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Content Warning




    

    
      This book discusses real-life crimes, violence, abuse, death, and psychological distress. It includes accounts of murder, fatal exorcisms, self-harm, neglect, religious extremism, and severe mental illness. Some chapters describe traumatic events and disturbing behaviour that may be upsetting to some readers.
This material is provided for educational and investigative purposes to explore the psychological, social, and cultural factors behind these cases. Reader discretion is advised, especially for those sensitive to themes of violence, trauma, or mental health.
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Introduction




    

    
      There’s a moment in almost every possession case where someone must decide what they’re looking at. A child who won’t stop screaming. A woman who’s stopped eating and speaks in voices that don’t sound like her own. A man hearing commands to violence he can’t explain. In that moment, interpretation matters more than almost anything else. What you see determines what you do next. And what you do next can save someone’s life or end it.
I’ve walked into prison cells and found satanic symbols drawn in salt on the floor, geometric patterns that took hours of concentration from someone whose mind was fracturing. I’ve watched a nineteen-year-old sit fully clothed in the shower, talking to the wall, having what seemed like a coherent conversation with something I couldn’t see. The next day, he was running naked around his cell, screaming, faeces smeared on the walls, completely unreachable.
As a probation officer, I once had a client bring his invisible friend into a session. Not metaphorically. He was having a full conversation with someone who wasn’t there, nodding along to observations only he could perceive. When I asked what his invisible friend was saying, my client looked at me with something like pity. His friend wanted to hurt me, he said. Then he started punching himself in the face. Hard. Repeatedly. I held his arms down to stop him. Later that day, after he’d left my office, he stabbed himself in the stomach.
When you’re in the room with someone whose reality has fractured that completely, the question of what you’re looking at becomes urgent and practical. Are you seeing evil? Demonic possession? Something supernatural that’s taken hold? Or are you seeing severe psychiatric illness, a brain malfunctioning in ways that medicine can explain and treat?
This book is about those moments of interpretation. About the belief systems we use to make sense of suffering that seems inexplicable, and about what happens when the framework we choose leads us catastrophically wrong. I’m not here to prove or disprove whether demons are real. What interests me is what happens when people believe someone is possessed, how that belief shapes everything that follows, and how easily a psychiatric crisis gets filtered through a supernatural lens in ways that prevent help and sometimes cause terrible harm.
The cases span centuries and continents. Some are historical: the possessed nuns of Loudun in 17th-century France, where political machinations used women’s symptoms to destroy a priest who’d made too many enemies. Some are more recent: the Maryland boy whose 1949 exorcism became the most famous in American history, inspired The Exorcist, and remained a secret he carried in terror for seventy years. Some happened in living memory, children and adults who died because the people around them saw demons instead of recognising illness, trauma, or entirely treatable medical conditions.
What connects them isn’t just possession belief. It’s a pattern. Vulnerable people experiencing psychiatric symptoms, neurological conditions, or psychological distress get reinterpreted through a supernatural lens. Isolation and stress break minds in predictable ways. Group dynamics reinforce delusional beliefs. Religious authority overrides medical expertise. Exorcism rituals worsen the symptoms they’re meant to cure.
I’ve spent years trying to understand how ordinary people, people who aren’t evil or deliberately cruel, can do terrible things to vulnerable people whilst believing they’re helping. How parents can torture their children to death whilst calling it deliverance. How a church can suffocate an autistic boy whilst thinking they’re casting out demons. How families can beat mentally ill relatives, whilst convinced they’re driving out evil spirits.
The answer, uncomfortable as it is, usually isn’t that these people are monsters. It’s that they’re operating inside belief systems that make violence look like healing and suffering look like spiritual warfare. Once you’re inside that framework, especially when everyone around you shares it, getting out becomes almost impossible, even when the evidence that you’re wrong is literally dying in front of you.
The human brain breaks in predictable ways under certain conditions. Isolation produces hallucinations. Sleep deprivation causes psychosis. Trauma creates dissociation. Temporal lobe epilepsy generates religious visions. Every symptom historically associated with demonic possession can be produced through natural mechanisms, without any supernatural explanation required.
When I held my client’s arms whilst he tried to punch himself in response to voices I couldn’t hear, I had to make an immediate assessment. Exorcism was the last thing on my mind; I used empathy, communication and my counselling skills to aid this client. I chose professionalism, not because I dismiss spiritual realities, but because what I was seeing matched every symptom of acute psychosis with command hallucinations. He got the appropriate care after stabbing himself in the stomach later that evening, and he recovered with a mental health crisis team.
But I’ve seen other interpretations take hold. I’ve watched staff debate what they were going to do with the man drawing symbols in salt was possessed or mentally ill. I’ve heard people argue that a nineteen-year-old talking to a shower wall was under demonic influence. I understand why those interpretations arise. When behaviour seems impossible, when it makes no sense within normal frameworks of human psychology, the supernatural can feel like the only explanation that fits.
This book shows you why it usually isn’t, and why it’s often dangerous.
We begin with the psychological and neurological mechanisms behind symptoms that get attributed to possession, stress-induced psychosis, traumatic dissociation, delusional systems, epilepsy, and shared hysteria. Not as an academic exercise. As tools for recognising what’s actually happening in the cases that follow.
Then come the cases themselves.
Victoria Climbié, tortured to death by her great-aunt in London, who believed the eight-year-old was possessed. Terrance Cottrell Jr., an autistic boy, suffocated during an exorcism in Milwaukee. Anneliese Michel, whose epilepsy and psychosis were treated with sixty-seven exorcisms instead of medical care, starved to death. Roland Doe, the boy whose exorcism inspired The Exorcist, lived for 70 years, terrified that someone would discover his identity.
Some cases involve adults whose own religious beliefs became barriers to getting help. Some involve vulnerable people in isolated situations. Joanna Demafelis, a Filipina domestic worker, was found frozen in her employer’s freezer after dying during rituals for supposed djinn possession. Kiran Bala was beaten to death by her in-laws in India, who believed she was possessed when she was most likely experiencing postpartum psychosis.
Throughout, I weave in psychological understanding, not to be preachy, but because it makes sense of what otherwise seems senseless. Why did the Loudun nuns keep having symptoms for three years after the man they’d accused was executed? Because mass hysteria doesn’t end when its supposed cause is removed. Why did Roland Doe’s symptoms stop so abruptly after weeks of exorcism? Because expectation and suggestion are powerful. When authority figures tell you the demons are gone, symptoms often comply.
The pattern that emerges is consistent. Possession beliefs cluster around vulnerable people experiencing explainable crises in contexts where appropriate help is unavailable or culturally out of reach. The traumatised eight-year-old becomes a possessed child needing exorcism rather than an abused child needing protection. The woman with postpartum psychosis becomes demon-possessed rather than medically ill. The autistic boy’s differences become a demonic influence rather than a neurodevelopmental condition requiring understanding.
And crucially, the interventions make things worse. Exorcism rituals involve exactly the conditions that worsen psychiatric symptoms: isolation, sleep deprivation, stress, physical restraint, and suggestion that reinforces delusional beliefs. It’s self-reinforcing; every failure proves the demons are powerful, and more intervention is needed. There’s no mechanism for being wrong. The belief system is sealed from the inside.
That certainty is what makes possession beliefs dangerous.
When my client’s invisible friend told him to hurt me, everything about the scene matched the possession narrative: the violence, the self-harm, the sense of malevolent presence. But I chose to see psychosis. That choice meant he got to a hospital rather than an exorcist, got medication rather than prayer, got a chance to recover.
The people whose stories fill this book didn’t always have someone making that choice. They had people who saw demons, chose exorcism, and interpreted their suffering through frameworks that prevented help.
Many of them died because of it.
These are their stories. Told as plainly and as honestly as the records allow. They’re disturbing, some involve graphic descriptions of abuse and death, but they’re true, as true as court documents and psychiatric reports and survivor testimony can make them. These things happened. People died. And the belief systems that led to their deaths are still active.
If this book does what I hope, it will make you more cautious about identifying possession, more willing to seek medical evaluation before spiritual intervention, and more aware of how mental health conditions can look like something else entirely.
Because the moment someone is identified as possessed, everything changes. They stop being someone who might need medical help and become something that needs fighting. Their suffering becomes evidence of spiritual warfare rather than symptoms requiring treatment. Once that framework is in place, saving that person becomes nearly impossible; every intervention is aimed at the wrong thing.
I’ve seen madness in people’s eyes. I’ve seen symbols drawn in salt by hands guided by fracturing minds. I’ve seen young men talking to walls, smearing faeces, hurting themselves because voices commanded it. Every time, I had to choose what I was seeing.
I chose illness. I chose medicine. And I watched people recover.
The people whose stories fill this book didn’t get that choice made for them.
The demons aren’t real. But the harm done in their name is. It’s time we faced that truth, whatever it costs us to admit it.

    

  

    
      
          
            [image: Chapter 1 Header Image]
          

        
Chapter I


What Breaks a Mind




    

    
      Before we get into what happened to these people, it helps to understand what the human mind does under extreme pressure. Not because you need a psychology degree to follow these stories, but because some of what you’re about to read will seem impossible unless you understand what isolation and fear can do to someone’s grip on reality.
When someone says they’re possessed, when they claim voices are commanding them to violence, when they insist supernatural forces are controlling their actions, the immediate question is always: are they lying or telling the truth? Is this a genuine spiritual experience, mental illness, or manipulation? But that question misses something crucial about how human psychology actually works. The answer is often more complicated than any of those options. Sometimes people genuinely experience things that aren’t real. The brain creates perceptions, beliefs, and entire realities that have no external basis but feel absolutely true to the person having them. And those experiences get interpreted through whatever cultural lens is available: demons, government mind control, alien abduction.
The human brain is remarkably good at creating coherent narratives from incomplete information. It’s also surprisingly fragile when subjected to conditions it wasn’t designed to handle. Isolation, sleep deprivation, and extreme stress- these things don’t just make you uncomfortable. They actively break down the brain’s ability to distinguish between internal and external stimuli, between memory and perception, between thought and reality.
Stress-induced psychosis
Psychosis isn’t one thing. It’s a cluster of symptoms: hearing or seeing things that aren’t there, believing things that aren’t true despite clear evidence to the contrary, thoughts that don’t connect logically, and paranoia. Most people assume psychosis only happens to people with serious mental illnesses like schizophrenia. It doesn’t. Psychosis can be induced in otherwise healthy people through environmental conditions alone.
Sleep deprivation is one of the most reliable methods. Keep someone awake for seventy-two hours, and they’ll start experiencing perceptual distortions. After four or five days without sleep, full-blown hallucinations typically emerge, such as shadowy figures in peripheral vision, sounds that aren’t there. After a week, a complete psychotic breakdown becomes almost inevitable. But let them sleep, and the symptoms resolve. The brain breaks under conditions it can’t handle; it can also recover when those conditions change.
Sleep deprivation works so reliably because sleep is when the brain processes information, consolidates memories, and clears out metabolic waste. Without it, reality testing deteriorates. The boundary between waking and dreaming blurs. Thoughts normally recognised as internal start seeming external. By day five or six, people often can’t tell whether they’re awake or asleep, whether something actually happened or they imagined it. This is why sleep deprivation has been used as torture; it destroys someone’s grip on reality without leaving physical marks.
Isolation works similarly but takes longer. The human brain needs social input and sensory variation to function properly. Remove those things, put someone in a cell by themselves with minimal stimulation for weeks or months, and the brain starts malfunctioning. It begins to create its own stimulation because it isn’t getting enough externally. The auditory cortex starts firing without external input, and the person hears voices. The visual cortex creates images, and the person sees things that aren’t there.
These aren’t vague, dreamlike experiences. Voices have distinct tones, accents, and personalities. They say things that feel meaningful and directed. Visual hallucinations have detail and presence. To the person experiencing them, they’re real. As real as anything else they perceive. Neurologically, they are real: the same brain regions activate as if actual external stimuli existed. The difference is that there’s no external source, but the brain can’t tell that.
Here’s where it gets complicated. When your brain starts producing these experiences, you need to make sense of them. The explanation you construct depends entirely on what cultural lens you have available. If you’re in a strictly religious environment, if the only books accessible are religious texts, if your only visitors are chaplains, then interpreting those voices as God or demons makes perfect sense. It’s the narrative that fits your available information.
This is why possession claims cluster in certain communities and time periods. It’s not that demons are more active there. It’s that the cultural lens for interpreting unusual experiences includes the possibility of possession. When people in 17th-century France started hearing voices and having convulsions, demonic possession was a socially acceptable explanation that made sense within their worldview. When people in 1960s America had similar experiences, they were more likely to be diagnosed with schizophrenia. Same symptoms. Different interpretations. Different cultural materials are available to make sense of them.
Trauma and dissociation
Trauma doesn’t just create memories. It creates lasting changes in how the brain processes threat, regulates emotion, and experiences the body and the self.
When someone experiences serious abuse, especially repeated trauma over long periods, their brain adapts to survive it. One adaptation is dissociation: the mind splits off parts of experience to make them bearable. During traumatic events, people often report feeling like they’re watching from outside their body, like it’s happening to someone else. That’s dissociation as a protective mechanism. If you can’t escape physically, your mind escapes instead.
But dissociation doesn’t only happen during trauma. Once the brain learns that response, it can be triggered again in situations that remind you of the original event, even when no actual danger exists. For people with serious abuse histories, dissociation can become almost automatic under stress. And in a dissociative state, perception of reality changes dramatically.
You might lose time and have gaps in memory, where you can’t account for what you did. This isn’t the same as simply forgetting. It’s that the memory was never properly encoded because, during the dissociative episode, normal memory systems weren’t functioning. People can commit acts of violence, hold entire conversations, perform complex behaviours, and have no recollection afterwards. Not because they’re lying. Because the dissociative state prevented the memory from forming.
This matters for cases where someone commits violence and claims they don’t remember it, that it wasn’t them, that something else took control. From the outside, this looks like an obvious lie. Of course, you remember killing someone. But dissociative amnesia is real and documented. Someone can genuinely have no accessible memory of actions they performed whilst in a dissociative state. When you’re told you did something horrific but have no memory of it, no sense of having been present, the experience of “something else did it through me” can feel like the only explanation that makes sense.
Dissociation can also fragment your sense of self. You might experience parts of yourself as separate entities with distinct characteristics, ages, and memories. In extreme cases, this becomes dissociative identity disorder, where the sense of having multiple distinct selves becomes fixed and persistent. When people in dissociative states commit violence or harm themselves, they often genuinely don’t feel like it was them doing it. From the inside, it feels like something else took over. If the cultural framework available includes possession, that becomes the narrative. “A demon made me do it” might be the closest language someone has for describing a dissociative episode where they lost time, lost control, and did something their conscious self would never choose.
Childhood abuse creates heightened vulnerability for exactly this kind of fragmentation. When trauma happens during the developmental years, when a child’s sense of self is still consolidating, severe abuse can prevent that consolidation from happening properly. The psyche fragments to survive. It creates separate self-states to hold different aspects of experience, and those fragments can persist into adulthood as distinct identity states or as a vulnerability to dissociation under stress.
This is why childhood abuse appears in the background of so many possession cases. It’s not that abused children are more likely to encounter demons. It’s that abused children develop brains wired for dissociation as a survival mechanism, and that dissociative capacity makes them vulnerable later to experiences that feel like external control, like being taken over, like not being themselves. The abuse creates the psychological conditions that later get interpreted as possession.
Delusional systems
Delusions aren’t random. They follow predictable patterns and develop through specific stages.
They typically start with anomalous experiences. Something happens that doesn’t fit your existing understanding of the world. You hear a voice. You see something strange. You experience a coincidence that seems too specific to be random. Most people have anomalous experiences occasionally and either ignore them or find mundane explanations. But in people under extreme stress, those experiences demand explanation.
The brain doesn’t tolerate unexplained phenomena. It wants coherence, narrative, understanding. It creates an explanation. Initially, tentative, maybe I’m stressed, maybe I imagined it. But if anomalous experiences continue, if stress increases, if no alternative explanation becomes available, the tentative explanation becomes conviction.
Then confirmation bias kicks in. Once you have a working theory, your brain starts noticing evidence that supports it and ignoring evidence that contradicts it. A bad night’s sleep becomes demonic interference. An argument becomes spiritual warfare. Random aches become physical attacks from evil forces. Each piece of “confirming evidence” makes the belief stronger, and as it gets stronger, it starts reshaping how you interpret everything.
This is the stage where delusions become fixed. You’re no longer testing the hypothesis. You’re certain. Any contradictory evidence gets reinterpreted to fit. Tell someone demons aren’t real, and they conclude that demons are deceiving you, too. If medication reduces symptoms, that becomes proof that doctors are part of the conspiracy. The delusional system becomes self-sealing, immune to contradiction, impossible to reach from the outside.
The specific danger with possession delusions is that they often include moral justification for violence. When someone develops the belief that they’re under attack by evil forces, violence against those perceived forces becomes not just acceptable but necessary. “I had to do it” isn’t an excuse in these cases. It’s a genuine description of how the person experienced the situation. They felt they had no choice because in their delusional reality, they were defending themselves or others against genuine threats.
This is why some people who commit horrific violence whilst psychotic seem baffled afterwards that anyone would think they’d done something wrong. From their perspective, they were heroes fighting evil. That they killed a family member or attacked a stranger gets reinterpreted as having killed a demon or stopped a possessed person from causing harm. The delusional system provides complete moral justification for actions that would otherwise be incomprehensible.
Psychotic depression
Most people think of depression as sadness or a lack of motivation. But severe depression can become psychotic, involving delusions and hallucinations alongside mood symptoms. These delusions typically centre on guilt, worthlessness, persecution, or the body. Someone with psychotic depression might believe they’re fundamentally evil, that they deserve punishment, that they’ve committed unforgivable sins. Combined with religious frameworks, this can manifest as believing you’re possessed by demons or damned by God.
The danger is the combination. Delusional thinking plus profound hopelessness plus self-hatred. Someone might develop the belief that they’re possessed or cursed and simultaneously feel that death is the only escape. The delusions provide the narrative; the depression motivates action.
Malingering and secondary gain
Not everyone who claims possession is genuinely experiencing psychosis. Some people fake symptoms. Some exaggerate real symptoms for strategic reasons. Some occupy a grey area where genuine experiences are consciously embellished to achieve specific goals.
This is difficult territory. Dismissing genuine symptoms as faking causes serious harm, but taking every claim at face value enables manipulation and prevents appropriate treatment. The truth is that malingering and genuine illness aren’t always opposites. Someone can have real psychiatric symptoms and strategically emphasise them when it’s advantageous.
In legal contexts, claiming demonic possession can support an insanity defence. In prison, religious experiences might get you access to chaplains, be moved out of isolation, and be seen by a doctor when direct requests for help would be denied. In families and communities, being possessed can bring attention and care that would otherwise be unavailable. These secondary gains don’t automatically mean someone is performing, but they create incentives that complicate any assessment.
The best approach is usually to assume genuine distress even when performance is obvious, because the need to perform distress is itself a form of distress. Someone who fakes possession symptoms to escape solitary confinement is still someone being harmed by solitary confinement. Performance and genuine suffering often coexist.
Suggestion and expectation
There’s one more mechanism  particularly important for cases involving exorcisms, and it’s this: suggestion and expectation can create or worsen the very symptoms they’re supposed to cure.
When someone is told they’re possessed, when they’re subjected to rituals designed to drive out demons, when authority figures treat them as if supernatural forces are controlling them, powerful expectations are set. And the brain responds to expectations. If you’re told demons are speaking through you, you might start speaking in ways that match what you think demon-speech sounds like. If you’re told evil spirits will resist holy water, you might find yourself reacting violently to it because that’s what’s expected.
This isn’t conscious deception. It’s the brain conforming to social and psychological expectations in ways the person isn’t fully aware of. Someone who’s already psychologically vulnerable, already under stress, already having some unusual experiences, can have those experiences dramatically amplified and shaped by an exorcism ritual. The ritual teaches them how possession is supposed to manifest. Their symptoms adjust to match.
This creates a feedback loop. The person manifests symptoms. The exorcists interpret this as proof of possession. They intensify the ritual. The symptoms intensify in response. Each iteration reinforces both the belief in possession and the symptoms that express it. What began as manageable psychological distress becomes a full-blown crisis  caused, in part, by the intervention itself.
Shared psychosis
Shared psychosis, folie à deux, or shared psychotic disorder  is when a delusional belief transfers from one person to others in a close relationship. It’s rare but well-documented, and it explains how entire communities can become convinced of things that aren’t true.
It requires specific conditions: constant proximity between the people involved, social isolation from outside perspectives so there’s no reality-checking, a dominant individual who is the primary source of the delusion, and a closed belief system that explains why outsiders can’t be trusted. In prisons, cults, and isolated religious communities, these conditions are often present simultaneously.
When shared psychosis develops, it spreads rapidly. One person starts hallucinating and interprets the experience as demons or divine messages. They share this with others who are already stressed and vulnerable. Others start having similar experiences partly because they’re in the same stressful environment, partly because expectations and suggestions are doing their work. Soon, multiple people are reporting seeing demons, hearing voices, and experiencing possession. Each person’s report confirms the others’. The shared belief becomes its own reality within the group.
Breaking it is extremely difficult because any attempt at intervention gets interpreted through the delusional framework. A psychiatrist trying to explain group hysteria gets dismissed as someone deceived by demons. The system has an explanation for every contradiction.
Epilepsy
Perhaps the most overlooked explanation for possession symptoms throughout history. Temporal lobe epilepsy can produce experiences that look exactly like demonic possession to observers who don’t understand what’s happening neurologically.
Epileptic seizures aren’t always the dramatic convulsions most people picture. Temporal lobe seizures can be subtle, brief alterations in consciousness, strange sensations, or automatic behaviours that the person doesn’t fully control. But they can also produce vivid hallucinations, profound religious or spiritual experiences, personality changes, and violent outbursts.
During temporal lobe seizures, people commonly report intense religious feelings, a sense of divine presence, visions of religious figures, and hearing voices with spiritual content. These aren’t vague or dreamlike. They’re vivid, compelling, and often life-changing. People who’ve had these seizures frequently describe them as the most profound spiritual experiences of their lives, more real than normal reality.
Between seizures, some people with temporal lobe epilepsy develop what’s called Geschwind syndrome: a cluster of personality traits including intense preoccupation with religious or moral concerns, compulsive writing, altered sexuality, and circumstantial speech. They see profound spiritual significance in everyday events and feel chosen for special religious purposes.
When you combine the seizure experiences themselves with the between-episode personality changes, someone with temporal lobe epilepsy can present almost exactly like historical and contemporary descriptions of possessed individuals. The seizures look like demonic attacks. The visions and voices sound like demons speaking. The personality changes suggest something has taken over.
And temporal lobe epilepsy is treatable. Anticonvulsant medication can control seizures and often reduce or eliminate the personality changes, too. Someone who looks possessed, who sincerely believes they’re under spiritual attack, whose family and community are convinced, might simply need medication to stop their brain from misfiring.
But if their symptoms get interpreted through a possession belief system, if religious intervention is pursued instead of medical treatment, the person continues suffering needlessly. Worse: exorcism rituals are intensely stressful, and stress triggers seizures. The exorcism produces more symptoms, which convinces everyone that the possession is real and more intervention is needed, which creates more stress and more seizures. The actual medical condition goes untreated while the person’s health deteriorates.
All of this matters because it shows how easily what appears supernatural can be explained by psychology and neurology operating under extreme or abnormal conditions. When someone claims they’re possessed, they might be experiencing genuine hallucinations from isolation-induced psychosis. They might be dissociating due to trauma resurfacing. They might have developed a fixed delusional system. They might have undiagnosed epilepsy. They might be part of a group experiencing shared psychosis. They might be performing symptoms whilst also experiencing real distress. Usually, it’s some combination of these, operating together.
None of this proves that demons aren’t real. These mechanisms don’t rule out the possibility that supernatural forces exist and sometimes influence people. But they do show that you don’t need supernatural explanations to account for possession symptoms. Hearing voices. Seeing entities. Feeling controlled by outside forces. Believing you’ve become someone or something else. Speaking in altered voices. Violent behaviour. Self-harm. All of it can be produced by stress-induced psychosis, fear responses, epilepsy, delusional systems, group dynamics, and suggestion effects. Not easily, not commonly, but predictably, when the conditions are right or when specific medical conditions are present.
Keep that in mind as you read the cases that follow. When you encounter someone who gouged out their own eyes, or murdered their family, or participated in group violence, all whilst claiming demonic influence, the question isn’t only whether demons are real. It’s whether the specific circumstances they were in (isolation, trauma, sleep deprivation, untreated epilepsy, group pressure) could have produced those symptoms through purely psychological or neurological mechanisms.
Often, when you look closely at the conditions and medical history, the answer is yes.
That doesn’t mean their suffering wasn’t real. It doesn’t mean their experiences weren’t genuine. It means that, under pressure or dysfunction, human psychology and neurology produce experiences that people across cultures and centuries have interpreted as possession. Understanding that helps make sense of what seems senseless. It finds the pattern in what appears to be chaos.
The mind breaks. The brain malfunctions. That’s the starting point.
Everything else, how we interpret that breaking, what we believe caused it, whether we respond with treatment or with prayer, with compassion or condemnation, comes after.
Keep that in mind as you read what follows.
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Chapter II


The Devil Made Me Do It




    

    
      Brookfield, Connecticut. Summer 1980
Brookfield, Connecticut, was the sort of place where people knew their neighbours. Not in that unsettling small-town way you see in films where everyone's hiding something, just ordinary knowing. You'd wave at Mrs Henderson watering her roses, stop for a chat about the weather at the post office, the kind of town where a murder hadn't happened in 193 years.
Until 16th February 1981.
But this story starts months earlier. Summer 1980. An eleven-year-old boy named David Glatzel.
David was Debbie Glatzel's youngest brother. Debbie was twenty-six, worked as a dog groomer, a practical sort of woman who spent her days dealing with anxious terriers and overexcited spaniels. She had a boyfriend, Arne Johnson, though everyone called him Cheyenne. Nice lad. Quiet. Sang in the church choir. They were moving in together, renting this little place, and David, being a good brother, went along with Cheyenne to help clean it up before they moved in.
"I was sweeping," David said years later, and you could still hear something raw in his voice, something that never quite healed. "Just sweeping this bedroom. And I felt… I'm not sure how to put it into words. Like something was watching me."
Kids say things like that. Parents roll their eyes. David's mother, Judy, probably figured he was trying to get out of work. Eleven-year-old boys aren't renowned for enthusiasm about housework. But then he described what he'd seen. A man with big black eyes, a thin face, animal features. Jagged teeth, pointed ears, horns and hooves. "Like the devil from a Halloween costume," Judy told reporters later, and you could hear how she still didn't quite believe she was saying these words aloud.
Your kid sees a devil in an empty house. You tell him to stop messing about, finish sweeping, and let's go home. That's what normal parents do. Except David didn't stop seeing it. The thing kept coming back, night after night, and what started as a child's fright turned into something that would destroy multiple lives and make legal history.
The way Judy Glatzel tells it, David started getting worse. Not just scared-of-the-dark worse. Something else entirely. Night terrors that weren't like ordinary nightmares. Convulsions. Seizures, maybe, except they didn't look like any seizure the doctors had seen. The boy would thrash in bed, and someone, usually his mother or Debbie, had to stay up with him. Every single night. Watching him suffer through these episodes whilst not having the faintest idea what was wrong or how to help.
"He'd start talking in these voices," Debbie said, and she wasn't the type to exaggerate. Practical woman, worked with dogs all day, dealt with reality for a living. "Not like when kids play around and change their voice. Different. Like someone else was using his mouth."
The Glatzel family was Catholic. Deeply Catholic. The kind where you don't just go to church on Sundays, you believe. Heaven and hell, saints and demons, the whole cosmic struggle between good and evil. When David started reciting passages from the Bible he'd never read, and quoting John Milton's Paradise Lost, a book an eleven-year-old had no business knowing existed, let alone memorising chunks of, Judy Glatzel knew what she was looking at. At least, she thought she did.
"I saw marks on his neck," Judy said, her voice dropping to something quieter, more frightened. "Red marks, like fingers. Like someone had choked him. But there was no one there. We were all in the room, watching him. No one touched him."
You can dismiss this. Say the kid was acting out, needed therapy, had some psychiatric disorder. Hell, maybe he did. Dissociative identity disorder can manifest in children, particularly those who've experienced trauma. The human mind has remarkable ways of fragmenting under stress, creating alternate states of consciousness that can seem like entirely different personalities. A child in distress, especially one immersed in religious imagery and language, might unconsciously adopt personas drawn from that cultural framework. The "voices" could be his psyche fracturing, protecting itself, and processing something too overwhelming for a unified self to handle.
But try telling that to a mother watching her son get beaten by invisible hands. Try explaining dissociative disorders and psychogenic symptoms to a family functioning on no sleep, watching a child they love suffer in ways they can't comprehend. The medical explanation might be correct, probably is correct, but it doesn't help in the moment. It doesn't give them anything to do, any ritual or action that might make things better. And humans need to do something when someone they love is in pain. We're not built to just watch and wait whilst symptoms cycle through their course.
That's when the Warrens entered. Ed and Lorraine Warren. If you've seen those Conjuring films, you know them, or at least the Hollywood version. Ed, the demonologist with the calm voice and serious face. Lorraine, the clairvoyant, had that soft manner that made you want to trust her. In real life? More complicated, as most things are.
They'd made their name on the Amityville Horror case a few years back. Depending on whom you ask, they were either genuine investigators of the paranormal or a couple of con artists with a knack for publicity. Probably somewhere in between. They might have truly believed in what they were doing, whilst also being perfectly comfortable profiting from it. Human motivation is rarely pure.
Judy Glatzel went to one of their lectures. She was desperate by this point because nothing else was working. Doctors couldn't help. Priests were sympathetic but uncertain. Her boy was suffering, and she'd try anything, believe anyone, if they could make it stop. After the lecture, she approached them. Told them about David. The Warrens agreed to come.
"The minute I walked in," Lorraine said later, and you could hear the absolute certainty in her voice, "I saw this black, misty form next to him. Like smoke, but darker. That's when I knew we were dealing with something negative."
Ed interviewed David whilst Lorraine observed. The boy complained of being choked by invisible hands, and then, right there in front of them, red marks appeared on his neck. Or so they claimed. It's worth noting that dermatographia, a condition in which the skin becomes inflamed from light scratching or pressure, can leave marks that look remarkably like fingerprints. Stress makes it worse. And David was certainly stressed.
The Warrens didn't hesitate in their diagnosis. Forty-three demons, they said. Not one. Not a couple. Forty-three separate entities had latched onto this eleven-year-old boy. The specificity is interesting, isn't it? Not "many demons" but exactly forty-three. It lends authority, suggests precise knowledge, and makes the claim sound more credible. The difference between someone saying, "I feel ill", and "my temperature is 39.4 degrees." The precision implies expertise.
Getting the Catholic Church to perform an exorcism isn't like in the films. You can't just ring your local priest and say, "My kid's possessed, can you come over Tuesday?" The Church investigates. Thoroughly. They're supposed to exhaust every medical, every psychological possibility first. They don't want to be wrong about this sort of thing. More to the point, they don't want to be seen performing exorcisms on children who are mentally ill. The liability alone would be staggering, never mind the moral implications.
But the Bridgeport Diocese sent priests. Multiple times. They examined David, spoke with the family, and witnessed whatever it was they witnessed. In September and October 1980, they performed what they called "lesser exorcisms." Not the full theatrical ritual you see in films, but close enough. Prayers in Latin, holy water, and commands to unclean spirits. The whole apparatus of Catholic spiritual warfare was deployed against an eleven-year-old boy's suffering.
David's brother Carl would later say this was all bollocks. That the Warrens were manipulating his family, that David had mental health issues no one wanted to address properly. Then there was this darker possibility, the one Carl hinted at in interviews years later. He found a note after their mother died. "The family had their medicine tonight, and everything was good." What does that mean? Carl thinks Judy was drugging them with Sominex, a sleep aid, putting it in their food to calm the household chaos. If that's true, and we'll never know for certain, it might explain some of David's symptoms. Sleep medications can cause vivid hallucinations, memory problems, and behavioural changes. They can make reality feel slippery, uncertain.
But in the moment, in autumn 1980, the family believed. The priests believed, or at least thought, something strange enough was happening to warrant their involvement. And Arne Johnson believed. Which brings us to the worst decision a nineteen-year-old tree surgeon ever made.
Cheyenne was living with the Glatzels by then. He and Debbie were engaged, planning a life together. He loved her family, loved that kid David like a brother. When the exorcisms started, he was there. Supporting Debbie. Trying to help. He watched David suffer. Watched the boy choke and turn blue, watched him convulse and scream in voices that didn't sound human. Watched priests pray over him whilst the kid writhed on the floor.
The human capacity for empathy can be dangerous. We feel other people's pain, especially the pain of those we love, and that feeling drives us to do things we otherwise wouldn't. Cheyenne was watching this child suffer and feeling utterly powerless. Young men especially struggle with powerlessness. They're conditioned to act, to fix, to protect. Just standing there whilst someone hurts goes against everything they've been taught about masculinity, about being useful, about their role in the world.
During one of these sessions, at a church this time, not the house, David started gasping. Choking. His face went blue. No one was touching him, but it looked for all the world like someone was strangling him.
Cheyenne couldn't take it anymore. "Leave the boy alone!" he shouted. Not at the priests. Whatever was tormenting David. "Come on, take me on! Take me instead!"
The words hung in the air. Lorraine Warren's face went pale. She grabbed his arm, and according to multiple accounts, she wasn't angry. She was scared. "You shouldn't have done that," she said.
Detective Glen Cooper from Brookfield Police would later testify about what happened next. The Warrens kept local police informed about their investigations, which was probably quite smart, considering the situations they walked into. You don't want to be performing exorcisms and have police show up, thinking something criminal is occurring. Cooper met Lorraine after that session.
"She was upset," Cooper said in his testimony. "Really upset. Not theatrical, not performing for effect, just genuinely disturbed. She told me Arne had challenged the demon, invited it in." He paused, and you can almost see him choosing his words carefully. "She said she had a vision. Serious injury. A death. A knife. She wanted to put us on notice that a crime could occur."
This was October 1980. Four months before, Alan Bono would bleed out on the ground outside a dog kennel with five stab wounds to his chest and stomach.
Lorraine Warren's "vision" could be explained in several ways. If you're a believer, she had a genuine psychic premonition. If you're a sceptic, she was either making it up after the fact or, more charitably, picking up on warning signs. Cheyenne had just made a dramatic, emotionally charged statement. He was immersed in this world of demons and possession. He was young, stressed, and sleep-deprived. Anyone with half a brain could have predicted this situation might lead somewhere dark. Warning, the police were either supernatural insight or simple risk assessment dressed up in mystical language.
Either way, she called it. Four months later, someone was dead.
David got better almost immediately after that session. The night terrors stopped. The convulsions ended. He started sleeping through the night and started acting like a normal kid. The demons were gone, the Warrens said. Driven out by the exorcisms. But symptoms that resolve suddenly tend to have been psychogenic in the first place. Physical illnesses don't vanish overnight. Brain tumours don't spontaneously cure themselves. But psychological conditions, particularly those maintained by environmental factors, can improve dramatically when those factors change. If David's symptoms were a response to family stress, to shared delusion, to the attention and drama of the exorcism sessions themselves, then yes, they could simply stop once the ritual concluded and everyone's expectations shifted.
But Cheyenne started getting worse. "He'd go into these trances," Debbie said. "Just stare at nothing. And then he'd start growling." She stopped, shook her head, aware of how it sounded. "I know how that sounds. But he'd make this noise, this animal sound, and say he saw the beast. The same thing David described. And afterwards, he wouldn't remember any of it."
Cheyenne drove his car into a tree one day. Walked away without a scratch, insisted something else had been driving. His coworkers at Wright Tree Service noticed he seemed off sometimes. Distant. Not quite there. But he kept working, kept living his life. The human ability to function whilst profoundly disturbed is remarkable. We compartmentalise, carry on, because what else can we do?
Martin Minnella, the lawyer who would eventually defend Cheyenne, later said he'd heard tapes from David's exorcisms. "David Glatzel speaks the names of forty-two demons in Latin," Minnella claimed. "And the police chief was prepared to testify that he'd seen the child levitate."
But that testimony would never make it into court. Because on 16th February 1981, theoretical discussions about demons became brutally, irreversibly real.
It was cold that day. Not brutally cold, but enough that you kept your jacket on. Cheyenne called in sick to work. Didn't feel like climbing trees, trimming branches. Instead, he went to Brookfield Boarding Kennel, where Debbie worked. Their landlord was Alan Bono. Forty years old, managed the kennel. By all accounts, he and Cheyenne got along fine. More than fine, actually. Sometimes, Cheyenne would call in sick to hang out at the kennel with Bono. They were friendly. Which makes what happened next even more difficult to process.
That day, Bono suggested they all go to lunch. Cheyenne, Debbie, Cheyenne's fifteen-year-old sister, Wanda, and Debbie's nine-year-old cousin, Mary. Just a casual meal. Normal day. Except Bono drank. A lot. Multiple witnesses would later talk about the wine bottles, how many he'd gone through. By the time they got back to the kennel in the early afternoon, he was drunk. And his mood had shifted into something ugly.
During lunch, Bono said something obscene about Debbie. Crude enough that it enraged Cheyenne, though he didn't act on it. Not then. He swallowed it, kept quiet, but you could see the tension building. Back at the kennel, Bono's behaviour deteriorated. Aggressive, belligerent, the way drunk men get when they've crossed some invisible line and their inhibitions have dissolved. Debbie took Mary to get pizza to try to defuse things, but someone urged her to come back quickly. Wrong vibe in the air, the sense that something bad was building.
When they returned, Bono had grabbed Mary. A nine-year-old child was trying to squirm away, and this drunk forty-year-old man had hold of her and wouldn't let go. Think about that scene for a moment. Really, picture it. A little girl, frightened. A drunk man twice her size. The primal protectiveness that would trigger in anyone who cared about that child.
"Everyone got out of the room except Bono," according to testimony. "He was still holding Mary."
Cheyenne came back downstairs from their apartment. Told Bono to let the girl go. Mary managed to break free and ran to the car, but Bono and Cheyenne were face-to-face now. Debbie is between them, trying to calm things down. Wanda was pulling at her brother's arm, sensing how wrong this was about to go.
Then Cheyenne's whole demeanour changed. "He started growling," the witnesses said. All of them, independently, described the same thing. "Like an animal."
Debbie testified she was standing between them. Never saw the knife. One second, Bono was pounding his fist, yelling. Next, he was on the ground. Cheyenne had pulled out his five-inch pocketknife, the kind any tree surgeon carries for work, and stabbed him. Four times. Five times. The medical examiner's report listed wounds to the chest and stomach. One slash went from Bono's stomach to the base of his heart. That's not defensive. That's not even aggressive. That's rage made physical, violence coming from somewhere deep and primitive.
When it was over, when whatever possessed him, literally or figuratively, had passed, Cheyenne stood there holding a bloody knife with no clear memory of what he'd just done. They ran. Got about two miles before Cheyenne stopped the car.
"I need help," he told Sergeant Gordon Fairchild when police arrived. "I've got a drinking problem."
He was cooperative. Confused. "I think I hurt someone," he said. "I didn't mean to hurt anyone." Back at the kennel, Alan Bono bled out and died. Forty years old. Drunk, yes. Inappropriate, yes. But dead. And there's no coming back from the dead, no second chance to make different choices.
The next day, Lorraine Warren rang the Brookfield Police Department to explain something that probably made the officers' heads spin. Arne Johnson hadn't killed Alan Bono, she said. Not really. The demon had. The same demon that tormented David Glatzel, that Cheyenne had challenged during the exorcism. It had possessed him, taken control, used his body to commit murder.
The case exploded. This wasn't staying local. It went national, then international. "Demon Murder Trial," the papers called it. The Washington Post, The New York Times, and People magazine. Everyone wanted a piece. The Warrens promised lectures, a book, and a film. Money was about to be made, lots of it.
Martin Minnella, a lawyer from Waterbury, offered to take the case for free. Maybe he believed. Maybe he smelled publicity. Maybe both. Human motivation is rarely pure. He flew to England to research two similar cases where possession had been claimed, though neither had actually gone to trial. One case stuck with him. Michael Taylor, 1974. A man murdered his wife after an exorcism went wrong. Didn't claim possession as a defence, but argued that the trauma of the exorcism itself, combined with pre-existing mental illness, had driven him temporarily insane. The jury found the defendant not guilty by reason of insanity.
Minnella thought he could work with that. Build something unprecedented. He planned to bring in exorcism specialists from Europe, subpoena the priests who'd worked with David, and put the Warrens on the stand. Present the audio recordings of the exorcisms, yes, they existed, yes, they're disturbing as hell. Get testimony from the Glatzel family about everything they'd witnessed. Build a case that Arne Johnson, through no fault of his own, had been seized by a force beyond human understanding and compelled to commit an act he would never have done otherwise.
The Catholic Church, naturally, lost its mind. Hired a lawyer specifically to quash any subpoenas of their priests. The last thing they needed was clergy testifying about demons in a murder trial. The liability exposure alone would have been catastrophic. And the theological implications, having Church officials confirm in legal testimony that demonic possession was real and their exorcism rituals had failed to protect someone? That's not a precedent Rome wanted set.
On 19th March 1981, eighteen people sat in the grand jury room in Danbury Superior Court, hearing testimony about what happened at that kennel. Six witnesses. Mary Tennant, nine years old. Cheyenne's sisters Janice and Wanda are eleven and fifteen. Two Brookfield police officers. The medical examiner's report.
Wanda and Janice had given statements. Signed statements. They'd seen their brother stab Alan Bono. Multiple times. There was no question about what happened. Only about why. The grand jury indicted him for murder. State's Attorney Walter Flanagan made it clear this was a homicide case, not an episode of The Twilight Zone. Facts, evidence, law. That's what courtrooms dealt with, not theology.
28th October 1981. Superior Court in Danbury. Judge Robert Callahan presiding. Martin Minnella stood up and entered a plea of not guilty by reason of demonic possession. For the first time in American legal history, anyone had tried it.
Judge Callahan shut it down immediately. "Irrelevant and unscientific," he said. The defence of demonic possession was "simply not relevant" to the proceedings.
Think about what he was saying. Not that demons don't exist, the court wasn't weighing in on theology. The legal system simply couldn't handle this kind of evidence. How do you prove possession? How do you cross-examine a demon? How do you establish reasonable doubt based on supernatural claims? You don't. The American legal system is built on principles of evidence, testimony, and expert witnesses. It requires things that can be tested, verified, and challenged. Supernatural claims, by their very nature, exist outside that belief system. They can't be proven or disproven. They're matters of faith, not fact. And faith, whatever its personal or spiritual value, has no place in a courtroom determining guilt or innocence for murder.
"We were very disappointed," Minnella said later, which is rather an understatement. His entire strategy had been ruled inadmissible. No testimony from the Warrens. No priests. No audio recordings of David's exorcisms. No evidence about the alleged possession at all. The international media that had descended on Brookfield suddenly lost interest. Without the demon angle, this was another murder trial, and those happen every day.
Minnella had to pivot. Self-defence, he argued. Bono was drunk, aggressive, and had grabbed a nine-year-old child. Cheyenne acted to protect Debbie and Mary. But even Minnella admitted it was "half-baked." "The number of wounds like that would negate self-defence," he said years later. "Any one of those blows to the heart could've killed him." Five stab wounds don't say "stopping a threat." They say rage. Loss of control. Something snapping inside.
State's Attorney Walter Flanagan kept it simple. Arne Johnson stabbed Alan Bono to death. Here's the knife. Here are the witnesses. Here's the medical examiner's report. The motive? Either jealousy, there were whispers about Debbie and Bono, rumours of an affair, or just alcohol-fuelled violence that spiralled out of control. Human emotions. Human weakness. No demons required.
Minnella brought in character witnesses. People who'd known Cheyenne all their lives. He was gentle, they said. Kind. Wouldn't hurt anyone. Sang in the church choir, played Little League baseball, and rang his sisters to check on them. "This wasn't him," they said. "This was completely out of character."
Without the possession angle, though, that argument had no foundation. People do out-of-character things all the time. Especially when they're angry, drunk, frightened. Especially when someone's threatening people they love. The psychiatrist Carl Jung talked about the shadow self, the part of our psyche that contains everything we refuse to acknowledge about ourselves. The violence, the selfishness, the capacity for cruelty. We like to think we know ourselves, that we're good people incapable of terrible acts. But the shadow is always there, waiting. Under the right circumstances, the right combination of stress and fear and rage, it emerges. No demons necessary.
The courtroom went quiet when Arne Johnson walked up to testify. Slight lad, curly hair, looking younger than nineteen. Looked like he might cry. He described what he remembered. Seeing Bono grab Mary. Feeling rage. Overwhelming, consuming rage unlike anything he'd ever felt. And then nothing. A blank space where the murder should be.
"I blacked out," he said. "I don't remember drawing the knife. Don't remember stabbing him. I just… I wasn't there."
Dissociative amnesia is real. The brain sometimes protects us from traumatic memories, especially those of our own actions. It's a defence mechanism, like fainting at the sight of blood or going numb after injury. The mind decides we can't handle knowing what we've done, so it hides that knowledge from us. Or he could have been lying. A convenient excuse, claiming not to remember. "Your Honour, I don't recall" is the refuge of the guilty and the genuinely traumatised alike, and courts can't reliably distinguish between them.
The prosecutor poked holes. Had Johnson been drinking? Yes. Was he jealous of Bono? Maybe. Had he been angry about the crude comment Bono made about Debbie? Yes. A drunk, jealous, angry young man kills someone in rage. Tale as old as time. No supernatural explanation required.
Minnella swore there was more to it. Said the lights in the courtroom flickered on the first day of trial. Kept going on and off for no reason. Electrical problem? Maybe. Or maybe something else was watching. But fear and pattern-seeking are deeply intertwined in the human brain. We evolved to spot threats, to find meaning in chaos. Flickering lights in a courtroom could be faulty wiring or a demon's presence, and which one you believe says more about your worldview than about objective reality.
"The case scared us shitless," Minnella admitted later. "I mean, genuinely frightened us."
The jury deliberated for fifteen hours over three days. On 24th November 1981, they came back: guilty of first-degree manslaughter. Not murder. Manslaughter. Killing in the heat of passion. They'd acknowledged something about this case was unusual, even if they couldn't name what. The distinction matters legally and carries a lighter sentence. The jury was saying: yes, he killed someone. But some factors reduced his culpability. Not demons, they couldn't consider demons. But something.
On 18th December, Judge Callahan sentenced Cheyenne to 10 to 20 years. The maximum sentence for manslaughter. Cheyenne turned to Minnella. "I'm going to spend the rest of my life in prison for something I didn't do. Or something I don't remember doing."
Minnella promised to appeal. Never did. What was the point? The precedent was set. American courts don't do exorcisms.
Arne Johnson served for five years. Got out in 1986 on good behaviour. Model prisoner, by all accounts. Earned his high school diploma and took educational courses. The gentle kid came back once the cage door closed behind him. He'd had to do something terrible to learn he was capable of it, had to live with that knowledge, but he didn't do it again. Whatever had broken in him that day at the kennel, whether demon or psychotic break or simple rage, it was gone.
Debbie waited for him. Visited regularly. They got married whilst he was still in prison, on 30th January 1985. Some kind of romance in that, maybe. Or just stubbornness. She never doubted him. Never thought he'd really killed Bono, not the way prosecutors said. "Arne started showing the same signs my brother did when he was under possession," she told reporters. "You never take that step. You never challenge the devil."
After his release, they built a life. Sherman, Connecticut. Cheyenne worked as a landscaper, later as a construction superintendent. Debbie became a certified nurse's assistant. Two sons. Two grandsons, eventually. Normal life, or as normal as you can get after something like that. Debbie stayed close to Lorraine Warren and contributed to an online radio show about demonology. Never stopped believing in what happened. Cancer took her in 2021.
The Warrens never wavered either. David Glatzel was possessed by forty-three demons. Arne Johnson was possessed when he killed Alan Bono. End of story. In 1983, with Lorraine's help, Gerald Brittle published "The Devil in Connecticut." The Glatzels got $2,000 from the publisher. The Warrens got considerably more, both in money and reputation. They became legends in paranormal circles. The case cemented their status, gave them credibility, or at least the appearance of it.
When Ed died in 2006, Lorraine kept going until her own death in 2019. The Conjuring films turned them into folk heroes, Patrick Wilson and Vera Farmiga playing them like saintly crusaders against evil. The third film, "The Devil Made Me Do It," took massive liberties with the Johnson case, adding occult conspiracies and elaborate investigations that never happened. But that's Hollywood. They're not interested in messy, ambiguous truth. They want good versus evil, clear stakes, and a satisfying resolution.
But the real question remained: were the Warrens true believers who'd stumbled onto genuine supernatural phenomena? Or were they opportunists who knew a good story when they saw one and weren't above embellishing for effect? Probably both. Human beings are complicated. We can sincerely believe something whilst also profiting from it. We can be sincere and calculating at the same time. The Warrens might have truly thought they were helping people whilst being perfectly comfortable with the fame and money that came from their work.
David Glatzel's relationship with all this is messy. In the 2023 Netflix documentary "The Devil on Trial," he talks about what happened to him. Describes the entity he saw, the terror, the exorcisms. He believes something real happened. But he's bitter about the Warrens. "Lorraine told me I was going to be a rich little boy from having this book deal," David says, and you can hear the anger. "That was a lie. The Warrens made a lot of money off us. If they can profit off you, they will."
The recordings of David's alleged possessions that appear in the documentary are genuinely unsettling. A child's voice screaming obscenities, speaking in tones that sound wrong. Could be faked. It could be a mental illness. It could be exactly what the Warrens said it was. You decide. I can't tell you what to believe.
Carl Glatzel, the oldest brother, tells a different story. Has been doing it from the beginning. "The murder of Alan Bono? I never thought it was connected to David," he says flatly in the documentary. "There's nothing demonic in this. Arne was very possessive of Debbie. There were rumours she was having an affair with Alan Bono." Jealousy. Alcohol. Violence. Simple as that.
Carl thinks the Warrens were con artists who exploited his family's vulnerability. Thinks David had mental health issues that needed real treatment, not exorcisms. And that note he found after their mother died, "the family had their medicine tonight," suggests something darker happening in that house. In 2006, Carl and David sued the publishers of "The Devil in Connecticut" for invasion of privacy, libel, and intentional infliction of emotional distress. Carl claimed the book falsely portrayed him as abusive. The case eventually settled, details undisclosed.
The Glatzel family is shattered now. Scattered. Siblings don't talk much. David and younger brother Alan still believe in the possession. Carl thinks it was all bollocks. Everyone's stuck with their version, unable to bridge the gap. That's what trauma does to families. It splinters them, leaving everyone with their own interpretation of events and their own way of coping. And sometimes those interpretations are so incompatible that the family can no longer exist as a unit.
Here's what I keep coming back to: we'll never know. Not for certain. Not in the way we can know that water boils at 100 degrees Celsius or that the Earth orbits the sun. This case exists in the murky space between fact and belief, evidence and faith, what we can prove and what we choose to accept.
The physical facts are clear. Arne Cheyenne Johnson stabbed Alan Bono to death on 16th February 1981, outside Brookfield Boarding Kennel. Four to five wounds. The knife belonged to Johnson. Multiple witnesses saw it happen. Johnson fled, turned himself in, and was convicted of manslaughter. Served five years. Built a life afterwards. Those are facts. Everything else is interpretation.
If you believe in the supernatural, and millions do, the evidence is compelling. David exhibited symptoms consistent with possession as defined by Catholic theology. Multiple priests examined him and concluded something supernatural was occurring. The Catholic Church doesn't throw around exorcisms lightly. They investigate thoroughly and rule out medical explanations. The audio recordings exist. You can hear David's voice changing, speaking in tones that don't sound like an eleven-year-old boy.
Then there's the transfer. David's symptoms improved dramatically after Cheyenne challenged the demon. Cheyenne started exhibiting similar behaviours. Lorraine Warren warned police that a violent crime was coming. Four months later, it happened. And Cheyenne himself, no criminal history, gentle kid, sang in the church choir. The murder was brutal, frenzied, and completely out of character. He claimed to have no memory of it.
For believers, this adds up to demonic possession. An external force temporarily seized control of Arne Johnson's body and will, causing him to commit an act he would never have done on his own.
But if you're sceptical, there are mundane explanations that fit the facts as well. David was exhibiting disturbing symptoms, but disturbing symptoms aren't proof of demons. They're proof that something was wrong, likely something medical or psychological. The "speaking in unknown languages" could be glossolalia, in which people produce speech-like sounds that resemble language but lack meaning. The "knowledge he shouldn't have" could have been absorbed from books, films, or conversations he overheard.
The physical marks could be self-inflicted during dissociative episodes. Or even fabricated. Not saying the family was lying, necessarily, but people see what they expect to see, especially in high-stress situations. The priests who performed the exorcisms were likely sincere, but sincerity doesn't equal accuracy. They believed David was possessed because that's what their religious lens told them to look for.
And if Carl's right about the Sominex, if Judy was drugging the family without their knowledge, that could explain a lot. Sleep aids can cause vivid hallucinations, memory problems, and behavioural changes. An eleven-year-old boy given sedatives without knowing it, immersed in Catholic imagery and language, convinced by his family and priests that he's possessed, his mind could have created exactly the symptoms everyone expected to see.
As for Cheyenne, he witnessed multiple traumatic exorcism sessions. Watched a child he cared about suffer. The power of suggestion in those circumstances is enormous. If everyone around you keeps saying you're possessed, if you're immersed in this world of demons and spiritual warfare, if you're young and scared and desperate to help, your mind can start playing tricks. Then add jealousy. Cheyenne was possessive of Debbie. There were rumours about her and Bono. Add alcohol, add Bono's aggressive behaviour with Mary, add months of stress and sleepless nights, and you have a recipe for violence. The "blackout" Cheyenne described isn't uncommon in crimes of passion. The brain sometimes protects us from traumatic memories of our own actions.
For sceptics, this is a case of mental illness misdiagnosed as supernatural possession, exploited by the Warrens for publicity and profit, defended by a clever lawyer looking for an angle. Tragic, but ultimately human.
Maybe it's both. Maybe it's neither. Maybe there's a truth here that doesn't fit neatly into either category. What if David was genuinely suffering from a psychiatric disorder and the exorcisms, whilst medically inappropriate, actually helped him through the power of belief? Placebo effects are real. Ritual and faith can have profound psychological impacts, even if the underlying theology is questionable.
What if Cheyenne was suggestible enough that witnessing the exorcisms created a self-fulfilling prophecy? He believed he'd invited a demon in, so he started experiencing symptoms consistent with possession, which reinforced the belief, which intensified the symptoms, until the boundary between psychological distress and genuine altered consciousness became impossible to distinguish.
What if the murder had multiple causes? Jealousy and alcohol created the volatile situation, but Cheyenne's fractured mental state from months of trauma made him less able to control his response. Not possession, but not simple jealousy either. Something more complex than either explanation allows.
Chris Holt, director of "The Devil on Trial," said something that's stuck with me: "I sat down with David and Arne and Alan and Carl for hours on end, and their stories never changed. I think they were telling me the truth, but it's their interpretation, not a hard fact. They believed what they were saying."
Truth and belief aren't always the same thing. But they're not always different either.
Judge Robert Callahan's 1981 ruling set a
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