep this up, and you can manage a store and earn fifty thousand dollars a year!”
As soon as I got a paycheck, I rented an apartment on the opposite side of town. There was little to move out of Ambrose’s basement, so the move was one easy trip. Next, I called Ambrose and quit. I hung up before he responded. I didn’t tell him where I moved to.
For the first time in eight months, I breathed.
I still wanted to be a minister, but first I needed a rest.
Three days later, I heard “Tim” in my ear, which awakened me from my sleep to pounding on my door. After I opened the door, Ambrose intruded and started throwing my things into the back of his van.
“What’re you doing?” I stuttered. “Get out. You can’t do this!”
“You’re moving back to Sheridan. I don’t want you in Cheyenne.” He raised his lip in an ugly sneer.
Cheyenne was the largest town in Wyoming with fifty thousand people. I didn’t know how “Diablo” had found me and why he considered me a threat.
“Leave? I’m not going anywhere. Get out before I call the police!”
“If you don’t go, I’ll tell the church board I spotted you in a bar, and they’ll revoke your minister’s license.”
“You know that’s not true. I’ve not been in any bars.”
“Who do you guess they’ll believe? You, a rookie, or me, the most-respected minister in Wyoming? And don’t forget the mountain meeting with Brother Cornwallis!”
Checkmate.
My desire to be a minister gave Ambrose leverage. Also, that mountain meeting had scared me to death. I told Ambrose I had to inform my Mini-Mart boss that I was leaving. He agreed, and he followed me to the Mini-Mart. My stomach hurt as I told the manager I had to leave. Ambrose was standing next to me, listening.
“Why?” my boss asked. “I need you here. You’ll be a good manager.” His eyes and mouth widened. He looked at Ambrose but refrained from addressing him.
“I can’t tell you why. I’m very, very sorry. I wanted to work for you. Thank you so much for having faith in me.” He reached his hand out, and I shook it several times.
The door dinged as we left. The sound had always alerted me to customers arriving. It sounded a lower, longer, sadder ding today.
On the drive home, I followed Ambrose’s van. The three hundred sixty-mile drive gave me time to ponder: Why did Ambrose treat people like dirt? How could he claim to be a man of God? Why was Brother Cornwallis asking for cash mailed to him? Are all ministers like this?
The familiar Wyoming prairies with the antelope bouncing helped my tense muscles slacken.
After six hours traveling, we arrived at my parents’ home. Ambrose backed the van to the house, dumped my stuff in the driveway, and blew out of my existence.
It shocked my parents to see me return in this fashion. There was much to explain.




Chapter 65


There was a new pastor at our church, Pastor Dane, who I had not met. He was installed while I was away at college. Pastor Dane heard of my return to Sheridan and wanted me to start work at the church, but I needed time to rest. He didn’t respect what I needed and kept contacting me.
“God needs you back in church now. Come get to work,” he demanded.
“I need to rest.”
“I’ll give you one week,” he said. 
I needed income while I determined what to do about the church. I procured janitorial contracts with local businesses to produce an income. Grandfather also had janitorial contracts I had given him. He didn’t want them anymore, so I took them back.
I reported to the pastor’s office because I had to declare my intentions to the Elder, Reverend Cornwallis. Recollecting that mountain meeting with Cornwallis made my stomach turn.
“I crave to be an artist. I want to be an entrepreneur. However, the church told me God wants me to be a pastor. I want to do what God wants. Therefore, I will be a pastor.”
“In that case,” Pastor Dane explained, “you’re ready to take a church as a pastor. You have your Associates in Theology, your minister’s license, and your internship.”
“Wait,” I rebutted. “I didn’t finish my internship with Ambrose Highmore.”
The pastor turned in his chair and looked at me. “We know Highmore’s routine. You’ve been a minister since you were twelve in this church. The Jamestown, ND, church loved your work. Plus, for two years you were the college’s Community Arts teacher in your own studio. And on top of that, you survived Highmore for seven months. My conclusion is that you’ve completed your internship, and I’ll sign off on it.”
His words softened the knotted stomach I had since leaving Ambrose.
“Thank you,” I said, smiling.
“There’s just one more thing.” He looked over his eyeglasses at me. “You must get married. That’s in our written rules for becoming a pastor.”
“Well, I’m married to Kimberly.” I paused and, to my embarrassment admitted, “Um... because we had sexual relations. I can’t marry anyone else. However, Kimberly won’t be helping me at the church because I refuse to see her.” I shifted in my chair as I provided this confidential information.
“No, Son, you didn’t marry her. The church only recognizes a legal marriage.” He cleared his throat.
We debated this back and forth, and I explained the portions of the Bible supporting my point.
“The church doesn’t recognize that interpretation!” He threw his pencil on his desk.
 “How can the church choose only parts of the Bible when our doctrine says all the Bible is God’s word?”
 “Some elements are up for interpretation.”
 “In that case, I sinned when I had sex with Kimberly.”
“Yes, you did. Repent and move on.”
I preferred to marry for love, but I still loved Kimberly and wasn’t yet ready to marry anyone else.
“If you follow God’s will and take a pastorship, you must marry. If you refuse, we’ll excommunicate you, and God will damn you to Hell. Remember, you’ve pledged yourself to our church. Don’t forget your meeting in the mountains with Brother Cornwallis.”
Did everyone know about that “secret” meeting? Fear of damnation to Hell compelled me to agree.
“There’s a problem. Since I didn’t wed in Bible School, I have no prospects.”
“Brother Cornwallis has picked four young ladies in Wyoming.” As he handed me the list, I realized that the pastor had prepared in advance for this meeting.
These ladies lived around Wyoming, and I recognized one of them to be a lady who attended our district meetings while I was an indentured servant for Ambrose. Candy was alluring, and from what I observed, she was attracted to me. But I knew nothing about her other than she lived near Cheyenne. And who names a kid Candy?
”Is this a cattle call? It seems crude. Should I check their teeth?”
“They’re expecting you. We’ve informed the parents of your credentials, and they want to meet. They want their daughters to marry a preacher. Go to their houses for dinner.”
[image: image-placeholder]I wonder what God and Jesus thought about this. They were probably up in Heaven in the propagation office, looking over who I could marry. 
Jesus says, “Dad, why are there only four girls for Tim to choose from in Wyoming?”
“Well, Son, the Wyoming population is small, so I said, ‘Let there be cold, long winters in Wyoming to create babies.’ But those damned religious nuts believe sex is bad, even if married. What’re you going to do?” God says. 
Jesus shrugs.
[image: image-placeholder]I made the phone calls and arranged times to visit. The shortest distance was one hundred miles and the others up to 365. A meeting every other day seemed logical because of the long drive to and from dinner.
First, I met Naomi. Her family lived in a neat house in a small town with brick-paved streets. They wanted their daughter to marry a minister, but Naomi wasn’t on board. We had a nice dinner, and then Naomi and I were left alone in the family room to talk. I had zero attraction to her, and she wasn’t a conversationalist. After spending three hours visiting, I bid them adieu.
Next, I met Sarah. Sarah had three younger siblings, and her parents were white-collar workers. They dedicated themselves to our church. Sarah was religious and wanted to marry a pastor so she could help run a church. She floated my boat. We spent the evening with the family playing croquet in the backyard. Her parents were kind; this would be a sweet family to marry into. Unfortunately, Sarah showed no attraction to me and politely told me so. I thanked them for their kindness and made my way home.
[image: image-placeholder]I imagine God and Jesus up in Heaven, watching my progress. 
“Son, I should have made the Wyoming winters longer and colder. Tim has burned through half the prospects.”
“I just got this crazy idea, Dad!” Jesus exclaims. “Wouldn’t this make a great TV show? You line up girls for a man to pick from and marry, all of them unknown to him. He has one meeting with each to choose who he likes! If he can’t get a lady to marry him, he has to eat burnt bacon until he pukes. Then we send him to the pits of Hell and boil him in thin potato soup!”
“That’s a good idea, Son! Check to see if someone has copywritten that!”
[image: image-placeholder]My third meeting was with Eve’s family and also in a small town. Wyoming has a lot of small towns. Eve, her parents, two siblings, and I met at noon in a park for a barbeque. Again, they were a delightful family. Eve’s mother was charming. After the barbeque, the family started a game of frisbee. We had fun, and everyone liked me, even Eve.
Eve and I took a walk on one of the park trails with tall trees.
“So, Eve, what do you want for your future?”
“Well, I love to write, and I want to go to school to become a journalist. But you know our church frowns on attending any college unless it’s the church’s Bible School.”
“If you don’t pursue what you love, you’ll be miserable. When I had to give up my art career, it made me miserable, and I’m still very sad about it.”
Eve leaned toward me often as we walked, and I placed my arm around her.
“Eve, this is your life, and you need to give serious thought to your choices.”
“Tim, why don’t you give up the ministry and go back to your art career?”
“God called me to be a minister, and if I reject him, I’ll go to Hell. If you don’t have that calling, you have more freedom.”
When we came back from the trail, we sat on a bench in view of her family. We talked for a good hour. Her family must have thought we were hitting it off famously, which we could’ve. But Eve decided she preferred to go to journalism school. She kissed me on the cheek and thanked me.
That left my last choice: Candy. If I didn’t choose Candy, and she didn’t accept me, I had no other options in Wyoming. I wanted to chuck this whole marriage thing in the river and walk away, but I couldn’t. The church still had a grip on me from the lifelong brainwashing until 2:00 A.M., when God has hot cocoa and goes to bed. With what I learned from the banned library books, I knew more than what the church taught. Still, that knowledge wasn’t enough to free me from the fear of being damned to Hell for rejecting the church.




Chapter 66


The meeting at Candy’s house was for an early dinner at 5:00 PM. When I arrived, I saw a small farm with a horse corral, barn, home, and what looked to be one hundred acres. Scraggly, large dogs came running up the driveway, barking as I drove next to a dilapidated fence. I interacted with this family while working for Ambrose. They’d attended district meetings. I led song service at Candy’s church a few times, and Candy’s youngest brother rode to church camp on a bus I drove.
As I exited my car, Candy’s father, Joshua, hollered to come to the barn. I’d cleaned up for this visit, but by the time I finished helping shovel out the horse manure, I’d destroyed my presentable dinner-guest status. After the shitty manure job, Joshua told me to follow and gave a loud whistle. Candy and her two brothers came running from behind the house. I was vexed that this man believed he was my authority.
“Everyone on the trailer.” Joshua pulled the trailer with a tractor into a field full of baled hay. Candy and I stayed on the wagon. Her brothers jumped onto the ground.
“Hi, Candy,” I said. 
She smiled at me. Candy’s brothers threw the bales on the wagon floor. Candy and I stacked them. As we worked, I talked with Candy. She appeared shy but strong, stacking the hay bales faster than I could.
After we finished throwing hay, Candy wanted to show me her horse, Oreo. He was in the weather-worn barn where tools, leather straps, and miscellaneous farm necessities hung on the wall. From the back of the barn, Candy led Oreo by the reins. She shared stories of awards for barrel racing in the Cheyenne Rodeo. We led Oreo around the corral as Candy rewarded him with grain.
The smell of fresh-cut hay and manure filled the air. Various birds were hopping around the corral and flying over the barn and house. Cats lazed about inside the barn, keeping one eye open for vermin.
Candy’s mother, Minnie, rang the dinner bell on the porch. The house interior looked like the barn. An eclectic assortment of art and knick-knacks crowded the walls. Everyone washed their hands and faces in the tiny, single bathroom.
“Don’t run the water very long. It will overload the well pump,” Candy said. I heard the pump kick on.
The dinner was old-fashioned comfort food and enjoyable. I desired a shower and a change of clothing, but no one else cared that we had just come in from working on the farm. Mother would’ve called me “Mr. Fancy Pants.” The meal and conversation were pleasant. At first.
Minnie served pork chops with crispy fat the way I loved it. 
As I used my knife and fork to eat (everybody else used their fingers), Joshua told me,
 ”Don’t eat the fat. It’s not good for you.”
This man seemed to think he was my boss.
“It’s OK; it’s best when fried crispy.”
Joshua became obstinate. “Do what I tell you. I know what’s good for you.”
Shocked, I looked up at him. “I always eat this.” I continued to eat the fat. Joshua’s face reddened, and he pursed his lips. Candy and her mother tensed, but Joshua refrained from more comments.
Let’s lighten the mood, I thought to myself.
“Joshua, how did you and Minnie meet?”
“She was the daughter of my colonel. My job was in the stables taking care of our calvary’s horses. She used to visit the stables.”
Minnie said nothing. She pinched her lips tight. The offspring sat silently as if it were a lockdown in prison.
“How long were you in the military?”
“Eighteen years.”
The dogs outside began barking. Joshua walked out, then returned to the table.
“Thank you for your service to our country, Sir. How many years since you married?” I directed the question toward Minnie, but Joshua responded.
“Twenty happy years ago, on June 3rd.”
One of my eyebrows raised. I looked at Isaac. “When’s your birthday?”
“September 15th. I told you earlier.” He put the food into his mouth slowly, gazing at me as if sending me a message.
“Yes, I remember, and you’re twenty-years-old, right?”
“Yes.”
“Ha ha, so you were a three-month baby!”
Isaac looked at me. “What? No, I wasn’t.”
My attention returned to my porkchop. “It’s just a joke. It means your mother was pregnant when she married your dad.”
The room became dead silent, and I looked up from my plate. Candy, Isaac, and Jacob, the youngest sibling, all had their mouths open, staring at their parents. Joshua and Minnie glared at me with red faces.
“What? This was a secret? You can do the math, right?” 
Things were not progressing in my favor at Candy’s house.
[image: image-placeholder]God and Jesus undoubtedly were observing this meeting. 
Jesus says, “Should I get the black bacon and thin potato soup ready, Dad?”
God, with his hand over his face: “What is wrong with that boy?”
[image: image-placeholder]After dinner, Candy invited me to sit on the front porch for iced tea. Isaac joined us. During my entire visit, Isaac had been giving me the eye. When I looked at him, he blushed. He reminded me of my friend Daniel from college.
Daniel arrived at college during my second year. His behavior differed from most of the men in school but was similar to mine. He wasn’t in my circle of friends, but after a few months, I realized he had no friends. He walked passed my dorm room one night.
“Daniel!” I shouted down the hall. He came back to my room. “You’re welcome to hang out here. I’m just working on book reports.” 
He smiled and visited with me for several hours. A later evening while he visited, he was staring at the floor and saying very little. I asked him why.
“You’re my only friend here. No one else wants to be around me.”
“Well, that’s odd. You seem like a nice fellow. Why do you suppose the kids shun you?”
“I’m guessing because they suspect I’m gay.”
Our church taught that homosexuals were going to Hell and shunned them. I’d been ignorant about sex until Kimberly educated me. In my pre-college years, I assumed that the scripture in Leviticus, “A man shall not lay with a man,” meant men shouldn’t lie on the same bed together. I never connected it to sex until the library’s forbidden zone showed many of its secrets to me.
By flashlight, in the library’s Devil’s Triangle, I discovered books that referred to homosexuality. Those books instructed that being gay was an abomination based on Leviticus, a book in the Old Testament.
The book of Leviticus also said that God commanded animal sacrifices. Our church rejected animal sacrifices.
I asked my professors, “Why do we no longer have animal sacrifices?”
“Because Christians only follow the New Testament.”
“If we don’t follow the Old Testament, why do we condemn homosexuality?”
“Because God considers it to be an abomination.”
“But not in the New Testament.”
“It’s an abomination.”
“But Professor, an abomination is not a sin. The definition of abomination means ‘against nature,’ not ‘against God.’ Therefore, Leviticus does not ban homosexuality.”
“It’s a sin, Son.”
“If we follow the rules in Leviticus and ban homosexuality, then we need to start animal sacrifices again. Right?”
“No.”
“Why does our church continue to pick and choose which scriptures are to be followed? It’s easy to prove, according to the Bible, that homosexuality is NOT a sin.”
My logic didn’t compute to them. Since childhood, I understood that our church had more inconsistencies than the Bible. But one thing was certain: the church preached homosexuality to be a sin even though they agreed that God commands Christians to follow only the New Testament.
That led me to another question. “Why are we basing our entire religion on a book written ninety percent by Paul, who never had Jesus’s training to be a disciple? He never even met Jesus. Shouldn’t the real disciples have written one hundred percent of the New Testament?”
[image: image-placeholder]I imagine Jesus and God up in Heaven, following my debates.
“Son, did you tell any of your disciples I’m condemning gays to Hell?”
“No, Dad. I told them to love your neighbor as you love yourself and treat others the way you want to be treated. Unless you’re a masochist, then the rule doesn’t apply. Hell, a few of my disciples were gay.”
“Son, I’ve always wondered who that Paul guy was.”
“Dad, he just jumped on the bandwagon after I ascended to Heaven. He’s full of bull poopy. Paul didn’t attend any of my disciple classes. But nooo, he claims he talked to me on the road to Damascus, where I made him a disciple. Again, bull poopy. Paul’s slave confirmed that he saw me there talking to him, but come on, a slave won’t contradict their master, right? I influenced people to put Paul in jail where he wrote those damned letters.”
“Jesus, why didn’t your disciples write more of the New Testament?”
“I don’t know Dad. I should have picked more scribes than fishermen. Fishermen hate to write.”
[image: image-placeholder]I turned in my chair to look at Daniel. “Are you gay?”
“I used to be.”
”Used to be? So, one day you woke up and said, ‘Gee, I don’t like guys anymore. I find them repulsive.’ Is that how it happened?”
“Uh, well no, my church threw the gay demons out of me,” he sighed, as if living that experience again.
“Did it work?”
“No. I thought maybe you were gay. I was hoping to have a friend that understood me.” He threw me a searching look.
“No, I’m not gay, but I get asked that often. My limp wrists, I suspect. Mom used to try to beat that out of me, but it never took. I may understand you more than you believe.”
The rest of the evening we discussed what I learned from the Bible on being gay. By the time Daniel left my room, he was smiling and stepping lighter (no pun intended). Later that week he left college, and we said our goodbyes. There was a warm feeling in my chest near the heart region.
“More iced tea?” 
My thoughts fell back to my existence on Candy’s front deck.
 ”Oh no, thank you.”
Isaac had idiosyncrasies I recognized in myself and Daniel. Throughout my visit, he gave me secret looks and blushed when I caught him. I thought I might ask if he was gay but decided their family didn’t need more damage tonight.
A bath was on the top of my mind. I gave Candy and Isaac a hug before I left. Candy’s hug lingered, and even though I pissed off her parents, Candy and I had made inroads. I began the three hundred sixty mile drive home.
[image: image-placeholder]Up in Heaven, after seeing the lingering hug, Jesus says, “Thank God!”
“You’re welcome, Son!” God replies.





Chapter 67


A loud banging on my trailer’s door roused me. Rolling over, I saw that the clock on my bed stand read 3:00 PM. Growling, I got out of bed, put on my robe, and went to the door.
“Why aren’t you answering your phone?” Pastor Dane stood on my steps, staring at me with his fists on his hips.
“The ringer was off so I could sleep; I didn’t get home until 7:00 AM. Why are you rattling my door?” I rubbed my eyes and yawned.
“Joshua called me and said your phone wasn’t working. You made quite an impact on him.” Pastor Dane squinted from the sun in his eyes.
“Yeah, I bet I did. What did Joshua say?” I was expecting Pastor Dane to scold me after he told me the bad news.
“Joshua wants you to visit again. Call him.” Pastor Dane turned to leave.
“Wait, that’s all he said? Did he seem pissed?” I stepped down to get his attention.
“No, he seemed fine. Should he be pissed?” He twisted his head sideways and glared.
“He should be. It seems like a trap.”
“Well, you figure it out. It’s your last chance to get a wife.” He crawled into his car.
I decided best to call Joshua now instead of worrying. The list of girls Pastor Dane gave me was in my wallet in my jeans on the floor. I clawed the crumpled list and made the call. Joshua answered. He invited me to visit before noon Saturday for the small town’s annual picnic. Thinking there might be a match with Candy, I agreed to visit again. He said nothing of me outing him and his wife.
Once I got to Candy’s, we










 drove together to the tiny town surrounded by small farms, which boasted an activity center. There was a postage stamp-sized post office, a farm equipment company, a firehouse, and just a few houses. The firehouse had picnic tables outside. Inside, stews were simmering on big stoves. Outside, men grilled up various meats and corn on the cob. The grills released enticing steam and smoke across the picnic area, making us salivate.
Candy and I dipped stew into bowls, picked up two hot dogs, and sat across from each other at a picnic table. “I’m surprised your dad invited me back; I thought I pissed him off.” I sipped soup with a plastic spoon.
“He was mad, but I asked him to please ask you back.” Candy smiled at me.
“Ah, I see. Do you see your future as a farm girl?”
“I want horses and a stable, but I don’t want to be a farm girl. Town living would be a nice change. It becomes very tiresome on the farm.”
“What would you do if you lived in town?” I wiped mustard off my lip with a napkin.
“Get a job somewhere interesting, as long as it doesn’t involve shoveling poop or stacking hay bales in the hot sun.” She had a contemplative facial expression. “Have city water for showers that don’t burn up a well pump.”
“Lofty dreams,” I chuckled. She laughed back.
“Do you want to ride into Cheyenne after we finish here and walk around the mall?”
“Sure! That sounds fun!” Candy smiled and acted bubbly around me.
We hung out for a few hours with the locals. There was music and square dancing. Candy said, “I’m bored to death.” Isaac joined the conversation. Escape to Cheyenne was our solution to beat the boredom. Isaac informed his parents.
The thirty-minute drive to Cheyenne went fast. We chatted and got along very well. Isaac sat in the back seat of the car, and Candy sat up front with me. I reached over and took her hand. She squeezed her fingers between mine.
We arrived at the mall in Cheyenne. Candy and I talked and learned about each other. She and her brother often stopped to browse knick-knacks and clothing, both of them squealing at something especially cute. I stayed out of their way until Candy took my hand to walk more.
“Let’s stop in for coffee and pie. My treat!” I said as we walked by a restaurant with delicious aromas. Led to a table by the hostess, we sat and ordered. Quiet restaurants with real tablecloths and dim lighting were relaxing. It was dinner time, and the candles on the table created a romantic glow. Candy excused herself to the ladies’ room.
Isaac showed a solemn face. “Don’t break Candy’s heart.”
“I’d never do that.”
“Good.” He looked away but continued, “I don’t know how to ask this, but...”
As he paused, I finished his question. “Am I gay?”
Isaac looked at me, stunned. Then he grinned. “Yeah. Are you?”
“No, but I hear that often. Are you?”
“Well… uh… yes. Please don’t tell my family.”
“No, I won’t do that, but I had suspected you were gay. You blushed when I caught you giving me a secret look on my first night at your house. You should at least tell your sister.”
“Yes, I should. I’m closer to her than anyone in the family. She’s probably the only one that would accept me. I was checking to make sure you’re straight. Candy would be heartbroken if not.”
His breath relaxed as Candy returned. The waitress checked on us. We were having fun, so we got an appetizer to stay longer.
We made small talk for a while. Isaac became silent, then cleared his throat. “Hey, Sis, I want to tell you something.” 
Candy gave him her attention. 
“I want to tell you... that... I... am... gay.” Isaac held his breath, anticipating her response.
Candy gave him a lingering stare with a deadpan face. After it looked like Isaac was going to explode, she said,
 ”Yes, I know.”
Isaac let out his breath. “Why did you wait to reply?”
“I didn’t want to make it too easy on you,” Candy giggled.
“Does the rest of the family know?” Isaac grabbed Candy’s hand.
“No. Dad would ban you from the house.” She leaned over to hug Isaac. “I don’t want them to hate you; I know how that feels.”
At that moment I heard “Tim.” No one else seemed to hear it.
“Mom and Dad don’t hate you,” Isaac said, taking both of her hands now.
“Mom does. She’s jealous of me.” Tears filled Candy’s eyes.
“Come on, Candy. Why?”
Candy sobbed, and I handed her the napkin by my plate.
Candy stood to leave, and I waved for the bill.
In the parking lot, we stood by my car, saying nothing while Candy sniffled. She finally broke the silence. ”Isaac, you’re courageous to tell me your secret.” Candy sniffed. “I wish I could be as brave as you.”
“What do you mean, Sis? Is there something you want to tell me?”
“You two talk in private. I don’t want to intrude.” My shoe ground the pavement as I turned to leave.
“No, wait!” Candy stopped me. “I want to tell you.”
Isaac and I waited as Candy sobbed again. Isaac put his arm around her.
“Many nights, when everyone is in bed, Dad comes to my room, sits on my bed, and touches me.” Candy broke into crying again.
“Oh my God!” Isaac and I said at the same time.
“How long has this been happening?” Isaac asked.
”As long as I can remember. I want it to stop.”
“It will stop,” I said. “It will stop.”
“How?” Candy asked.
“Don’t worry. It will stop.”
As we rode back to Candy’s house, I recalled the timeline for Candy’s family.
 ”Candy, how old is your mother?”
“Thirty-six. Why?”
“Well, that means your mother was sixteen when she had Isaac and was fifteen when she got pregnant. Your dad is fifty-six?”
“Fifty-seven. Why?”
“That means your dad was thirty-six, in the military, and impregnated a fifteen-year-old daughter of a colonel. From the conversations we’ve had, your dad wasn’t in the military when Isaac was born, which means he left soon after getting a minor pregnant. The military forced your dad out is my assumption. What I don’t understand is why your mother married him and why your dad didn’t go to the brig. However, I’m no expert on military law.”
With the dead silence in the car, I assumed they were trying to absorb this.
 I continued, “So, then your father, after getting a minor pregnant, years later abuses his minor daughter. Do you see a correlation here?”
The rest of the ride home was quiet. This was a lot of information for Candy and Isaac to absorb. It was dark by the time we got to Candy’s house. The plan was for me to stay overnight and attend church the next morning with the family. I preferred not to, but I’d promised Candy that I’d stay.
Candy and Isaac went into the house. Joshua was on the porch with his chew, spitting in a Coke can. The night was refreshing, so I stayed on the porch.
“Did you kids have fun?” Joshua spit, and brown juice dribbled from his lips.
“Yes, we did.” The porch light was dim, but I made out gardening tools on the far end of the porch leaning against the house: a long-handled hoe, rake, and pitchfork. A person could use them as lethal weapons. For the second time today, I heard “Tim” in my ear. Then, broadcast into my mind: “Take your time.”
The Old Testament teaches ”an eye for an eye,” assuming you follow the Old Testament. Our church didn’t, so they claimed, but they’d use an Old Testament scripture if it fit their fancy. Maybe this scripture fit my fancy. Our church taught, from Matthew 5:39 in the New Testament, to “turn the other cheek.” That meant we weren’t to seek revenge. But revenge was for past transgressions. What of those that were still happening? Wouldn’t it be a good Christian act to protect the innocent?
In the Old Testament, Psalm 82:3-4 reads, “Give justice to the weak and the fatherless; maintain the right of the afflicted and the destitute. Rescue the weak and the needy; deliver them from the hand of the wicked.”
This scripture commanded to protect the weak and helpless. But again, this wasn’t in the New Testament. Mother taught me never to defend myself until I convinced her to let me do it with three advance warnings. I had learned new arguments since then, and I saw the fragmentation and contradiction of the Bible.
What would God think if I executed a pedophile?
The long-handled hoe fell.
Joshua looked up and said, “Damned cats.”
I’d been watching that hoe. There was no cat there, so it was probably one of my ghosts. Perhaps it was a demon. Was it a signal to use the hoe to protect the innocent? Did a demon want me to yield to my anger and commit murder?
I remembered Troy’s gang in Cheyenne when I became a hurricane. My chi protected me at the prompting of one of my ghosts. Could this be used to protect an innocent?
I became a hurricane.
At once, I felt a powerful energy on the porch swirling around me. I stood mighty, strong and calm in the eye, but the force magnified my vengeful feelings. Was this a demon affecting me? Was it a ghost? With power, and in a slow, deep tone assisted by a supernatural force, I told Joshua, “Candy and I had time to talk today. I learned a lot about her life. A lot.”
The resonance of my words reflected my internal wrath, and I said nothing more. Joshua squinted, cleared his throat, and squirmed in his chair. He stood and walked to the edge of the porch and spit in the bushes, then wiped the brown goo from his chin.
Joshua said, “Sometimes in life, we make mistakes. We all do. We can’t worry about the past. We just try to be better.”
What an odd statement. It sounded like a confession. The long-handled rake toppled. No cats about.
Joshua said, “Damned cats.”
I remained quiet. 
After a while, Joshua looked at me and repeated, “Everyone makes mistakes.” Expressionless, I turned to him. Joshua sat back on the chair.
I diverted my gaze from Joshua out into the darkness. Inside, my blood was boiling. Should I right the wrongs this man had done to Candy using that hoe? Should I use it to see blood spurting from his head as I beat him with it? His screams, as I shoved the pitchfork through his belly, would satisfy me. This anger in the Bible is called “righteous anger.” Jesus expressed it himself as written in Matthew 21:12-13, Luke 19:45-48, and Mark 3:1-5. But would the righteous anger justify my actions?
“Candy wants to meet my family in Sheridan. She can stay with my parents, since you, as a proper man, wouldn’t approve of her staying in my house alone, risking inappropriate action. Is this OK with you?” I emphasized inappropriate and turned toward him to show I wasn’t asking a question.
“Naturally,” he said.
The chi hurricane calmed. I walked inside and sat on the couch next to Candy. A gigantic bean bag accompanied the living room furniture.
“May I take a quick shower?”
Candy looked at her mother, and she nodded. By the time I finished, everyone was ready for bed. Candy told me I could sleep on the bean bag and handed me a blanket. I told her I preferred my car and gave her a quick peck on the lips, which made her smile. I retreated with the comforter to my vehicle’s reclining seat.
The country was tranquil. I enjoyed sleeping outside, hearing the crickets sing to the stars in the black sky. This crazy family filled my head. I was protective of Candy. Protective feelings could be confused with love. I cared about her, but I couldn’t say I was in love with her. It was nothing like I felt for Kimberly during the peak of our romance. The trip to Sheridan might help me decide if I should ask her to marry me. Damned church and their damned rules. Jesus didn’t marry. Why did the AG require me to wed? I locked my doors.
[image: image-placeholder]As I dozed off, I imagined God and Jesus talking about my predicament up in Heaven.
“Son, why didn’t you get married while on Earth?”
“Dad, I tried, but it’s tough to convince a lady to marry you when you spend your days hanging out with those stinky, rowdy fishermen. And, whenever my retirement plan came up—a painful, slow death on a cross at age thirty-three—it was always a deal-breaker.”
God nods, knowingly.




Chapter 68


The family and I visited church the next morning, then returned to Candy’s house for Sunday lunch. Afterward, Candy packed a few bags, and we said goodbye and left for Sheridan. Candy stayed five days in Sheridan, sleeping at my parents’ home as promised but spending time with me during the day. We drove around to my church friends to introduce Candy. Everyone seemed to go for her. A few suggested I get Kimberly back.
Father liked Candy. I didn’t ask Pastor Dane, as he’d recommend Clyde’s Bonnie Parker as long as it got me married and into a church.
On the night before I took Candy home, I asked her to marry me. She squealed, pressed her hands over her mouth, and then gave me a big hug. The answer was “Yes.” We each expressed our love, but what love was it? Not the degree of love I had for Sheila in first grade, or Marty in college, or for Kimberly.
Anyhow, at least God wouldn’t condemn me to Hell. That was a plus. Candy’s motive may have been to get away from that farm and her parents. Candy rode home with me the next day and gave the family the news. They congratulated us, shook our hands, and hugged Candy. There were no hugs for me from Joshua and Minnie, which I preferred.
My business needed attending to in Sheridan. We planned to be married there, and we set the date a month out. My grandfather would officiate. As I left, I hugged and kissed Candy goodbye.
“If he touches you, call me at once. I’ll be here in six hours.” 
She nodded and held me closer.
Every week while waiting for the wedding, I drove to visit Candy. We spent time on the farm doing chores but also drove into Cheyenne for time away from the farm.
Three days before the wedding, Joshua backed up his truck to my trailer door. When I greeted the family, Candy ran up to kiss and hug me. My house was cleaned to perfection to prepare for the marriage. I asked the family to come in for dinner.
Instead, Joshua started throwing trash bags full of Candy’s clothing and belongings through my trailer door without even coming in first. This man had no couth. With his tobacco spitting, dirty clothes, greasy hair, and his demeanor toward his family, I considered him to be a vulgar man.
The next few days transpired, and the wedding went well. Candy and I began married life, but we didn’t consummate the marriage for a long time, as we were still strangers.




Chapter 69


In the interim, I took coffee breaks with a friend, Robert (Bob) Myrtle. Bob had become the pastor of our Sheridan church right before I left for college, but when I returned, he no longer had that position. Our church had issues with his teachings because Bob preferred to research history to make the Bible come alive.
Bob was a true believer of Christianity, but he didn’t accept uneducated answers. He wanted to find truth by educating himself and the parishioners. The church, however, didn’t appreciate this and relieved him of his position.
Bob opened his own office and started holding Bible study classes, which Candy and I attended. A logical man, he believed that he could prove the truth of the Bible with non-biblical sources instead of having blind faith. It was exhilarating to talk with a man who wanted to support his religious beliefs with logic.
“Bob, one answer I hoped to get in college was how our church can believe our pastors are infallible to translate the Bible—that whatever they say is God’s word, and we must obey. This is one reason I have so much fear of the church.”
“Tim, the Bible does not give our pastors this authority. Why don’t I set up a study over the next few weeks, and we can look at it in depth from an objective point of view?”
“That would be great, Bob! I just want to learn the truth. I want to do what is right. Another fear I have is that a pastor could condemn someone to Hell.”
“Let’s include that in our study.”
“Bob, also grace. I stay in fear that if I make a tiny mistake, God will deliver me to Hell if I don’t ask forgiveness before the rapture. I have read in the Bible that God allows grace, but our church doesn’t believe this.”
“Wow, you want a lot, Tim,” Bob chuckled.
“Just the truth, Bob. That’s all I want. Truth. I don’t want to live in fear of the church. I have to go see Pastor Dane. Talk to you later.”
I drove to the church for my meeting with Pastor Dane. 
“Pastor Dane, you told me over six months ago a church would be ready for me to pastor soon. Is it ready yet?”
“Not yet, Tim. Have you been talking to Robert Myrtle?”
“Yes, I have.”
“Stay away from him. There’s a reason the church fired him as the pastor here.”
“Why?”
“That’s not for you to know.”
“If you want me to stay away from him, I need a reason.”
“Here’s your reason: I’m your pastor. My word is God’s word. Need more reason?”
“No, Sir.” I left the office and drove home. I discussed the day I had with Candy. I explained how frustrated I was and that I wanted to learn the truth. I at least wanted to learn what answers Bob had. But Pastor Dane ordered me to stay away from Bob. I didn’t know what to do. The Bible says if we seek the truth, we will find it, yet whenever I sought it, I had restraints put on me. 
After a nice evening with Candy, we turned into bed. 
[image: image-placeholder]I am in Kendrick park, walking near the creek. I look at the water to watch the minnows near the edge. Ever since I was a boy, I loved to watch them dart back and forth, their dark tops contrasting against the sandy bottom. They act carefree. I bet they don’t worry every day that God will condemn them to Hell for a tiny mistake. 
I start across the bridge that crosses the river. Coming my way is the ghost lady in her spring dress. 
“Hello, Tim,” she says ever so sweetly. She gives me a hug, and I hold on. Letting go, I ask, “All these years, and I don’t know your name.” 
“My name is Sheena.”
“Sheena, the church has convinced me you’re a demon. I just want to know the truth. I believe I could get truth with my studies with Bob, but Pastor Dane told me to stay away from him. If I disobey Pastor Dane, I will go to Hell. Do you think I should keep seeking the truth?”
“Seek the truth, Tim.”
“How do I know you’re not just a dream?”
”Is this a dream, Tim?”
I look around. I can smell the pine trees and hear the water below the bridge. I take Sheena’s hand. It’s real. 
“You seem real, Sheena.”
“Would twenty dollars prove it?” Sheena smiles at me.
[image: image-placeholder]I woke up. I had been dreaming. And I had appointments to clean carpets. 
“Candy, I’m off to work. What are you doing today?”
“I’m visiting Denise.”
“See you later. Have a great day.” 
I spent the day cleaning the carpets in three houses. Everyone paid with checks, which was good, except I couldn’t spend them until the bank cleared them into my account. I was out of money. I drove home that evening to have dinner with Candy.
After dinner I said, “Candy, let’s go to town.” 
“OK, let’s go to Perkins for dessert!”
“Oh, I’m so sorry. All I have is enough for coffee. Is that OK?”
“Sure, let’s go.”
At Perkins, Karen led us to our seat. I saw on the seat of the booth a twenty dollar bill. I remembered Sheena asking if twenty dollars would prove she was real. Was this twenty from Sheena?
“Karen, who was sitting here before us?”
“No one has been here since the dinner rush several hours ago.”
“I found a twenty dollar bill on the seat here.”
“The bussers wipe down the seats and tables after every customer. I don’t know how anyone could have missed that.”
“Can you find who was here last? Maybe it was theirs.”
“No one will remember. Keep it.”
“Well, in that case, we’d like to order dessert!”
Candy smiled at the thought of chocolate pie. After Perkins, we went home to bed. I was ready to sleep after cleaning carpets all day. 
[image: image-placeholder]I am back in Kendrick park, sitting on the bank next to the river. The water swirls around rocks and pools near me by the bank. The splashes against the rocks are soothing. Sheena is sitting with me. 
“Sheena, the Bible says you’re a demon. Unless this is a dream.”
“Are you dreaming, Tim?” Sheena pulls a handful of grass and tosses it into the water. The minnows attack it. I pull a handful of grass and smell it. This is real grass. I hold my hand out and feel the breeze tickle the hairs on my arm. This is the real wind.
“I’m awake. I’m not dreaming. How do I know if you’re a demon or not?”
“Tim, just seek the truth.”
“Sheena, the pastor has forbidden me from seeking the truth. He’s my pastor, and he has ordered me to stay away from Bob. Bob could help me get information from the Bible so I can learn the truth.”
“Aren’t you a pastor now?” Sheena straightens a wrinkle in her dress. 
“I am, but they haven’t given me a church yet.” I look at Sheena, and she smiles at me. 
“Wait, if I’m a pastor, the church says my word is God’s word. Can Pastor Dane  still order me away from Bob?” 
Sheena throws another handful of grass in the water but remains quiet. 
[image: image-placeholder]That evening, Candy and I went to Bob’s Bible study. This was the best way I knew to continue my search for truth. Over the next several weeks I learned that the Bible does not teach that we must obey our pastors, and they most certainly cannot send us to Hell. Yet, with this information, I still feared the church. Logic was not reducing the control the church had on me.
“Candy, let’s take a day in the mountains to camp by Lake Sydney and fish,” I said.
“That sounds like fun! Let’s do it!” Candy said.
I had a slide-in camper for my truck. I loaded it, and we drove to Lake Sydney. The mountains were peaceful. It was a great place for me to think. Candy and I hiked through the pine trees that stretched toward the sky, creating a cathedral that echoed our steps and voices. Pine needles carpeted the ground and felt soft as we walked over them. We had a picnic on a boulder by the lake. The shore of the lake looked as if it had rained boulders one day. We had to walk carefully over them to get to the lake. 
After a fun day enjoying each other’s company, we went back to the camper. There was a double-sized bed that reached over the cab of the truck. We had a small table and benches, sliding windows with screens, and a heater. The camper was relaxing for us. We stretched out in our bed and went to sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]I am sitting by the water on a boulder. The night sky is dark and clear with stars painted all around. The moon tonight is large and full, just above the horizon of the lake. Sheena is sitting on a boulder next to mine. 
“Sheena, I understand now that the church cannot deliver me to Hell. I believe that the pastors don’t have complete control over us. Yet, with this logic and knowledge, I’m still afraid of the church. The fear of it still controls me. I thought the truth would set me free. Why do I feel this way?”
Sheena scoots her legs toward her and wraps her arms around them. She has on a dark blue dress that covers her feet. She looks at the moon but remains silent. I hear the gentle rippling of the water against the boulders. An owl hoot echoes across the water. 
“Sheena, are you a demon?” I ask quietly.
“What does your heart tell you, Tim?”
“My heart tells me you love me. And I love you. You’ve been my friend since I was in the crib.”
“Tim, you will break free. You have a horrendous history to recover from.” 
[image: image-placeholder]The calling birds awoke me. I lay quietly in our camper bed, remembering my time with Sheena. That evening we had Bible study again with Bob. 
“Bob, why do I have so much fear of the church? My belief from our studies is that they cannot send me to Hell, and the pastors do not have ultimate authority over me. Shouldn’t I be free of this fear?”
“Tim, you were hardcore brainwashed. The church overrides any logic you can come up with to keep control over your mind. Give it time. Don’t give up. Keep studying.”
“Bob, it’s been over a year since I started studies with you. I don’t think I will ever rid myself of this fear.”
“Tim, be patient. It will happen.”
I met Pastor Dane for one of our required meetings. “Pastor Dane, I have been waiting two years now for my church. Is there something I should know?”
“One has not opened up. We expected a couple to open, but the pastors of those churches decided not to retire. We’ll have one soon.”
Two weeks later, Bob and I had coffee together in a Woolworths coffee shop one afternoon, inside the retail part of the store. The floors were turquoise and gray marble tile. The counter had fifty stools with turquoise-padded seats. Bob and I sat at a booth.
“Bob, I’ve spent hundreds of hours reading books from numerous perspectives and authors to study God and religion. From this, I know that the church and the pastors are not God’s authority. I perceive, reasonably, that a man cannot damn my soul. Only God can. Yet, I stay in fear of the church. They still control my mind with this fear. 
The church brainwashed me so completely with these crazy doctrines from birth. College, where I expected to discover answers, instead magnified my brainwashing. I want to be free.”
Bob stirred sugar into his coffee, clanking the spoon on the sides of the white, thick ceramic mug.
“Tim, give it time. It’ll happen. The brain is a mighty thing that God gave us.”
I sipped my coffee and glanced at the glass cases on the counter filled with pies. I wondered who bought a whole pie at a coffee shop.
“Bob, did Cornwallis meet with you in the mountains for a meeting before they handed over a church?”
“Oh, yes.”
“You left the church. Shouldn’t you be dead?”
“The church voted me out. I didn’t leave. Cornwallis still has his tentacles around me.”
“How can we ever leave without being killed?”
“Tim, I wouldn’t put too much stock in all that. I’ve not known anyone that was killed. I’m fairly certain it’s an empty threat to keep us in line.”
“It doesn’t sound like you are afraid of Cornwallis.”
“I’m not. I came to this church four years ago as an educated man. They don’t have the tools to brainwash me. If I decide to leave, I have no problem doing so.”
Bob may be onto something there. Ghosts rescued my life at least twice. I bet they could protect me from Cornwallis, I thought.
“Bob, how is it that my professors—educated men—still believe so much rubbish? You’re educating yourself but show better command of your thoughts than they did. I gave them valid arguments, but they refused to open their minds to a good debate.”
“I don’t know, Tim. It’s very rare for someone to change their paradigm.”
The waitress’s low-heeled shoes clicked on the floor up to our table. She refreshed the steam rising from our mugs. Bob proceeded to point out why paradigm shifts are scarce.
A buzzing sound started, and I looked up at the fluorescent lights. Then I peered at the coffee counter, wondering where the buzz originated.
The buzz came closer and became a ringing. I stared at Bob. His mouth moved, and he looked at me, but the ringing drowned him out. It sounded as if he were under water, with those muffled sounds you get while swimming. Was I drowning?
The sensation of floating in water and rising to the top became real. As I reached the top, I felt the water line around my face as I broke through the surface. As soon as my ears left the water, I received that first burst of noise you get, leaving the hushed water to the transparent atmosphere. Ascending out of the water, Bob’s speech became distinct.
Many of our senses are dulled underwater. We cannot see or hear well. There is no scent. We cannot breathe, and the world is a blur.
But now that I had come out of the water, my sight was clear. I could smell the coffee and baking pies in the kitchen. My hearing became perfect, and I could breathe as if for the first time in my life.
The pool was the church. Emerging from this pool freed me from the years of brainwashing. It broke the control the church had on me. This experience was a miracle.
I was free of the fear of the church.
Thank you, Robert Myrtle.




PART 6 







Chapter 70


Even though I broke free of my fear of the church and released the church’s mental control over me, I still had a fear of ghosts, demons, and Hell. I was sure the ghosts were demons and any contact with them would condemn me to Hell. I still believed Hell and demons were real. Would I always be in fear of these spirits, imagined or otherwise?
I was free of the church and wanted to return to business and art, my original dream. This is what I desired before the church shanghaied me.
I parted ways with the church.
To quit the church was a tough decision. My friends from the church, my family, and the officials never relented. They knocked on my door all hours of the day to harass me to return to church.
Except for the harassment to bring me back into the fold, the church shunned me. This was their normal practice. They didn’t associate with sinners, which now I had become. Second, it was a technique used to get people back into the church to gain access to their family and friends again.
There were exceptions. My father and my grandparents continued civil contact with me. Dad told me we would just not talk about church when we were together, but he still wanted a relationship with me. Mother, however, sided with the church.
Candy had sat with me through Bible studies with Robert Myrtle. She formed her views. When I told Candy of my resolution to leave the church, I told her I understood and supported her if she wanted to stay. And she did, for a while. But in a short period, she told me, “I don’t need that religion.” She didn’t announce to the church she left, as I had, but she quit going to the meetings. After two and a half years of marriage, Candy and I had a son, and our lives got even busier.
[image: image-placeholder]I find myself on a boardwalk. The wood is roughhewn and thick. Stores line the boardwalk with faces built from the same rough wood. There are many people walking among the stores—too many for this to be Sheridan. Many trucks and cars are coming and leaving the market. Looking away from the shops, I see barren land save for sagebrush and dry grass. I see Sheena standing at the rail, looking over the wasteland. 
“Sheena, where are we?”
“This is Denver.”
“Why am I in Denver?”
“Tim, there’s more opportunity and answers for you here. Sheridan has people who will attack your spirit and mind. Your church doesn’t want you to be free. They want to control you. Your freedom is new and fragile, and you still have fears to conquer.”
“Sheena, I can’t move to Denver. I employ eighteen people with my cleaning business. My family’s income depends on my company.”
Sheena turns to hug me. “You’ll be fine. Don’t quit. Keep seeking the truth.”
[image: image-placeholder]And then I awoke. Each time I awoke from those dreams, I just moved from one actual world to another, not from a dream. Work waited for me, and I attended. I took a coffee break at Perkins at 5:00 PM to read the paper. The headlines that day were shocking. 
Sheridan’s economy was reliant on the coal mines in Decker, Montana, just twenty-eight miles north. For two years, the union had been on strike. Hundreds of workers had less money to spend, which hurt the local businesses, but they fed us trickles of reports that soon the strike would be settled. Because of these reports, businesses hung on by a thread, hoping for this financial lifeboat to be launched. 
That day, however, the headlines read, “Union Will Not Settle.” There was no timeline when the strike would end. I finished my work for the evening and went home to tell Candy the bad news.
The next morning in my office, I received a call. 
“Tim, this is John at Diamond Lumber.”
“Hi, John.”
“Tim, I’m sure you heard the news about the strike not ending.”
“Yes, John. That’s bad news.”
“We don’t know how long we have to hold out. We are cutting expenses everywhere we can. We have to cancel your janitorial services.”
“I understand, John.”
“Thanks, Tim. Good luck to you.”
That was the first of many calls. In one day, the business I had built over four years fell. At the end of the day, there were only enough contracts left to keep one man busy part-time. It wasn’t enough to support my family. It had been very tough building a business in that small town of thirteen thousand people. I wouldn’t start over again, at least not in Sheridan.
I brought my family to Denver, Colorado, for a work opportunity. Hungry for as much knowledge on the history of religion as I could get, I devoted hours in bookstores that populated Denver. It astounded me how many resources were in this city. There were libraries, art museums, bookstores, music, people, and many points of view—the things I didn’t have in Sheridan or college. My real education started in Denver. The de-brainwashing left me free to study with an open mind, but I still had much more to learn and a lot of fear to conquer.
We lived in a hotel for our first week. After I received my first paycheck, which was more than I made managing my company in Sheridan, I moved my family into an apartment. 
After the first few weeks in Denver, I saw the five ghosts I saw in college while still awake in the evening after work. They were not the solid-color silhouettes that choked me, even though they were dark. They were the same shape but had very blurry edges. The first night I saw them, I was in bed with the lights out. Their appearance froze my body in fear. 
I watched without a sound as they moved around the room. My heart beat against my chest, and I could not speak, but I prayed, “Dear, God, please protect me from these demons!” After half an hour, they left. The ordeal left me a nervous wreck so much that I could not sleep for hours. Maybe it had been my imagination. Finally, I slept.
[image: image-placeholder]I walk through a field of wheat toward a barn. The sun shines on the wheat and warms my face. I reach to pull the head off a wheat stalk and examine the grain in my hand. This is real. I’m awake. 
I reach the barn and touch the rough, worn siding. Weather has chipped the paint, exposing most of the bare wood. 
I leave the ground and float toward the roof of the barn, reaching the top and pulling myself to sit. I sense the rough shingles on my butt and my hands as I look out over the field. I push myself forward off the barn and glide over the wheat, flying free. Never has there been anything I can remember that feels as good as this. 
After gliding three hundred feet, I settle onto solid ground again. 
[image: image-placeholder]I woke up. I lay in bed, remembering the experience. I knew how it felt because the experience was real. I had been in another reality as real as any and carried over the memory of it to this reality. I got out of bed and went to work. 
[image: image-placeholder]A week later, I’m in a small town outside of Denver. This time Sheena is with me. 
“Where are we?” I ask Sheena. 
“Castle Rock.”
“Why are we here?”
“Follow me.” Sheena floats to the top of a four-story building. I lift off and reach the top of the building.
“You’re doing so good, Tim.”
“Why are we flying? I love this, but why?”
“Follow me.” Sheena jumps from the roof, and I watch her fly. I look down. This is much higher than the barn. I look forward and jump headfirst. I glide until my speed reduces, and I reach the ground and stand. Sheena returns to me.
“How does that feel, Tim?”
“It’s incredible. I feel free when I fly. I flew farther this time than last time.”
“Keep flying. It’s good for you.”
[image: image-placeholder]I woke up to the alarm by my bed. I wished I had more time to fly. Each time I had these dreams, I convinced myself I was awake and it was reality, just to really wake up and realize I was dreaming. But I remembered the experience of flying the same as if I flew while awake.
Many times, the five dark ghosts appeared while I was awake, and each time my fear of them paralyzed me. I prayed to God to save me from the demons, over and over, until they left.
As I studied in bookstores and libraries, I changed my focus to Hell and demons. The King James Version of the Bible is what my church used. The authors wrote the original books of the Bible in Greek, Hebrew, or Aramaic. I started my search for Hell in the New Testament.
In the New Testament, before the King James Version, there was no reference to Hell. Instead, there were three words used: Tartarus and Hades in Greek and Gehenna in Hebrew. These are their definitions:
Hades: “The place of the dead” or “grave.” Hades was for the righteous and wicked. This wasn’t the Hell that tortured the parishioners′ nightmares. 
Gehenna: This refers to the “Valley of Hinnom.” This was a trash dump. People burned their trash at this place outside Jerusalem. There was always a fire burning. If someone committed suicide or committed a sin that gave no hope of salvation, they burned their body in this trash dump.
This was closer to what our church taught Hell to be. But souls didn’t burn here, only bodies. So again, not the Hell my church described.
Tartarus: Tartarus only shows up one time in the New Testament, in Peter 2:4, “For if God spared not the angels that sinned, but cast them down to Hell, and delivered them into chains of darkness, to be reserved unto judgment.”
Peter 2:4 didn’t say souls of humans are in Tartarus or that an afterlife for humans existed. Only the fallen angels were there. This was not the Hell my church taunted us with.




Chapter 71


After being in the apartment for six months, I moved my family to a large ranch house with a spacious yard. After work, it was a great place to relax. We had a porch that looked out onto the grassy yard, and our son could run and run while we watched. 
The house had a full basement with a very thick carpet. I was working full-time as an employee, but as usual, I was also starting a business. I put together my office in the basement and spent time there on weekends and evenings. The basement had a finished and unfinished area. The unfinished area had shelving and the furnace. 
The basement was where the five ghosts, or demons, or whatever they were, lived. I had hoped they wouldn’t follow me from the apartment. Fortunately, they mostly stayed in the unfinished area, leaving me alone in my office. I needed to enter the furnace area occasionally, and usually the five ghosts were near the furnace. They were blurry, always transparent, but always visible. Their presence only had been sporadic in the apartment. Here, they had set up permanent residence. I kept telling myself I must be imagining them. It wasn’t logical that there would be demons hanging around the furnace. 
Whatever space the ghosts were in, I noticed the temperature was cooler there. I took several friends to the basement and put a blindfold on them. They extended their arms as I led them around the basement. I instructed them to tell me if they felt a chilly spot. Without fail, they sensed cold where the ghosts were. The ghosts moved to other parts of the basement at times, and my friends still sensed the other space to be cold. I never disclosed I suspected ghosts in the basement.
But I’m Mr. Skeptic. Perhaps I transmitted telepathic messages to them. This experiment didn’t convince me the ghosts were real.
[image: image-placeholder]A month after we have moved into the ranch house, I find myself in downtown Denver among the skyscrapers. I am walking on a sidewalk next to a fifty-story building. I begin to float. After I am five stories high, I quit rising. I grip a window ledge. Sheena floats to me.
“Let’s go higher, Tim.”
“I want to, but I quit rising.”
“Push up on the window ledge to give yourself a boost,” Sheena says. I step onto the ledge, crouch, and then spring. I float up three more stories and stop. 
“You’re doing so much better, Tim.”
“Sheena, am I dreaming?”
“You tell me, Tim.”
I look at the street. I can hear cars driving. I feel the side of the building. It’s real. I put my hand out. A breeze kisses it.
“This is real, Sheena,” I say.
“Can you go higher, Tim?”
“Maybe next time.”
“OK, Tim. Keep trying.”
[image: image-placeholder]I woke up to the call of work. The next week, after a particularly hard day, I got in bed and fell asleep. 
[image: image-placeholder]I find myself at the same skyscraper. I look up and push myself from the ground. I float to the top and drag myself over the ledge. Standing on the roof, I look over the landscape. 
“You did it, Tim!” Sheena walks over to me. “Are you ready to fly?”
“From here?” I look way down at the streets. 
“Yes, you can do it.” Sheila smiles at me. 
“Maybe next time,” I say.
“OK, Tim.”
[image: image-placeholder]Candy and I and our son were in a bookstore. The bookstores were great. They had a coffee shop, places to read, and materials for each of us. I continued my research, reading about Augustine of Hippo, “Doctor of the Church.” He was born in 354 AD and died in 430 AD. He was the first man to teach that there was an afterlife. He taught that Christians rest peacefully after death, but God tortured the damned after death.
 Hell didn’t exist until Augustine of Hippo invented it. Augustine didn’t call this Hell. So when did the word Hell become used? 
Before Augustine got his claws on the Bible, Emperor Constantine called a meeting, the “Council of Nicaea,” in 325 AD. This council decided things that changed the Bible.
1. Is Jesus God or man? As of 325 AD, the church didn’t know if Jesus was a god.
2. When will the official date of Easter be? Easter isn’t the actual day Christ died. They picked the day at this council.
3. Which books should be in the Bible?
 Choosing books for the Bible was a huge controversy. Different churches made different lists. Then Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria, added to his Easter letter in 367 AD a list of books to become the New Testament. This Bishop decided. No vote. One man.
Many lists for the Old Testament came together during hundreds of years of arguing.
The German monk, Martin Luther, decided many books in the Old Testament shouldn’t be there, so he moved them to a section called the Apocrypha, which means hidden. But the fourth session of the Catholic Council of Trent in 1546 disagreed with Luther.
The first time “Hell” was used in the English language was in 1600 AD, in the Apostle’s Creed. Augustine of Hippo invented the concept of Hell hundreds of years after Jesus died, and thirteen hundred years later, the English word appeared for the first time.
After our time in the bookstore, we went to the shopping mall to let our son pick out a toy. The mall was a splendid experience, just looking and watching. It was the Christmas season, and when we walked by a store playing music, our two-year-old stopped and started doing the twist. He was so entertaining that a crowd gathered to watch.
We had a marvelous day and at night went to bed. 
[image: image-placeholder] I am by that same skyscraper. I easily float to the top and stand on the roof with no need to pull myself over the ledge. 
“Tim, if you push forward and dive, you can get forward momentum and use it to fly instead of glide,” Sheena tells me.
“OK, Sheena, I will do it.” I step off the ledge and lean forward until I am in a dive. Using the wind, I level out and climb again. I am flying! I fly for many miles before running out of forward momentum and landing.
“I knew you could do it, Tim!” Sheena tells me as she lands next to me.
“Thank you, Sheena. Sheena, why are there demons living in my basement?”
“Are they demons?”
“I don’t know. I’m afraid of them. When I see them, I can hardly breathe.”
“Tim, keep seeking the truth, and remember the hurricane.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next Saturday, on our family outing at the bookstore, I found more history in the religious section. 
Not to lose his place in biblical compilation history, in 1611, King James had the Bible translated into English. He had formed a bunch of new rules for the Church of England that deviated from former churches. He told the translators that this new Bible version must conform to his rules.
This is a perverted version of the original books. And the original books were of dubious holiness. King James’s version included the Apocrypha.
Next, an Oxford man in 1769 placed his fingerprints on the Bible. Benjamin Blayney made many material changes to the King James Version and eliminated the books in the Apocrypha. Many of his changes made King James roll over in his royal grave. It can be seen on video in the archives. The King James Version used today is not the King James Version.
That’s the book my church used to rule my life.
My conclusion: Hell does not exist.
Man invented Hell and inserted it into the Bible centuries after Christ. Maybe Augustine invented it to terrify people into remaining with or turning to Christianity. Until Augustine’s day, Christianity had been illegal.
I was free of the fear of Hell.




Chapter 72


Candy loved ice cream. On my day off, Saturday, we went to a shop that served specialty ice cream.
My son did not like ice cream, but he loved the model train they had clacking around the shop on a track, puffing smoke and tooting.
After ice cream, we went to the mall bookstore to get coffee and find books to read. Candy took our son to the children’s book area. I went to the religious history section to research if demons were real.
In the books of the Gospel, Jesus talked of demons. Before the books of the Gospel were written, Jesus’s followers repeated the stories orally, like the game called “telephone.” Whisper a message to a person who repeats it to another, then to another, several times. By the time the message reaches the last person, it’s distorted. Imagine doing this over decades.
A mystery person wrote the Gospel of Mark around 70 AD, thirty-seven years after Jesus died. No one knows who composed it. Whoever wrote it may have copied the latest oral version of the story, or he may have made it all up by himself. No one knows.
Someone wrote the Gospel of Matthew around fifteen years after the book of Mark. The author used Mark as a source. No one knows who wrote this book either. If not for Mark, Matthew would be a different book.
Another fifteen years later, a human wrote the Gospel of Luke, like Mark and Matthew. Who created it? Nobody knows.
The Gospel of John came around 100 AD. Again, nobody knows who wrote it, and it looks as if he copied much of the earlier three books.
So, did Jesus say there were demons? How the Hell do we know? And how can Jesus know? He wasn’t a god until 325 AD.
After hundreds of hours of research, my decision became apparent. Whatever the Bible said was not what the original authors wrote. There is no Hell, Satan, or demons. But I was still afraid of whatever those things were in my house. Ghosts, I assumed, since demons weren’t real.
It was time to stamp out this relic of fear from my lifelong abuse by the church. I was twenty-seven years old. It had been three years since my de-brainwashing. I decided this day was the last day I would fear these ghosts.
After we returned home, I walked to the basement alone. The basement smelled musty. The flame in the gas furnace was hissing. The five dark figures moved toward me. 
“Remember the hurricane,” Sheena had told me. But why? I remembered using my chi as a hurricane to protect myself against the gang at East High School. I remembered summoning my energy for a chi hurricane while on the porch at Candy’s house to protect her from her father.
What would the hurricane do here for me?
The ghosts moved closer to me, and I froze in fear. I had lived in fear so much of my life. I was so tired of fear. As a tiny child, I lived in fear of bullies. Most of my life, I lived in fear of my mother. The church had me live in fear of demons and Hell and pastors. Fear had shaped my life.
I was sick of fear! I would rather be dead than to continue to live this way. I closed my eyes and screamed, imagining the hurricane. Opening my eyes, I saw my chi energy circling around me as a mighty wind. I was alone in the eye, watching the walls of the hurricane create chaos all around it. Then the five dark ghosts stepped through the wall into the eye with me.
“I refuse to fear you anymore! I don’t want to live in fear! For the first time, I speak to you! If you are trying to tell me something, I will listen. Do what you want with me, but I’m done with fear!” 
Instantly, two of the ghosts walked back through the hurricane wall and flew away. The remaining three turned to white. 
My fear left. I relaxed, and the hurricane calmed.
Why had they changed from black to white? Whatever the reason, I climbed the stairs. 
I was free of the fear of ghosts and demons.





Chapter 73


I sat on the couch in the living room, trying to absorb all that had happened in that basement. One ghost came up to the living room. That was odd because they’d never left the basement before.
He sat next to me. I thought this had to be my imagination, but when the ghost placed his hand on my face, the experience became real. His hand was warm, like the ghosts’ warm hands around my throat in college. Instantly he put me into a trance. While in a trance, I could converse with the ghost.
“Are you the entities that have been moving keys and making noise around me for years?”
“Yes,” he answered.
“Why?”
“We wanted your attention. You refused to believe we’re real. As a child, you believed.”
“What is it you want with me?”
“We need you to know that we are real, and we are with you. If you start to waiver from that belief, we’ll make sure you’re aware we are here.”
“That doesn’t answer my question. But, how will you make me aware?”
“Because of your super-skeptical mind, over time you will convince yourself again that we are not real. Because of this, we’ll produce events that will appear to be impossible. You’ve seen many incidents from us over your lifetime. When you see these events, it’s a sign that you’re ignoring us.”
“Are you the ones that keep whispering in my ear?”
“Yes.”
“And why do you do that?” I had so many questions.
“We do that when a significant event is to take place. We want you to be aware and prepare.”
“When I was in the mountains with Cornwallis, I never heard your voice in my ear. That was a significant event. Why didn’t I hear you?”
“Some events in your life, you must go through without our prompting. But just because we don’t warn you doesn’t mean we’re not there for you. You still must experience the harshness of life. It wouldn’t be good for you if we took all of that away.”
He appeared as a six-foot-tall, bright, warm, energy humanoid.
“Are you the one that instantaneously transported me two hundred miles when I was on my way to Jamestown?”
He took a deep breath. Do ghosts breathe? Weird.
“Yes.”
“And why did you do that?”
 I wondered how many questions I got.
“Same reason. Trying to get your attention.”
Did he just sigh?
“Are you the ghosts that choked me as I lay in my bed at school?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“We needed for you to KNOW we are real.”
“Were you the ghosts in the banned space of the college library?”
No answer for a full minute.
“Yes, and you’ll ask why. There was information in the restricted zone that you needed to get command of your mind. We knew you’d embark on a long journey of discovering the truth after your mind was free.”
The air became warmer. It radiated from the ghost.
“So, you helped me get de-brainwashed. You rescued me from that oppressive religion, their mind control, and my fear. Thank you.”
 Now my heart felt warm and snuggly.
“We nudged you in the right direction. But yes, you needed our help to be free.”
“Why have there been five of you until I confronted you today? Or, did five of you leave and three others appear? And why were you white when I was thirteen, but then later became dark? And then, today, you turned back to white?”
“There were three of us when you were a child, then five when you hit puberty. As to your other questions, I can’t answer at this time. Maybe later.”
”Is one of you Sheena?”
“Yes, she is one of us three.”
“Why do you look different in my dreams?”
“Sheena chooses to appear the way she does in your dreams.” He pointed toward the window. 
“One final thing. You will move east. Please be open to that.”
“East? How far east?”
“Far.”
“More than a thousand miles?”
“Yes,” he sighed again.
He then removed his hand from my face, and I woke up rested as if I had a great nap. That interaction was the first, last, and only two-way conversation with my ghosts except in my dreams while sleeping. I didn’t believe I’d ever go east; I assumed he meant moving my family. Why go east? Denver worked fine for me. But, they were always right before. I assumed I would find out soon.










Often, I get the familiar, sharp audible sound “Tim” in my ear from my ghosts. Many times, I talk to my ghosts when I’m working out a problem. I don’t see them anymore while awake, but I’ve learned they’re nearby, influencing events to aid me. Maybe they’re what Christians call guardian angels or what Buddhists and Hindus call devas.
True to their word, my three ghosts get my attention if I forget them. When I start to believe my ghosts are just a figment of my imagination, my keys or other essential items disappear and reappear. Or, I pick up unexplainable noises, or “Tim” in my ear, or a tap on my shoulder.
Then I say, “OK, I realize you’re here.” And it stops.
At a club last week, I had a distinct memory that there was a twenty dollar bill in my wallet. I wanted to pay my bill, but when I looked, there was no money in my billfold. There were no receipts or paper in the bill pouch to hide it. So I looked around on the floor. My friends are honest; I asked if they’d found a twenty dollar bill on the floor. They hadn’t. I opened my wallet again to inspect, knowing my ghosts will make things disappear or appear, including money, and saw the bill slot empty still. I asked one of my friends to look in my billfold. 
“Do you see money in here?” 
He looked and grinned. “No, is this a gag?”
So, I settled my bill with my credit card. After paying, I opened my billfold to put the receipt in, and there was the twenty dollar bill! Yes, ghosts, I see you are real.
When I was younger, money appeared in my billfold at times I was in great need of it, such as a fifty dollar bill. I could overlook a one dollar bill, but never a fifty dollar bill. Not to say they bailed me out of every harsh situation. They didn’t. There were many torturous trials I went through. 
During one Christmas season, I took the family shopping at a gigantic mall with hundreds of automobiles in the parking lot. I found a parking spot, and I noticed people walking up to the car next to mine to leave. I looked around the parking area, and there were five groups of people walking to their cars.
I, being the math enthusiast, calculated the odds of someone walking next to my spot when only five people were coming out. With two hundred cars in the parking lot, the odds were one in forty. Then it happened again at a different mall. A coincidence, maybe, but the odds of it happening twice are one in sixteen hundred.
The next weekend, it happened again. The odds of that happening three times in a row is one in sixty-four thousand.
Parking lot roulette has been happening several times a week to this day. The odds of that event happening for decades is at least one in a trillion trillion, and each time that it happens ...
... I smile and say, “Yes, ghosts, I know you’re real.”
And I still wonder, why am I going east? 
THE END


[image: image-placeholder]
Get book #2 in this series, “Deceit in Denver.”  
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0995DKW46


Sheena, Tim’s ghost, sent him and his new family to Denver.

After the devastation of his cleaning business, he had landed a dream job, but the boss’s sexual harassment forced him away, leaving him alone in the big city. 

While financially devastated, he fought to keep his dream alive and his family fed and safe. 

His ambitions got unwanted attention from the mafia. Then he built a lucrative business, which was stolen by a short-sighted selfish boss.

A church and a pyramid scheme attempted to suck him back into a cult. But Tim’s ghosts protected him.

At every turn and triumph, they beat him back down. 

Will Tim ultimately achieve his goal? 

In this second book of the series, “My Ghosts,” you will continue the thrilling adventures with this man who just won’t quit. 

Get “Deceit in Denver,” book 2 of this series now.  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0995DKW46


[image: Get ]Get "Deceit in Denver," book two of this series.


DISCLAIMER
I have tried to recreate events, locales, and conversations from my memories of them. In order to maintain their anonymity, in some instances, I have changed the names of individuals and places. I may have changed some identifying characteristics and details, such as physical properties, occupations, and places of residence.

Conversations recorded in this book about God, Jesus, Satan, and demons may not be one hundred percent accurate.

For a limited time you can get the Audiobook “Rescued by Ghosts“ free at:
http://RescuedbyGhosts.com









Pictures of Young Tim



[image: Here, Tim is about three years old in 1962]Here, Tim is about three years old in 1962






[image: Here, Tim is with his siblings and parents. He was 12 years old in 1971. He is on the right side of the photo.]Here, Tim is with his siblings and parents. He was 12 years old in 1971. He is on the right side of the photo.



[image: This is Tim in 1977. He was 18 years old. ]This is Tim in 1977. He was 18 years old. 



[image: This is Tim at bible school in 1979. He is 20 years old. ]This is Tim at bible school in 1979. He is 20 years old. 
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I have enjoyed being an artist, potter, teacher, inventor and much more. I have been a small plane pilot experiencing flight which had been a dream of mine since a child. I have spent much of my life seeking truth and my spirituality.
From 1994 to 2015, I was a stay at home dad and raised seven children. I supported my family by providing services for the Internet, preparing taxes, and writing stories.
My patio is where I love to write. This is where my writing partner, (Maddie a Chihuahua but insists she is human), loves to take naps as long as it’s next to me?
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Other Books by Timothy L Drobnick Sr


This is book one of a seven book series. 

Book One: Rescued by Ghosts
Book Two: Deceit in Denver
Book Three: Evict Evil
Books Four through seven coming soon.  
Find them on Amazon. 
Join my author’s group at http://RescuedbyGhosts.com
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