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			PRAISE FOR

			Surviving Death

			“Astounding! With her usual scientific precision and insatiable curiosity, Leslie Kean is our Orpheus, descending into the netherworld to grapple with the most ancient of mysteries and return with inspiring evidence—death shall have no dominion.”

			—Ralph Blumenthal, investigative reporter, author of Miracle at Sing Sing

			“With a keen eye and a no-nonsense approach, investigative journalist Leslie Kean explores what the actual data tells us about the question of survival past death. Examining many phenomena and case studies with penetrating depth and insight, Kean lets the evidence speak for itself. She takes us on an engaging, personal, and transformative journey that challenges the skeptic and informs us all.”

			—Harold E. Puthoff, PhD, director of the Institute for Advanced Studies at Austin

			“Surviving Death is a thoughtful and at times startling exploration of the afterlife. As a skeptical journalist, Leslie Kean is uniquely equipped to examine and evaluate the evidence for survival of consciousness. After encountering a rash of impossible facts and startling personal experiences, her conclusion is unequivocal: We are woefully ignorant of what happens after death, but it is very likely that something interesting happens rather than nothing. A refreshingly careful and candid review.”

			—Dean Radin, PhD, author of Supernormal and The Conscious Universe

			“In addressing the most important question facing all of us, Kean has synthesized data from both a wide variety of credible sources and from her own exploration of seemingly unexplainable personal observations. After decades of research into this topic, I believe the preponderance of the evidence indicates that we survive death. But far more important is that I urge everyone to read Surviving Death, engage in their own quest, and decide for themselves.”

			—Colonel John B. Alexander, PhD, US Army (ret.), author of Future War and UFOs: Myths, Conspiracies, and Realities

			“What a wonderful—and clarifying—opportunity to have someone with the reportorial skills and integrity of Leslie Kean explore the trouble-fraught subject of life after death. A quiet revolution is brewing today in the intellectual treatment of paranormal topics; Kean and this book are at the center of it.”

			—Mitch Horowitz, PEN Award–winning author of Occult America and One Simple Idea

			“Leslie Kean’s compelling and well-researched Surviving Death poses a real conundrum for a scientific community that flatly rejects evidence suggesting that consciousness survives death. Scientists who reflexively repudiate any phenomena that defy the laws of physics and biology must now come to terms with copious empirical data in Surviving Death that their current paradigms cannot accommodate. They will now have to revise those paradigms as necessary, no matter how uncomfortable that endeavor may be.”

			—Bruce Sheiman, author of An Atheist Defends Religion

			“Kean imparts her own interactions with experiencers, witnesses, and psychics. To all of this, she brings a commendable level-headedness and an awareness of what it takes to make the case. For reasons she argues clearly, though she never expresses it quite this way, only an ultimately self-defeating rejection on principle, specifics be damned, will stop the reader from conceding that, whatever their ultimate meaning, these experiences almost certainly defy current knowledge.”

			—Jerome Clark, Fortean Times
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			Introduction

			While exploring the evidence for an afterlife, I witnessed some unbelievable things that are not supposed to be possible in our material world. Yet they were unavoidably and undeniably real. Despite my initial doubt, I came to realize that there are still aspects of Nature that are neither understood nor accepted, even though their reality has profound implications for understanding the true breadth of the human psyche and its possible continuity after death.

			I was directly exposed to people capable of perception that seemed to transcend the limitations of the physical brain; unexplainable forces, acting with apparent intelligence, able to move objects; and the delivery of obscure and accurate details by possible discarnate beings communicating through people unknown to them. I also studied numerous published papers, including those by medical doctors, describing clinically dead patients with no brain function who reported journeys to a sublime afterlife dimension.

			My explorations of these and other remarkable phenomena gave rise to many questions. How can it be that an apparition returns a wave from a human observer? Or that people watch their own resuscitation from the ceiling in the operating room, aware that they have left their bodies? How about a human hand materialized by a declared disembodied survivor of death, on multiple occasions? And how could a two-year-old boy seem to remember numerous specific facts about a previous life, unknown to anyone in the family, that are later verified as accurate?

			
			As documented within the scientific literature for over a hundred years, these and other manifestations have one aspect in common: they suggest that consciousness—or some aspect of ourself—may survive physical death. In these pages I will take you on a journey into this world.

			An investigation of such evidence has rarely been systematically consolidated and subjected to in-depth, rigorous scrutiny by a journalist. This task has been left primarily to a few courageous scientists, philosophers, medical doctors, psychiatrists, and other investigators usually writing about one specific area of research. My intention is to present some of the most interesting evidence from diverse sources and show how it interconnects, making it accessible for the intelligent and curious reader encountering the material for the first time. Strict journalistic protocols can be applied to any topic for which there is data, no matter how unusual or even indeterminate.

			Yet, this book is far from a catalog of evidence for the survival of bodily death. It is also a very personal story for me. My narrative would have remained one-dimensional and abstract without the experiences and “personal experiments” that are part of it. In this sense, I have taken a step inside this investigation in a new way—through experience and first-hand examination, and not just from the perspective of a detached observer who studies data and peers into a strange world from the outside. It may be professionally risky to expose these very personal events, but I feel it is my obligation to do so. It would be dishonest to omit elements that had an impact on my thinking and my effort to come to terms with many remarkable phenomena, elements that drew me even more deeply into the material. However, I was also careful to step back from them afterward, remaining as analytical and discriminating as I was with everything else. The tricky aspect lies in the interpretation of the extraordinary events, not in their reporting.

			As a journalist, I have been interested in the question of whether there is evidence for survival past death for over ten years. In 2007 I became an associate producer for a documentary film on this topic, which offered me exposure to some of the best cases and experts in the United States and abroad. I traveled to Glasgow, Scotland, to meet with the family of a small boy named Cameron who had talked about a past life that haunted his early years. The memories had generated much emotion and longing for his previous family. His mother and psychiatrist Jim Tucker, an expert on child reincarnation cases, eventually took Cameron to his “previous house” on an island called Barra, where they were able to document the accuracy of his memories. Although very sad and subdued while walking through the home, Cameron seemed to be healed after that; his memories faded away and he was able to live a normal life in the present.

			
			Was all of this just wishful thinking on the part of a mother with a disturbed little boy? Strange as it might seem, was three-year-old Cameron using some kind of psychic mental power to retrieve information about this location to which he had no known connection? Or, was he actually remembering a life lived before this one, as seemed indisputable to him and eventually to his mom?

			I also assisted with interviews of two physical mediums—those who facilitate the manifestation of extraordinary physical phenomena while in a trance state that they say is generated by forces coming from the “spirit world.” In this case, these included moving lights, levitated objects, materialized hands, unusual images on factory-sealed photographic film, and detailed information provided from deceased relatives. These manifestations were witnessed by hundreds of people between 1993 and 1998 in the village of Scole, England, and in six other countries. The stated purpose of the Scole experiments, as the more than five hundred sessions were called, was to demonstrate the reality of life after death. The sessions were scrutinized for three years by three qualified outside investigators, who often conducted and controlled the experiments themselves, and who documented the events as genuine in a lengthy, scholarly report. Others who studied the data after attending only a few sessions questioned whether enough controls were in place, especially since most of the experiments were conducted in darkness. I was determined to experience these astonishing phenomena myself someday, which I finally did with a different physical medium while researching this book.

			
			During this time I was also exploring another tantalizing question: whether we are alone in the universe. In 1999 I began an in-depth investigation into evidence for unidentified aerial phenomena, popularly known as UFOs, reviewing decades of official case reports, government documents, and interviewing pilots, military personnel, and government officials. Over many years, I learned that there is solid evidence for the existence of remarkable unknown physical objects in our skies, but we have not yet determined what they are, why they are here, or where they come from. My work culminated in the publication of UFOs: Generals, Pilots, and Government Officials Go on the Record in 2010. Understandably, this phenomenon is difficult to study for a host of reasons, and more hard data is needed. But it is unfortunate that the extensive documentation on UFOs has been marginalized or dismissed by scientists searching for more conventional signs of extraterrestrial life. Similarly, the “paranormal” events covered in this book have been considered a fringe topic by the scientific establishment for a long time, even though in reality they are worthy of serious academic and scientific attention.

			Curiosity about the physical universe is one thing, but the universal question of the state of consciousness or “spirit” after bodily death, pondered by human beings since the beginning of time, has a particular urgency on our home planet. People foment hatred and even kill one another over ideological differences, and distortions in faith can be used to justify the most horrendous human activity. What if we could develop a broad unified view of what could be the reality of life after death, based on facts, and thereby diminish the potency of competing, rigid belief systems? Perhaps a more rational understanding could bring consolation to many people at the end of their lives, while also motivating us to be more ethical and compassionate throughout life. Greater understanding of the nature of consciousness and its possible survival beyond death could have far-reaching, enlightening effects on humanity.

			
			It must be clear by now that this book has nothing to do with dogma, whether we’re talking about the dogma of an immaterial God through various religions, or the dogma of materialist science that holds that matter is all that exists and that all phenomena, including consciousness, are reducible to physical processes. This does not mean that one’s personal or religious beliefs need be in conflict with the material presented here. I fully respect all perspectives and hope that evidence suggestive of survival might enrich and support anyone’s search for more objective answers, regardless of their background. My intention is to provide clarity and not to create conflict. I hope you will agree that it would be interesting to look at what actually is when dealing with such an important question.

			Regardless of our individual perspective, we must all face our own impending death and the tragedy of losing those we love. In the last four years, while working on this book, I lost my father, younger brother, and dearest uncle. In 2011 I was present the moment a close friend with cancer took his last breath. Some people rely on religious or mystical belief systems to cope with the incomprehensible, shocking, and often surreal finality of death. But for many others, this simply doesn’t work. Like these others, who may be agnostics, I want to understand what this momentous end to life actually means, to the extent that this is possible. Are we only the body left lying there, physical matter with a brain that has shut down all human functioning and every element of our consciousness, leaving only empty matter no different from a lump of clay? Or, does something essential and conscious leave our physical body at the time of death and transition to another existence in a nonmaterial realm? Even if it may be impossible to prove, we can be comforted by the ample objective evidence suggesting that those we have lost survive in another form and may even be able to communicate to us from “the next world.”

			Most people are probably not aware that a “survival hypothesis” has been formulated and debated within many disciplines for a long time. Usually hidden away in obscure volumes, scientific papers, and diverse areas of research, it has a strong academic and scientific foundation. To enhance my narrative, I invited ten leading experts and important witnesses, offering astonishing and groundbreaking stories, to contribute exclusive chapters so the reader could hear from them directly, in their own words.

			
			The American contributors are a child psychiatrist from the University of Virginia studying children with past-life memories; a parapsychologist who is an expert on apparitions; a leading researcher studying mental mediumship under strict controls; a medical social worker with personal involvement in a veridical out-of-body case; and a parent of a young boy with dozens of past-life memories that were later found to be accurate. From the UK, you will hear from a neuropsychiatrist specializing in end-of-life experiences; a retired psychologist from the University of Nottingham on investigations into trance mediumship; and a well-established, genuine physical medium. A Dutch cardiologist and expert on near-death experiences has also contributed a chapter, as well as a psychologist from the University of Iceland with evidence for survival after death provided by a young Icelandic physical medium. Many others have been willing to be interviewed and provide case material and witness accounts for this book.

			I want to cover a few basic points, and then we will begin this journey. By the end of the book, I think you will conclude that the nature of consciousness is more vast and complex than anyone understands; that belief in survival past death is rational and supported by the facts; and that this body of information deserves further investigation by the scientific community since it deals with one of the most fundamental questions ever addressed by human beings.

			—

			First, it is important that I make clear what I mean by “survival.” This concept does not refer to an impersonal merging into pure awareness or becoming one with universal consciousness as envisioned by many who meditate or are influenced by Eastern religions. If this were all that happened, we would lose our individuality. The question here concerns personal survival—a postmortem existence in which distinct traits, memories, and emotions are sustained at least by some of us for an unknown period of time. It refers to a psychological continuity after death, which makes it possible for the disembodied personality to be recognizable by those left behind when communication is received. The survival hypothesis is proposing this kind of personal survival as an unproven but rational theory explaining much compelling data. In other words, without meaning anything religious, this represents survival of the individual essence, spirit, or soul.

			
			Within this context, we must also understand that human beings have extraordinary mental abilities that science cannot explain. They may be controversial, but they have been documented by legitimate scientists for many years; I have also personally witnessed them in operation. We call these abilities “psi,” or psychic functioning, interchangeable with “extrasensory perception” (ESP). They refer to that force that is used for the acquisition of information through the mind without the use of any of the currently accepted five senses (sight, taste, touch, hearing, and smell). This is why some refer to it as a “sixth sense.”

			In order to study the survival hypothesis, we must understand the various forms of psi. Telepathy occurs when one mind influences or “reads” another, such as when one perceives someone else’s thoughts. Clairvoyance involves the perception of objects or physical events at a distance, such as knowing the location of something missing or what a faraway document says. Psychokinesis (PK) is the active influence of the mind on matter, causing observable physical effects like the movement of objects. Precognition involves an awareness of future events before they happen. The results of all of these perceptive abilities can be documented and verified.

			If communications occur between the living and discarnate beings in a nonphysical realm, these psychic abilities are often the tools required on one or both sides to make that possible. The discarnate consciousness no longer can communicate through bodily senses and must rely on psi to reach from “beyond the veil” into the physical world. Some living people have the ability to act like a telephone operator with a “psychic antenna” into this other realm, using their psi to receive specific information from the discarnate, like invisible fiber optics.

			
			Your red flag may have just jumped up. Certainly fraud abounds when discussing this topic. Many so-called psychics and mediums have taken advantage of gullible and earnest people for a long time. But in certain instances, extraordinary abilities have been exhibited by people with decades of experience, and they have been studied under controlled conditions. Believe it or not, after over a hundred years of research, and even though mainstream science may not accept it, this repeated documentation has established that these abilities are real.

			We don’t understand how telepathy or clairvoyance might work, but this is not a reason to dismiss them. We also don’t understand how gravity works, yet no one denies its reality. And then there is something scientists call “dark energy,” which makes up about three-quarters of our universe. It weighs more than all the energy of the stars and galaxies combined. Even so, standard models of the universe, established by physics, did not predict its existence, and scientists don’t have a clue about what it is. “No theory can explain dark energy, although experimental evidence for it is staring us in the face,” says Michio Kaku, the well-known theoretical physicist and bestselling author. University of Chicago cosmologist Michael S. Turner ranks dark energy as “the most profound mystery in all of science.”

			And within our interior universe, science does not understand the nature of consciousness either. “Consciousness poses the most baffling problems in the science of the mind,” says David Chalmers, philosophy professor at New York University and the Australian National University. “There’s nothing that we know more intimately than conscious experience, but there is nothing that is harder to explain.” Cognitive scientist and philosopher Daniel Dennett says we at least know how to think about the unanswered questions within cosmology, particle physics, and other areas of science. “With consciousness, however, we are still in a terrible muddle,” he writes. “Consciousness stands alone today as a topic that often leaves even the most sophisticated thinkers tongue-tied and confused.”

			Psychic abilities, or psi, are one very puzzling subset of this consciousness muddle, making the study of consciousness even worse for those who don’t like to stray far from the status quo. It seems many scientists simply want to run away from the whole unexplainable mess and find ways to avoid dealing with the evidence for psi and related phenomena.

			
			One exception to that is Dean Radin, perhaps the leading authority on the scientific study of psychic phenomena in relationship to consciousness. With a doctorate in educational psychology, he is Chief Scientist at the Institute of Noetic Sciences in Petaluma, California, and has held appointments at Princeton University. He also worked within a classified program now known as Star Gate, investigating psychic phenomena for the US government. He writes:

			
				The reality of psychic phenomena is now no longer based solely upon faith, or wishful thinking, or absorbing anecdotes. It is not even based upon the results of a few scientific experiments. Instead, we know that these phenomena exist because of new ways of evaluating massive amounts of scientific evidence collected over a century by scores of researchers.

			

			British psychologist David Fontana studied the evidence for psi for over thirty years. “Psychic abilities are a matter of fact, not of belief,” he writes. “What they are and they mean for our view of reality is another matter, but one cannot dismiss them as fiction and yet retain credibility as an unbiased observer.” The reader will encounter the reality of the most refined psychic functioning throughout this book, and by the end will have no questions as to its existence.

			—

			Proponents of survival, often called “survivalists,” believe that the hypothesis of personal survival provides the best explanation for the kind of evidence you will find in these pages. (And this book provides only a small portion of that evidence.) However, Michael Sudduth, an Oxford-educated professor of philosophy and religion at San Francisco State University and prolific writer in the area of postmortem survival, points out that survivalists are confused, or even disingenuous, in their deployment of the survival hypothesis. Their version of this hypothesis carries certain “auxiliary assumptions” along with it that they take for granted without acknowledging them to be the unprovable and untestable premises that they are. In other words, certain beliefs about what survival would look like, which cannot be proven, are built into what survivalists call their “hypothesis.” They assume that at least some discarnate persons (those who have died and passed into the afterlife) have memories and personal identifying characteristics; these discarnates have the intention of communicating with the living; they have the psychic powers necessary to communicate with the living; and they have knowledge of what is happening in our world, allowing them to find someone through whom they can communicate.

			
			Without these suppositions being part of the survival equation, it would be impossible for us to know what counts as evidence either for or against the hypothesis. Yet how do we know if these suppositions are true? They are assumed to be so in order to allow the survival hypothesis to fit the data. These characteristics of the afterlife realm and of the survived consciousness must be assumed to be true in order for the survival hypothesis to have explanatory power.

			This may seem abstract, but it represents an ideological problem that we can’t ignore. We are assuming that the nature of consciousness “on the other side of death” would have characteristics and motivations similar to ours when alive. “We do not know how the experience of death might alter consciousness or the mental states or causal powers of immaterial persons,” Sudduth states. Think of it this way: We know the quantum world—the infinitesimal components of matter imbued with life—is governed by different principles and realities from the ones we know in our everyday lives. How different and unimaginable to us might be a world where consciousness exists post-death?

			Fortunately, Sudduth offers what he calls a “strengthened” or “robust” survival hypothesis: one in which we can attach the assumptions previously listed, as long as we are aware that we’re doing so, so that we have something to work with. This is the one examined in these pages. If we accept those assumptions about the nature of this existence, which survivalists believe to be true but can’t prove, then indeed the evidence is compelling. And you will see why they believe in these characteristics of existence in the afterlife when you discover the case studies and personal accounts presented here. Numerous theorists have made the argument that survival after death is the most logical explanation for the data; scholarly volumes and research studies have been published making this point.

			
			So this brings us to the obvious question: Is there another way of interpreting the extensive evidence, other than survival, that makes sense and could explain it? (I recognize that the reader has not yet perused the evidence, but these concepts are the background needed to make a proper assessment.)

			There is one competing hypothesis that has generated much discussion and consternation within the research community. It claims that the evidence can be explained as psychic functioning solely among the living rather than through communication with the deceased. This would mean that mediums who receive verifiable communications, which they interpret as coming from discarnates, for example, are actually using their highly developed telepathy to read the minds of those connected to the deceased person, where the information can also be found. The human sources can be physically far away; that has no bearing on telepathy. Or, gifted people able to locate a hidden will unknown to anyone living could be using their own clairvoyance rather than relying on the now disembodied author of that will to convey its hiding place. People with highly developed psi abilities might unconsciously misinterpret this information as coming from a disembodied consciousness external to themselves. But in reality, the hypothesis proposes, all the information is acquired through their own telepathy and clairvoyance solely from earthly sources, no matter how refined the ability is.

			This counter explanation is known as the “living-agent psi (LAP) hypothesis” as opposed to the survival hypothesis, which proposes that the source for the information is a discarnate. Sometimes the more extreme examples of human psychic ability have been called “super-psi” since they go way beyond what can be demonstrated in the laboratory, but LAP includes the full range. In other words, it’s only the source of that psi that is up for debate, not the psi itself.

			
			The validity of the living-agent psi hypothesis has been argued and dissected in detail by philosopher Stephen Braude, professor emeritus of the University of Maryland, in his brilliant and sophisticated work Immortal Remains: The Evidence for Life After Death (2003). This meticulous treatment has served as an indispensable reference for my research because of its rigor. Along with Michael Sudduth, Braude is among the toughest and most fastidious of any contemporary critical analyst of this evidence.

			However, like the survival hypothesis, the LAP hypothesis depends on its own auxiliary assumptions, or built-in theoretical beliefs, to sustain itself. The central assumption is that human psychic abilities can be virtually unlimited in reach and scope, based on evidence of extraordinary psychic functioning. “No scientific theory renders any form of psi improbable,” Braude states. With this assumption, virtually anything that could be interpreted as evidence for survival can also be theoretically interpreted as a product of unlimited human psi. Some analysts can’t accept that human beings are capable of producing the psi required in the most extreme cases we have on record, which you will soon encounter, so they postulate that these manifestations must come from somewhere other than the human mind. But, there is a catch here. Is it logical to argue that these extreme psychic abilities are more acceptable when attributed to a deceased person than to a living one? Braude also makes the point that we have no clear scale or standard for what counts as super or extraordinary. Maybe the amount of psi required by LAP is not so extreme—it’s just better than what we tend to see in the lab.

			Regardless of the source of psi, the displays of psychic functioning that you will shortly encounter are truly magnificent. I introduce the “LAP vs. survival” debate to set a framework so we can examine it periodically throughout the book.

			Braude’s primary objective in writing Immortal Remains was to determine whether a survivalist interpretation of the evidence is reasonable, while also looking at the role living-agent psi might play. “Overall, I’d say that the evidence most strongly supports the view that some aspects of our personality and personal consciousness, some significant chunk of our distinctive psychology, can survive the death of our bodies, at least for a time,” he states. Sudduth concludes that how much of the phenomena either hypothesis can explain depends on what auxiliaries you enlist and what sort of explanatory criteria you use. On this theoretical level, the conclusion is a matter of personal opinion. “Braude and I are critiquing arguments for survival, not the hypothesis of survival itself,” he told me.

			
			Another expert commentator who will be given a voice in this book is British psychologist David Fontana, mentioned earlier, who is the author of the classic tome Is There an Afterlife? (2005). Fontana died in 2010. He wrote more than two dozen books on psychology translated into twenty-six languages, and was also a psychical researcher for many decades, serving as president of the well-known Society for Psychical Research in London. Fontana is a survivalist, and a knowledgeable one, with whom Braude does not always agree. Fontana recognized that some of the evidence for survival could also be explained as living-agent psi, “but to argue that such abilities explain all or even most of it stretches the hypothesis way beyond the breaking point,” he wrote.

			One final note: In the cases presented here, we can rule out the obvious—what Braude calls “The Usual Suspects”—such as fraud, errors in observation, misreporting, or any kind of dishonesty or deception. These are always the first considerations, and if they were in question, the cases would not appear in this book. Braude’s “Unusual Suspects,” defined as “abnormal or rare processes” such as dissociative pathologies, unprecedented forms of savantism, or latent creative abilities, are harder to rule out in some cases, but these are more obscure angles that are unlikely to explain the phenomena included here.

			The reader must understand that for each case or witness report I present, there are many others. I chose to offer fewer cases in more detail rather than a survey of many cases with a superficial treatment of each. Although I have tried to select those cases that are most evidential, the reader will find much more to ponder in the literature. The endnotes will help open the door to further reading and video watching.

			
			So, let the journey begin. Going forward, we must remember the famous words of William James: “If you wish to upset the law that all crows are black, you mustn’t seek to show that no crows are black; it is enough if you prove one single crow to be white.” Maybe you will find your white crow in the following pages, upsetting the law that death is final. In any case, I hope you enjoy the ride.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

			Is There “Life” Before Birth?

			
				After your death, you will be what you were before your birth.

				—ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			“Airplane Crash on Fire!”

			
			
				Over many decades, investigators have documented cases of children, often as young as two, reporting memories they say are from a previous life. In some cases, the children provide enough specific details—such as names, locations, and mode of death from this previous life—to “solve” the case. This means that records and family members from that claimed previous life are located, and the facts provided by the child are shown to be accurate to the life of one specific person. Nightmares about the previous death, behaviors and knowledge related to a previous career, longing for past family members, and phobias related to the past life are often part of the child’s world along with the memories. Most published cases have occurred in Asian countries, but recently some have been well documented in the United States.

				Needless to say, these confusing events can be very troubling for the parents of such a child, especially when the culture and religion of the family do not support a belief in rebirth. For these families, such as the ones you are about to meet, the undeniable accuracy of their child’s memories has to take precedence over any resistance they might feel. Such cases provide strong evidence for the possibility that we can be born again, and thus survive death.

				Bruce and Andrea Leininger—two attractive, well-educated, middle-class American parents from Lafayette, Louisiana—had no idea what awaited them in the year 2000, when their young son James began to talk. Andrea, once an accomplished ballerina with the San Francisco Ballet and American Ballet Theatre, now teaches ballet with a local dance company. Bruce is the director of human resources for the Lafayette Parish School System. After many conversations with me, he provided original excerpts for this chapter describing his emotional and spiritual transformation throughout the ordeal.

			

			—

			When James Leininger was not quite two years old, his father, Bruce, took him to the Cavanaugh Flight Museum while they were visiting family in Dallas. For some reason, when they were outside on the tarmac, James shrieked with delight when he saw the F-104 Thunderchief parked there. Once inside, the well-adjusted and happy toddler stood still by the World War II planes, fixated as if drawn by a magnet. Nothing separated him from the parked fighter planes except a single rope barrier, and he kept trying to get closer. Whenever his dad took his hand and tried to steer him to another exhibit, James resisted with desperate, piercing screams. Bruce was perplexed; it felt eerie to him. After three hours, he lured James away only by promising a trip to an airfield to watch actual flying planes take off.

			The following month, James’s mother, Andrea, was pushing him in a stroller when she passed a hobby shop with a bin of plastic toys outside. She picked up a plastic propeller-driven model of an airplane and handed it to James, pointing out to him that it even had a bomb attached on its underside. James studied it for a moment, looked up and informed her: “That’s not a bomb, Mommy, it’s a ‘dwop’ tank.”

			
			Andrea didn’t know what a drop tank was. Bruce later told her it was an extra gas tank carried by airplanes traveling long distances. Neither one could explain how James, who could barely talk, had ever heard of anything remotely like a drop tank.

			James was the Leiningers’ only child, and they adored him. At the time, Bruce had just begun working for Oil Fields Services Corporation of America and Andrea was a full-time mom. Bruce was raised a Methodist, going to church every Sunday throughout his childhood, and he found comfort and safety there. As he matured, he became part of the Evangelical Christian movement, and met with the Full Gospel Business Men’s Fellowship biweekly for Bible study and discussion. He considered himself to be “a developed Christian on a continuous path of spiritual growth.” But in a short time, Bruce felt all of that threatened by something that shook his faith and his very identity to its core.

			In May, a month after James turned two, Bruce took him back to the Dallas flight museum, where he photographed the boy ecstatically mesmerized by a World War II aircraft. Since the last visit, Bruce and Andrea had watched their son become fascinated with toy airplanes, playing with nothing else. His obsession was not just with any toy planes, but with World War II airplanes in particular; he had an uncanny familiarity with them, a consuming attachment to them, and even knowledge about them that seemed to come from nowhere.

			And then, the nightmares began. Actually, these were worse than your average nightmares. James was in terror, thrashing violently in a deep sleep while uncontrollable bloodcurdling screams issued from his crib. They plagued the family up to five times a week. The nightmares were so disturbing that Andrea took James to the pediatrician to find out if something was wrong with him. The doctor could offer nothing, and the repetitive dreams continued relentlessly, destroying the equanimity at home.

			Then, after a few months, a turning point came when one night words suddenly accompanied the raw screams. Andrea called for Bruce to come. As he describes it:

			
			
				I stood in my son’s doorway. James was lying on his back, kicking and clawing the covers in his crib, like he was trying to break his way out of a coffin. He flung his head back and forth and screamed over and over: “Airplane crash on fire! Little man can’t get out!”

				James had just turned two and was beginning to learn to talk in sentences, yet his words seemed so unchildlike in their desperation. “Airplane crash on fire! Little man can’t get out!” My concern was to protect him, but I felt frightened and paralyzed. What was happening to my son?

			

			The dreams and the same words repeated themselves over and over again, for months more. Then James started to say the same words when awake. Once, when in the car while Andrea was dropping off Bruce at the airport for a business trip, James turned to his parents as his dad got out of the car. “Daddy’s airplane crash! Big fire!” he told them. He crashed his toy planes with propellers headfirst into the coffee table so many times that the propellers broke off, damaging the table. And at night it seemed like he was reliving something all too real. It made absolutely no sense to his troubled parents.

			One evening before bed, Andrea was reading Dr. Seuss to James. In a very relaxed state, James spontaneously started talking about the dream, and reenacted the crash with his little body while fully awake. His mother, trembling, asked him who the “little man” was. James said, “Me.” Bruce came to the room, asked him again, “Who is the little man?” and he repeated, “Me.” Bruce describes the conversation:

			
			
				“Son, what happened to your plane?”

				James replied, “It crashed on fire.”

				“Why did your airplane crash?”

				“It got shot.”

				“Who shot your plane?”

				James cocked his head and looked at me like the answer was obvious. It seemed to strike him as so inane that he rolled his eyes.

				“The Japanese,” he said with disdain, like an impatient teenager.

				He was only just two. It felt as if the air had been sucked out of the room.

			

			On another occasion, James got even more specific. He told them the little man’s name was James. His parents assumed he was simply repeating his own name, as any two-year-old would, playing out some kind of scenario in his mind involving a pilot. But when they asked him more about the plane, James said that the “little man” flew a type of airplane called a Corsair. He also said that his plane took off from a boat. His dad asked him for the name of that boat, and he replied, “Natoma.” Bruce commented that the name sounded Japanese, but James assured his parents that it was American, once again with an annoyed look as if they were idiots. Bruce writes:

			
				I flinched, as if I’d been punched. He knew the plane. How could James know the name of a World War II fighter aircraft, much less with certainty that it was the aircraft in the dream? And how the hell did James know they were launched from aircraft carriers? Nothing that he had ever seen or read or heard could have influenced him to have this memory.

				I was convinced that I somehow had to trap James to find the cracks or flaws in his story. I wanted something hard, on paper, providing proof that this was some kind of fantasy. I dismissed the Japanese, the Corsair, and even the boat, as some sort of strange story in his head. But then I went onto the Internet. After reading several pages of hits on the word “Natoma,” I stared at a black-and-white picture of the Natoma Bay, a small United States aircraft carrier that fought in the Pacific in World War II. Andrea came in and I showed her as we stood there stiffly, frozen, as the hairs stood up on the back of our necks.

				In a funny way, this made me mad. He wasn’t even potty trained, and he was telling me something that shook my world. I was venturing into truly unknown territory. I began to panic, quietly. My wife and her family wondered about a possible “past life.” I told them, “Never, not in my house!” I needed to be right about this. My spiritual side was ruled by the Christian faith, which did not accept reincarnation, and that was the end of that story. And the world was a rational place controlled by the scientific method. There had to be a logical explanation!

			
Bruce printed out information on the Natoma Bay from a website, which remains in the case file with the date of 08/27/2000 on the page. This is important, because it provides a time-stamped record of when Bruce conducted the search, in response to James’s statement, making it clear that the statements were made before anything was known about the person James might have been describing from a “past life.” The Corsair was an American fighter aircraft that was used primarily by the marines, but also the US Navy, in World War II. It’s important to note that there was no Corsair at the flight museum that James visited, and he had not been exposed to anything to do with that aircraft.

			By this time, a number of family members had visited and witnessed the chilling spectacle of the nightmares. In October, when he was two and a half, James explained one evening that he could not remember the last name of the “little man” James from his nightmares. But he said that this James had a best friend. When asked for his name, James said, “Jack Larsen, and he was a pilot too.” The specificity of the name changed everything. And another important detail surfaced as well. James told his parents that his plane was shot in the engine, in front, where the propeller was. Strangely enough, all of his single engine toy airplanes had the propellers broken off their front ends from James’s continued reenactments of the crash.

			And finally, James provided another piece of the puzzle, out of the blue, on Thanksgiving weekend. He was waiting for cartoons to come on, and when he became impatient, his dad asked him to come sit on his lap. They started looking through the book The Battle for Iwo Jima, which Bruce had ordered as a Christmas present for his father, a former marine. (James’s grandfather lived fourteen hundred miles away in Pennsylvania and was only at the house once during these events.) When they turned to a page with a photo of Iwo Jima, James pointed to it and said, “Daddy, that’s when my plane was shot down and crashed.” He used the word “when” rather than “where” while pointing to a photo of Iwo Jima and an accompanying diagram, never mentioning the island by name.

			
			Each time a new clue was revealed, Bruce became more deeply unnerved. “The more I learned from James, the stronger my mission became to prove that the nightmares and everything else were simply the coincidental rants of a child,” he writes. “I was hardened into a committed skeptic. Now that I had the name Jack Larsen, I could find out about him and this would make my point, I reasoned. I had to represent the voice of reason within the family.”

			At this point, Bruce assumed that the person in the dream, who died in the crash, was Jack Larsen. When Bruce asked James for the name of the “little man” in his dream, he always said James, which was simply his own name. Since Bruce didn’t accept that James was dreaming about a past life, he concluded that therefore Jack Larsen was the important name, and that Larsen was likely the subject of the dream. (In retrospect this reasoning seems odd, but it made sense to Bruce at the time as he struggled to deny what was happening.) So, if Larsen was the person crashing in the dream, he was now dead. Bruce began to search for records. He found the American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC) website, which listed US soldiers who were either missing in action or buried abroad. On that list, there were 170 Larsons or Larsens killed in World War II, but only ten of them had a first name of Jack, James, or John.

			Bruce then spent many months diligently researching anything he could find to help explain what James was saying. He found that the USS Natoma Bay had been commissioned by the navy in October 1943, so the Jack (or John) Larson (or Larsen) crash would have to have been between then and the end of the war in August 1945. The Corsair did not enter naval carrier service until 1944. And he discovered that the Natoma Bay had been at Iwo Jima to support the invasion by US Marines there in March 1945.

			
			Sometime later, Bruce searched “World War II War Veteran Reunions” and dozens of websites popped up. One of them, Escort Carriers Sailors and Airmen Association, contained a reference to a Natoma Bay Association reunion. Over a period of weeks, Bruce attempted to call people listed there, saying he was researching a book about the Natoma Bay. He finally reached Leo Pyatt, who said he flew thirty-six combat missions off the aircraft carrier, in the VC-81 squadron, during the battle for Iwo Jima. Bruce printed out information during this search dated from the year 2000, which remains in the case file.

			Bruce asked Pyatt if he knew a Jack Larsen, and Pyatt didn’t even pause. He said yes, he knew a Jack Larsen who “flew off one day and we never saw him again.” He also told Bruce that he didn’t know of any Corsairs being flown off the Natoma Bay. Bruce was both relieved and disturbed:

			
				The fact that James got something wrong—the Corsairs—made me feel reassured in a strange sort of way. The Corsairs were crucial to my skepticism. James insisted that he flew a Corsair, but this wasn’t consistent with the facts. It was my one strong grip on reality. After all, it was only a dream.

				But Leo knew the name Jack Larsen. How could James have dreamed up the name of a real member of the squadron? It was a revelation that made me shiver and go quiet. This conversation with Leo lit a fire in me that consumed my soul. I was scared, bewildered and angry. But for sure one thing rose up in me. I would not stop searching until I found the answers.

			

			Acting on the advice of counselor Carol Bowman, who had researched and written about such cases, Andrea started to explain to James that his nightmare memories happened to him in the past, but that now he was here and he was safe. Gradually the frequency of the nightmares decreased to once about every other week. Andrea’s elaborate bedtime rituals, taking the scary out of his head and “putting the good dreams in,” might have helped. But James’s obsession with many varieties of World War II airplanes continued—he turned his Halloween pumpkin into an F-16 Thunderbird.

			
			And in the spring of 2001, James began to furiously draw pictures of his memories, scores of them. They showed battle scenes usually including the violent descent of a plane in flames with bombs dropping around it. Barely able to write, he managed to sign them “James 3,” which his parents assumed was because he’d turned three in April of that year. But when they asked him why, he replied, “Because I’m the third James.” And he continued doing hundreds of drawings and signing many of them “James 3.”

			University of Virginia child psychiatrist Jim Tucker, an expert in such cases (who has contributed a future chapter), was not a stranger to this sort of behavior. “This kind of compulsive repetition is a phenomenon often seen in children who have survived or witnessed a major trauma; post-traumatic play, it’s called,” he states. “Since the drawing occurred along with repeated nightmares about the same kind of scene, they suggest a child trying to work through a traumatic event.” In addition, Tucker, who met with the Leiningers when James was twelve and interviewed Bruce and Andrea extensively, reports that James had created a play cockpit in a closet, sitting in an old car seat. He would play pilot and then fall out the door as if parachuting down after being hit. Since his dream and his drawings depicted a man trapped in the plane and not able to push his way out to escape the fire, it seems likely that James’s reenactments with this positive outcome could have represented an attempt to resolve the previous trauma—to act out his escape from the burning plane by evacuating it.

			As far as we know, nothing had happened to James in his short life to explain the potential trauma that dominated his mind and emotions both day and night. One can only imagine how disturbing this was for his family. Fortunately, time would pass and things would be smooth for a while, with James playing, conversing, and growing up like any other ordinary child. Yet Bruce and Andrea never knew what else might surface, or for how long this would go on.

			Through Carol Bowman, the Leiningers were invited to appear on a pilot for a new television show called Strange Mysteries produced by ABC. Although hesitant at first, they thought the resources brought to bear by the production company might help provide more answers. They agreed to it, but would not use any last names or state where they lived. During the preparations for the show, host Shari Belafonte searched for a navy pilot named Jack Larsen who had died in World War II, and this is documented in her correspondence with Bruce.

			
			The show was filmed in the summer of 2002, when James was four. As often happens when pilot episodes are made for potential shows, it never aired, but now important footage exists that provides a record of statements made by James before the case was resolved. This provides confirmation that nothing was added to the story later, after the fact; James’s statements were on the record before it was known if they made any sense or if answers to them would ever be found.

			When the ABC producer for the segment, Shalini Sharma, met James, he unexpectedly told her more about the Corsair while showing her a picture of the plane in a book. “They used to get flat tires all the time. And they always wanted to turn left when they took off,” he said. When she looked up Corsairs later, she discovered this was true. These were not the only details James provided about various airplanes when he was three and four; there were many such statements.

			In September 2002, Bruce finally took the step of attending a Natoma Bay reunion in San Diego, California, expecting to find some answers there. If they supported James’s statements, then he would be forced to confront this head-on and would no longer be able to live in denial. It was like jumping off the cliff and testing his faith even further. What happened there marked the point of no return.

			When he arrived at the reunion, Bruce asked the Natoma historian John DeWitt about a Natoma Bay pilot named Jack Larsen. DeWitt pulled out the current association roster, and there was his name. Incredible! He was alive! Bruce had spent two years searching for a dead Jack Larsen who did not exist, and now here he was suddenly, fully alive and living in Arkansas.

			Bruce also obtained a list of all twenty-one casualties from the Natoma Bay, twenty of them from three squadrons and one from the ship’s company. At that moment, he saw something powerful that would permanently change his life. On the list was the name “James M. Huston Jr.” Huston was killed on March 3, 1945, during the Battle of Iwo Jima, while attacking the island of Chichi-Jima about a hundred and fifty miles from Iwo Jima. In fact, although the details of the deaths were not provided, James Huston had been the only airman killed during the Battle of Iwo Jima, the location that his son James had pointed to in the book. Bruce says his mind froze and at first he couldn’t grasp the meaning of it.

			
			He called Andrea. She almost screamed on the other end of the phone. “Junior” meant that the downed airman was the second James Huston. This explained why their James called himself James 3—if he was James Huston reborn, he would be the third James. This was intensely difficult for Bruce to accept. He says it felt like “spiritual warfare”—“I felt I was getting closer and closer to something dangerous,” he says. “It was like putting my hand in a fire, but I had no choice but to continue on.”

			But he still had a way out. The veterans told him that no Corsairs had ever flown off the Natoma Bay. James Huston had been flying an FM-2 Wildcat when he was killed. Happily, Bruce fixated on this—no Corsair! And no one saw the plane go down, so there was no way of knowing why he crashed, or how. Bruce pored over records and documents and brought many more home, but still these remaining questions lingered on.

			A few weeks later, he visited Jack Larsen and his wife, Dorothy, at their home in Springdale, Arkansas. Jack pulled out his flight logbook and showed Bruce that he had been on a mission to strike Chichi-Jima on March 3, 1945. It was only when he returned that he learned James Huston was missing. No one saw him go down because he was at the tail end of the fighter formation. It was a terrifying battle for these young men, flying solo in small, vulnerable planes roaring through dense antiaircraft fire and thick clouds of black smoke. “Some men screamed all the way through the attack; some lost bladder control; some squeezed the joystick so hard that they almost broke it off in their hand. And some died,” Jack told him.

			
			The next morning Bruce told the Larsens over breakfast that his four-year-old son somehow had knowledge about aircraft from that time period. “He can even distinguish between a Corsair and an Avenger, and he can identify the Japanese Betty and the Zero,” Bruce told them. Jack went out to his garage, and came back with an old canvas bag that he said was for James. Inside was the flight helmet, goggles, and oxygen mask he wore on that very day, when he flew just ahead of James Huston at the moment he was killed.

			Bruce took the helmet and its gear home and gave them to James. Even though they did not belong to James Huston, they were likely identical to what Huston wore. James now had something powerful to connect him to his memories. According to Bruce:

			
				He went through a kind of grim ceremony when he first got into the helmet. He put it on firmly, professionally, slapping on the air bubbles, shaping the fit, as if he were setting out to work. James wore it when he went into his closet cockpit which he had constructed. He wore it while flying his flight simulator and while watching tapes of the Blue Angels. He and that helmet were inseparable.

			

			And there was something else linking James to his memories, which Bruce and Andrea only understood on their next Christmas a few months later. When James was three, he had been given two G.I. Joe dolls, which he named “Billy” and “Leon.” He was very attached to them, playing endless combat games with them and sleeping with them every night. Billy had brown hair and Leon was blond. That Christmas, when he was four, he received a third G.I. Joe, this time with red hair, and named him “Walter.”

			His parents were puzzled by the names, since their family did not know any Walters or Leons. After Walter joined the others that Christmas, Bruce asked James why he named them Billy, Leon, and Walter. James looked up from his play and answered matter-of-factly, “Because that’s who met me when I got to heaven,” and continued on with his activity.

			
			Bruce went into his office and found his list of the names of the men killed who served on the Natoma Bay. On the list with James Huston were Billie Peeler, Leon Conner, and Walter Devlin, and they were all in Huston’s VC-81 squadron. Checking further, he saw that they were all killed in late 1944, so they were already dead when James Huston also became a casualty. They would have gone to “heaven” first.

			The Leiningers contacted the families of those three men and found out that the hair colors of all three men matched those of the G.I. Joe dolls that had their names. How could it be possible that James would name his dolls the same first names as those dead pilots, all of whom had died before James Huston? As a four-year-old, he had not read the list of the twenty-one casualties and had no way of knowing their names, let alone their hair color.

			Bruce continued to learn more. Historian John DeWitt sent him the official war diary of VC-81, James Huston’s squadron. On March 3, 1945, it described three attacks at nearby Chichi-Jima, saying that on the first one, “James M. Huston Jr. was apparently hit by antiaircraft fire. The plane went into a 45-degree dive and crashed into the water just inside the harbor. It exploded on impact and there was no survivor or wreckage afloat.” It then went on to praise the fallen airman who was “quiet and unassuming, always alert.”

			Still, there was no eyewitness to the crash. And the discrepancy about the Corsair remained. Bruce became as obsessed about finding answers to these lingering ambiguities as his son was with his drawings. As an example, he spent three weeks at the library copying nine rolls of microfilm of Natoma Bay records—five thousand pages—sent to him by DeWitt. “I was crazy to get answers—and the answers made me crazy—because they only verified what he was saying,” Bruce told me. “In every instance, when I found facts, which were scores upon scores of things, they never wavered from what he said or did.”

			Through census records for Pennsylvania, Bruce learned that James Huston Jr. had two sisters, Ruth and Anne. (This corresponded to what James had told them.) Huston’s parents died in the mid-1970s, and Ruth had also died, but Anne Huston Barron, eighty-four at the time, lived in Los Gatos, California. Andrea called her initially, followed by Bruce, who told her he was writing a book; she was very sweet, the concerned father said, and promised to send a package of photos. They arrived on February 24, 2003. First was a photo of the whole squadron with a plane behind it. The next one showed James Huston standing alone in front of an airplane. It showed everything: the fuselage, the gull wings, the high cockpit. And Bruce recognized the plane immediately: it was a Corsair.

			
			Huston’s military service records showed that before joining his squadron aboard the Natoma Bay, he had been part of an elite squadron of pilots assigned to learn how to fly the Corsair, the navy’s premier fighter at the time. Once he completed his service with that squadron, Huston joined the VC-81 squadron on the Natoma Bay about four months before he was killed. He was not flying a Corsair when he was shot down, but the veterans told Bruce that the Corsair was a very special plane and a privilege to fly, and therefore flying it was a memorable experience, unlike the FM-2 Wildcat, which was nothing special by comparison.

			The only remaining hole in the case now was the absence of an eyewitness, to verify whether the plane was hit on the engine on the front and then caught fire, like James had said. Finally, Bruce found a diagram in an official Aircraft Action Report of the squadron showing the spot where Huston’s plane crashed, and learned more details about the crash. Most important, he discovered that the Avenger torpedo bombers that also took part in the attack were from a different squadron, VC-83, which took off from the USS Sargent Bay—not the Natoma Bay. This meant the eyewitness could have been from that squadron!

			Just after James turned five, a veteran from the Sargent Bay squadron, Jack Durham, called Bruce in response to a post he had made on a website months earlier. Durham had been part of the attack on Chichi-Jima. He said he had seen Huston’s plane when it went down, and then minutes later he was also hit. He had written up the event in his own informal memoir, and he also had the logbook record showing that this was his mission on March 3, 1945. “One of the fighters from our escort squadron was close to us and took a direct hit on the nose,” he had recorded in the diary. “All I could see were pieces falling into the bay.” The important revelation here was the phrase “on the nose.”

			
			Other witnesses eventually surfaced. One of them, John Richardson from Texas, described the black smoke that surrounded his plane while it was smothered in flak. He noticed a plane off to his left wing. The pilot in that plane was firing his machine guns, and then turned and looked at Richardson from only about thirty yards away. “I caught his eyes and we connected with each other. No sooner had we connected than his plane was hit in the engine by what seemed to be a fairly large shell. There was an instantaneous flash of flames that engulfed the plane.” It disappeared below him. Richardson recognized Huston from the photographs Bruce brought. “I have lived with that pilot’s face as his eyes fixated on me every day since it happened,” he told Bruce, his voice trembling. “I never knew who he was. I was the last person he saw before he was killed.”

			Another witness later told Bruce that the shell took the propeller off Huston’s plane, and another confirmed once again that the plane was hit in the engine and caught on fire immediately. This was exactly what James had remembered.

			Bruce finally surrendered. He took the risk of telling the veterans about James and his memories, his knowledge of World War II airplanes, and his dreams of the plane on fire. He dropped the charade of researching a book—although by this time he had become an expert on each of the twenty-one casualties from the Natoma Bay. The veterans were receptive, and many shared their own “paranormal” stories involving premonitions and after-death communications. Suddenly Bruce didn’t quite understand why he had fought against this for so long. “James’s experience was not actually contrary to my belief. God gives us spirit. It lives forever. James Huston’s spirit had come back to us. Why? I’ll never know. There are things that are unexplainable and unknowable.”

			
			By this time James’s nightmares had stopped. In April 2004, the week James turned six, the ABC show Primetime covered the case, in a segment taped the prior October. And the following September, Bruce took James and Andrea to the Natoma Bay reunion. James, with his innocent maturity, was a captivating presence there, enjoying himself immensely. According to his parents, he recognized the voice of one of the veterans the first time he saw him, providing the man’s full name. James also met Jack Larsen, and listened closely to war stories as he shared meals with the men, even though, he told his mother, it made him sad because they were so old. But he dazzled them with his knowledge of the Natoma Bay, provided spontaneously during a tour of the nearby museum.

			And, Anne Barron, James Huston’s sister, also came to the reunion. James was shy when he first met her—she had been only twenty-four when her brother James died—and now she was a very elderly lady. Anne felt he was studying her, trying to figure this out, and eventually they bonded, but quietly. Her age was clearly perplexing to the young James. “James called her ‘Annie’ and approached her with a tender familiarity,” Bruce told me. “Anne said only her brother had ever called her ‘Annie.’ ”

			Before he met her, five-year-old James had told eighty-six-year-old Annie (as Huston always called her) on the telephone many details of their childhood, including family secrets, that he couldn’t possibly have known. Anne sent James mementos from her brother’s childhood, such as a painting their mother, an accomplished artist, had made of him. “Where’s the one of you?” James asked when he received it. According to Anne, no one else but she knew that their mother had painted one of her as well. She was stunned by this. It was in her attic and she sent that to James also. “The child was so convincing, coming up with all these things that there’s no way in the world he could know, unless there is a spiritual thing,” she said in the 2004 Primetime show.

			As time passed, James was more at peace and he seemed like any other kid. “But there was still something lingering within him,” Bruce says.

			
			In 2006, when he was eight, James and his family were invited by a Japanese production company to go to Chichi-Jima, where Huston’s plane was shot down. The producers wanted to tell the story in a one-hour special for Fuji Television, and they offered to host a ceremonial healing event on the water, in the exact spot of the crash. The Leiningers visited the island after a twenty-six-hour boat ride taking them 650 miles across the Pacific from Tokyo. As they had seen in the VC-81 action report diagram and in many photos, Welcome Rock greeted them at the edge of the harbor, like a gigantic marker noting the spot where James Huston Jr. died in his burning plane.

			They walked the hills of Chichi-Jima surrounding Futami-ko, the harbor’s name, which were dotted with rusted cannons covering every angle of attack. On a cliff, James recognized the view. “This is where the planes
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