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  WAILING AND GNASHING OF TEETH


  “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old he will not depart from it.”


  Proverbs 22:6


  Margaret Steensma’s front yard was immaculately groomed and neat. Shrubs were squarely trimmed, brilliant red and yellow roses flourished, and tall day lilies gleamed a virginal white. The mailbox out front was a miniature red barn with a golden rooster on top, head tipped back as if to crow. Hummingbirds hovered at the feeder that hung at the edge of the small covered porch. The rest of the yards on Train Street were untended and overgrown or dead and empty, the houses dark and run down. But Margaret’s Steensma’s cream-colored house with yellow trim looked like a cottage in a fairy tale.


  As Lauren Sutherland walked up the front steps, Margaret pushed open the squeaky screen door and stepped out onto the porch with a big smile.


  “You must be Lauren,” she said in a high, chirpy voice. She was a small woman, slightly hunched, with full, curly, silver hair fresh from the beauty parlor and a pair of tortoise-shell glasses perched on her little nose. She wore a bright yellow and green dress and looked ready for church, although it was Tuesday. Lauren suspected that her bright smile had never changed over the decades. She would have looked no different had Norman Rockwell painted her.


  “Hello, Mrs. Steensma,” Lauren said.


  “Oh, please, honey, call me Madge. That’s what people have been calling me since I was a girl. And that’s a long, long time, believe me. Come inside and get out of this heat. I made ice tea and cookies.”


  Inside, the house smelled of freshly baked cookies and potpourri. The living room was as neat and orderly as the front yard. Over the fireplace hung a painting of a rugged looking Jesus Christ holding a lamb in his arms and stroking it with a nail-scarred hand. There were family photographs everywhere—pictures of Madge and her late husband Wyatt and the subject of Lauren’s visit, their only child, Leroy Arthur Steensma.


  Lauren had sat alone in her apartment rehearsing the way she would begin her interview with Mrs. Steensma. Knowing it would be a tough subject for the old woman to discuss, she wanted to get the ball rolling in a way that would put her at ease. Madge knew what the focus of the interview would be, but still, Lauren did not want to make it any more difficult than it was already. The poor woman was all alone at 82. It was bad enough that her son had killed her husband, but he had also killed 14 other people, a few of them children. Years had passed, of course, and maybe time really did heal all wounds…but how did someone get over that?


  “Come into the kitchen,” Madge said. “It’s sunnier in there and I’ve set out our family albums for you to look through.”


  It was indeed bright and sunny in the kitchen. A table in the corner stood between two large windows with yellow curtains. A pitcher of iced tea, a plate of cookies, two glasses and some napkins awaited them. One of the three chairs at the table held a stack of photo albums.


  “Please take a seat and have some tea,” Madge said, going to the table ahead of her. She poured tea into the glasses, then seated herself. Her smile never faltered and she seemed so eager to please that Lauren couldn’t help smiling herself. “You’re much younger than I expected,” Madge said as Lauren sat down. “Do you mind if I ask how old you are?”


  “I just turned 25.” She slipped the strap of her bag off her shoulder and put it on the floor beside the chair.


  “Oh, my. And you’re already writing for a national magazine. Your parents must be terribly proud.”


  They talked for a little while about Lauren’s work, her family and childhood. When Lauren mentioned how beautiful Madge’s yard was, the old woman explained that her nephew’s son, who had a green thumb, came over once a week and tended it. Finally, after about fifteen minutes of small talk, Madge said, “I suppose you’re anxious to get to your questions.”


  “I don’t want to rush you, Madge,” Lauren said, taking the small digital recorder from her purse and putting it on the table. She took her folder of notes from the bag as well and opened it before her. “We’ll do this at your pace. I want to make sure you’re comfortable.”


  “Oh, you don’t have to worry about me, dear. At my age, nothing much bothers me anymore. And if something does, I’ll tell you. Politely, of course. I may be old, but I still have manners.” She winked.


  For weeks, Lauren had been carefully researching the case of Leroy Arthur Steensma. She had read every newspaper and magazine story, every police and coroner’s report, everything she could find. She had read sensational true crime books that detailed his killings in ways that were almost loving. She had watched half a dozen documentaries and a made-for-TV movie about the case, and even a straight-to-video horror film loosely based on Steensma’s killings. Nowhere in any of that material was there an interview with Steensma’s mother. It seemed a natural to Lauren and she could not understand why no one had done it. According to her reading on the subject, experts agreed that serial killers were formed very early in life, during childhood. Why wouldn’t anyone talk to Steensma’s mother to see what he had been like as a boy and find out what events or environmental conditions might have contributed to the monster he became later? Lauren had pitched the idea to her editor and he had given her the green light.


  She did not expect any revelations. Madge was not likely to have an objective view of her son’s childhood. What parent would? Or could? But Lauren thought there might be some clues as to why Leroy had grown into such a vicious serial killer who had done such awful things to his victims, even if she had to read between the lines to see them.


  “You want to talk about my son,” Madge said. “I’m ready to do that.”


  Lauren turned on the recorder. “What was he like as a boy, Madge?”


  “Oh, he was such an angel when he was small,” she said, taking the top photo album off the stack and putting it on the table. She opened it and looked for a particular page. “I know that’s hard to believe now, but when you see him—here he is. Look at him. Such a beautiful little child.” She turned the album around so Lauren could see it and pointed at a photo. “There he is with his pet pigeon. It was so funny—that pigeon loved him. Whenever Leroy was in the back yard, the pigeon would come see him and land on his head. Doesn’t he look sweet here?”


  In the photo, a toddler with shiny blond hair stood in the sun with a gray-and-white pigeon perched on his left arm. The child’s arms were spread and his round face was contorted in a look of abject terror. His eyes were sad below eyebrows that knotted in the center and slanted downward on the outsides.


  “The following year, that pigeon just stopped showing up,” Madge said. “We thought a hawk might have gotten him because we found some feathers in the back yard one day that looked like they might have been his. There were a lot of hawks around in those days. Not so much anymore.”


  Madge took a sip of tea, then turned the page in the photo album and pointed to another picture. “There he is at the Christmas parade in…oh, I’m not sure what year that was. He must have been about six or seven years old.”


  Once again, Leroy looked both frightened and sad as he stood beside a little man dressed as an elf. Christmas lights glowed in the background. Leroy looked fleshier than in the previous photograph. His tense eyebrows again slanted downward at the outer ends. The flesh around Leroy’s left eye was a little puffy and slightly discolored.


  “Did he hurt himself?” Lauren asked.


  Madge frowned as she turned the album around then squinted at the picture. “Oh, yes, I guess he has a little bruise.” She smiled as she pushed the album back over to Lauren. “Poor Leroy was a terribly clumsy boy. Always falling off of things, tripping over his own feet. I never let him carry around anything breakable because it was a sure bet he’d drop it. He just wasn’t very coordinated. He wasn’t at all athletic and avoided participating in sports whenever possible. He was even that way as an adult, poor fellow.”


  Madge turned the page again.


  “This is Leroy in a school play. I think he was in the fifth grade at the time. The play was a re-enactment of the bible story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. I don’t remember who Leroy played, but he’s giving a little monologue here.”


  Leroy stood center stage in costume, facing the audience. He had put on more weight—his cheeks were rounder, his belly more prominent—but still somehow looked small on that stage. He stood with his mouth open, right arm outstretched to emphasize a point he was making. Even at the distance from which the photograph had been taken, Lauren could see that same sadness and fear in his face.


  “I still have that costume,” she said. “I’ve kept everything over the years. Everything. I guess that makes me a pack rat. But I’m a sentimental pack rat.” Madge pointed to a picture on the opposite page and said, “Here we are on a camping trip. Wyatt loved to go camping. Leroy wasn’t as fond of it as his father, but he tried to go along with it. The woods scared him.”


  In the photo, Madge and Wyatt stood together in front of a green tent, and in front of them stood Leroy. Madge’s blonde hair reached her shoulders, her face free of wrinkles, eyes bright. Lauren had been right about her smile—it had not changed over the decades. Beside her, Wyatt stood unsmiling, his face stern, dark brown hair short and parted on the side, eyes narrowed slightly, chin jutting to one side. Standing before them, Leroy wore that sad expression, eyebrows slanting downward on the outer ends, lips pressed tightly together, shoulders slumped as if in resignation. In his slightly too-wide eyes, there was some fear. His blond hair was combed exactly like his father’s. He looked worried and afraid and had grown quite chubby.


  “Leroy and his father didn’t get along?” Lauren asked.


  “Well…” Her smile faded for the first time and she squinted behind her glasses as if gazing back in time. “At the time, it seemed normal to me. You know, a boy pushing against the dominance of his father. We’re all rebellious at heart, being born into sin as we are. We resist authority. That’s been our problem since the Garden of Eden. Leroy was…” She took a long moment to find the right word. “…resistant. Yes, that’s the right word. He was resistant to his father. But I didn’t see anything unusual in it. He was such a happy boy, I thought that was just a normal…boy thing.”


  Leroy certainly did not look happy in any of the photographs Lauren had seen so far, but photographs could be deceptive in that way. The camera captured a split-second expression that might have passed over one’s face in the blink of an eye; it did not necessarily represent the emotional state of the photograph’s subject. But so far, Leroy had the same expression in every picture.


  “How did your husband feel about it?” Lauren said.


  “Wyatt was often frustrated. He worked very hard. He was at the paper mill for many years until he hurt his back and had to have surgery. Then he had to go on disability. While he was working, when he came home from a long day at work, he didn’t need more frustration from Leroy. Then, after the surgery, he was home all the time. That alone frustrated him even more and made him more impatient with Leroy. I tried to intervene and take care of Leroy myself so Wyatt wouldn’t have to deal with him. He just…” A look of sadness passed over her face. “Wyatt just seemed so…disappointed in him. We named him after our fathers—Leroy was Wyatt’s father’s name and Arthur was my father’s name. Wyatt’s dad was such a big bear of a man, so…masculine. He was physically active his whole life, a carpenter, he could build or fix anything. I think Wyatt was hoping that Leroy would be more like his own father. But…he wasn’t. Leroy was very quiet and bookish. He kept to himself. Too much, I think. He seemed happiest when left alone with a book or watching TV. I wish we’d never gotten a TV. I think it had far too much influence on Leroy and I think it was the source of all our problems.”


  “He liked to watch TV?”


  “Oh, yes. Much too much. He liked cartoons and anything with puppets, and that wasn’t so bad. But he also liked horror movies and science fiction shows. I knew nothing good could come of that, and so did Wyatt. We prohibited it at first.” She frowned slightly. “But it seemed to make him so happy. Finally, we gave in. We let him watch the shows he wanted to watch, but we always pointed out the dangers in that kind of entertainment. We never failed to remind him that it was not what Christ wanted us to dwell on. I would often ask him, ‘Would you be watching that if Jesus were standing here in this room?’”


  “What did he say?”


  She shrugged. “He just ignored me.”


  “Did Leroy do well in school?”


  Madge nodded. “His grades were very good. We sent him to a Christian school, of course. The new one that started just two years before Leroy was old enough to go to school. We wanted him to be around other Christians and to get a Christian education. We were afraid public school would only confuse him. You know, the drugs, the sex, the secular teachings.”


  Lauren consulted her notes. “That would be…Lawncrest Christian Academy?”


  “Yes.”


  Frowning down at the pages before her, Lauren said, “There was a scandal at that school, wasn’t there? It was years ago, but apparently a teacher had been molesting students.”


  Madge bowed her head a moment, cleared her throat and sighed. “Yes. All of that came to a head when Leroy was in, um…let’s see, I think he was in the third grade. It was…very sad. It’s always been such a good school, but that hurt its reputation.”


  “Was Leroy affected by that in any way?”


  “He certainly didn’t seem to be. They kept it as quiet as possible. We all figured the less the students knew about it, the better. But the local press got hold of the story, and then there was a brief period when it was reported nationally. Fortunately, it all blew over very quickly. Uh, you asked if Leroy did well in school. Leroy’s grades were always excellent, but he had trouble making friends. He was so terribly shy. I think that was the problem. I tried to encourage him to break out of his shell, but…” She frowned and gazed at the plate of cookies for a while.


  “What’s wrong?” Lauren said.


  “Well, I wish Wyatt had been more supportive. He was often quite…critical of Leroy. I think that hurt the boy. But…oh, I shouldn’t say anything.” She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head abruptly. “It’s wrong of me to speak negatively of Wyatt.”


  “I don’t want you to discuss anything that makes you uncomfortable, but at the same time, Madge, I want you to speak your mind.”


  Madge sighed. “Wyatt was a bit hard on Leroy at times, that’s all. His method of discipline could be a bit…harsh.” She winced, as if simply saying the words caused her pain. “There were so many times I wanted to say something, but it just wasn’t my place. The bible is very clear on the family order. In the book of Titus, women are told ‘to be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their husbands’—and it would have been wrong of me to step in.”


  “Was Wyatt…physical with Leroy?”


  “At times, yes. Leroy would push him. Intentionally, I think. Sometimes Leroy would become silent and wouldn’t say a word, no matter what we said to him. Wyatt would ask him something but he wouldn’t respond. Wyatt would repeat his question again and again and he’d get angrier each time Leroy didn’t answer.”


  “Was it a regular thing?”


  “Leroy’s obstinance? Yes, I’m afraid so.”


  “No, I mean Wyatt’s physical discipline. Was that a regular thing?”


  “Oh. Well…he was only doing what the bible instructed. ‘He that spareth his rod hateth his son, but he that loveth him chasteneth him betimes.’ That’s what Proverbs tells us. He didn’t want Leroy to become spoiled, that’s all. He wanted him to be tough, prepared for the troubles of life. And if he went a little too far sometimes…well, we’re all human. We all fall short of the glory of God.”


  “In what way did he go too far?”


  “Oh…” She shrugged one shoulder as she fidgeted slightly in her chair. “Sometimes he would spank him a little too hard, a little too long. Sometimes he used the belt, and he’d get a little carried away. But like I said, Leroy often pushed him. He sometimes brought it on himself. Leroy could be so rebellious and obstinate.”


  “What would he do that set off your husband?”


  “All kinds of things. He was always asking questions, especially when he was younger. We had a family worship every night. We’d read from the Bible and discuss it, and then have prayer. Sometimes, Leroy would keep interrupting with questions.”


  “What kind of questions?”


  “About whatever Bible story we were studying. He was never satisfied with the story as it was told in the Bible. He wanted all the details filled in and all his questions answered or he just wasn’t satisfied. It was very frustrating. I remember one time we were going over the story of Lot and his family. You know, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah. When the angry mob of men gathers outside Lot’s house and demands that he turn the visiting angels over to them, Lot offers them his daughters instead. That bothered Leroy. He kept insisting that Lot couldn’t be a very righteous man if he was willing to hand his daughters over to those bad, angry men. But of course, the Bible says that God found Lot to be a righteous man. Leroy wouldn’t stop. He just kept interrupting to say that it didn’t make any sense. Wyatt told him that this wasn’t just any old book off the shelf we were dealing with, it was the Bible, the word of God, and he told Leroy he was in no position to argue with it. But Leroy wouldn’t stop. And after a while, Wyatt got angry. He’d had enough. He punished Leroy.”


  “Was Leroy always that way when it came to religion?” Lauren asked.


  Madge frowned. “He ran hot and cold with religion. He was very active in church. In fact—” She reached over and began turning pages in the open photo album. “—he used to give special music performances for church. He had a beautiful voice when he was a boy. Sang like an angel. In church, at weddings. He was the youngest member of the church choir. Here.” She pointed to a picture and said, “There he is singing in church.”


  Leroy stood on the church dais before a microphone, his mouth open, head tilted back slightly. There was that sad look again—the eyebrows bunched together above the bridge of his nose and tilting downward at the outer ends. He was quite plump in his blue suit, hair neatly combed with a straight part on the left.


  “How old was he here?” Lauren asked.


  “Oh, probably about nine or ten. He was very active in Sunday school and church and sometimes, he seemed to enjoy it very much. But other times…I don’t know, it almost seemed to make him…sad. As if it upset him. And he had all those questions, so many questions. When he was small, sometimes it even scared him. But then, nearly everything scared him. For some reason—and I’ve never quite understood why—he was a frightened child. I think those horror movies he watched on TV caused it.”


  “Frightened? Of what?”


  Madge leaned forward and put her elbows on the table. Her hands fidgeted with each other for a moment, then she took a cookie from the plate and bit into it, then placed it on a napkin. She raised her eyebrows high as she chewed, shrugged her shoulders and said, “Of almost everything, it seemed.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Neither did I,” she said. “I remember one of our Bible studies here at home. He was pretty little, maybe in the first grade, something like that. We were on the story of Abraham and Isaac. I’ve always thought it was a beautiful story, a precursor to God sacrificing his own son to save us all from our sins. But Leroy didn’t like that story, not at all. God tells Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac and naturally, Abraham obeys God without question. He takes the boy to the altar, binds him and raises the knife to kill him—and Leroy screamed. Nearly scared both of us to death. He wouldn’t stop. Wyatt had to shout at him and shake him a little before he finally quieted down, but he was still crying. He was terribly upset. We asked him why, and he said that Abraham was a bad man for trying to kill his son. Wyatt explained that God had told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac but had stopped him at the last moment, that God was just testing his faith and obedience. Leroy shouted, ‘Then God is mean!’ Oh, that made Wyatt so angry. He did not like any disrespectful use of God’s name, but to say that God was mean…oh, no, he did not like that one bit. He warned Leroy never to say such a thing. And Leroy said, ‘But he is! Only a mean person would want that to happen to a little boy!’”


  Frowning slightly, Lauren said, “Do you think Leroy identified with Isaac?”


  Madge frowned and cocked her head to one side. She thought about that a moment. “Hmm. Maybe he did. That hadn’t occurred to me. Whatever the reason, it upset Wyatt a great deal and he punished Leroy.”


  Lauren wanted to ask how Wyatt punished the boy, but Madge kept talking and she did not want to interrupt.


  “Leroy was always doing things like that. He always seemed to be testing Wyatt. Daring him to do something. It was very sad to me, the way Leroy just refused to straighten up. We had a long talk with our pastor about it, but he just told us to pray on it and put it in God’s hands. That was Pastor Wheland’s response to everything. He was near retirement and I think he’d gotten tired of his work. He just didn’t seem to have his heart in it.”


  “Do you think church or church school had any positive effect on Leroy at all?”


  Madge took another bite of her cookie and washed it down with some tea. “There were times when I think it did. He might have been much worse if church and school hadn’t kept Jesus in his life. But ultimately…the dark side won.”


  “Do you mind if I just keep paging through this album?” Lauren said.


  “Oh, please do. That’s why I brought them out. You’re welcome to look through all of them.”


  Lauren’s eyes scanned the photos on page after page. Some families took a lot of pictures while others seldom used a camera. Lauren’s family had not done a lot of picture-taking when she was growing up. The Steensma’s were the opposite. She came to a picture that made her gasp.


  “What’s wrong?” Madge said.


  “Was Leroy ill?” Lauren asked.


  “Ill? Not especially. The usual cold and flu, a broken arm, but—” She rose from her chair and leaned forward. “What are you looking at?”


  Lauren placed her finger on a photograph of a bald Leroy.


  “Oh, my,” Madge said, lowering herself back into the chair. “I’d forgotten that was in there.”


  “Why is he bald?”


  “Oh, well, that’s…a strange story.” She reached over and slid the plate of cookies toward Lauren. “You haven’t had a cookie yet. Try one. I think they turned out well.”


  Lauren picked up a cookie and a napkin, took a bite and smiled. “These are delicious,” she said. She took a sip of tea, then asked again, “Why is Leroy bald in this picture, Madge?”


  The old woman sighed and rolled her eyes. “It was…well, a stupid thing. He did it himself. I tried to stop him, but he locked himself in the bathroom with the electric clippers I used to groom our poodle Collette with. By the time he let me in, all his hair was on the floor around his feet.


  “But why did he do it?”


  Another sigh, heavier this time, and another bite of the cookie. Finally, she said, “One of the things that Wyatt used to do when he got angry was grab Leroy by the hair. It was just a tug or two most of the time, but then there were times when Leroy’s behavior was so…well, infuriating that Wyatt got…a little carried away sometimes. Leroy thought if he had no hair, Wyatt wouldn’t be able to drag him around by—well, you know, pull his hair. So, he shaved his head.”


  “How did Wyatt react to that?”


  Madge closed her eyes and tucked her lower lip between her teeth for a moment. “Not…well. It made him very angry. He was…well, he made a point of showing Leroy that he didn’t need hair to punish him.”


  Lauren frowned down at the picture—that same tense, anxious expression with the same sad eyes. “What did Wyatt do?” she said.


  Madge closed her eyes again for a moment, fidgeted in her chair, looked all around the kitchen. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” she said, just above a whisper. She seemed to be talking to herself.


  Lauren looked at her and said, “What do you mean?”


  “I…I just don’t want to give the wrong impression about Wyatt. He wasn’t perfect, of course. Who of us is? But he was a very godly man. He loved Jesus more than any person I’ve known in my life, he really did. He was a deacon in our church for many years, he regularly led prayer meetings. His faith was the most important thing in the world to him, and he wanted it to be important to us, too. To Leroy. That’s all he wanted. Leroy made that very difficult and it…it frustrated Wyatt. Satan worked so hard on that boy. I could see it in his behavior, the way he dressed, the posters he put on his bedroom wall later, when he was a teenager.” Her eyes drifted toward the window behind Lauren as she chuckled. “Those posters. Movie monsters and…terrible things, so dark and disturbing. I don’t know where he got them or how he paid for them. I always suspected he stole the money, but he never got caught. He didn’t get it from us.” She looked at Lauren again, this time almost pleadingly. “If Leroy had just been more understanding, more cooperative…well, he wouldn’t have had so much…difficulty. He wouldn’t have had so many problems with his father. Wyatt wouldn’t have gotten so angry and hit him and pulled his hair, he wouldn’t have had to spend so much time locked up, and our pastor never would’ve had to—”


  “Locked up?”


  “Oh, er, um…yes. Well, not really locked up in the sense that you’re probably thinking. There’s a rather large walk-in closet in the hallway. When it became apparent that Leroy’s interest in such dark movies and TV shows and books was not just a passing phase, Wyatt put a chair and a light in there. When he reached the end of his rope with Leroy, he’d give him a Bible and lock him in that closet. He told him to read and pray and ask the Holy Spirit to enter him and guide him away from the Devil. Sometimes while Leroy was in his closet, Wyatt and I would get on our knees and pray for him.”


  “How long was Leroy usually locked in the closet?” Lauren asked as she chewed another bite of her cookie.


  Madge shrugged and looked past Lauren at the window again. “Oh, well, now, it was…I don’t know, really, it was…never that long. Not really. It was Wyatt’s idea, but I supported it. I thought it might help Leroy to, you know, focus. To quiet his mind down enough so the Holy Spirit could speak to him, show him the error of his ways. But…well, it didn’t seem to work. But we did it because we loved Leroy. We loved him with all our hearts. We thought it was the best thing for him.”


  “I’m sorry I interrupted you earlier. You were about to say something about your pastor. Were you referring to Pastor Whelan?”


  “Oh, no. He retired when Leroy was quite young and we got a new pastor, a younger man, Pastor Crane. He was a fiery preacher. Oh, boy, his sermons were exciting. He had a burden on his heart for the young people in the church. They were leaving the church in large numbers all over the country. We were very impressed with Pastor Crane’s efforts to reach them, to make the Bible more accessible to them. He was also concerned about the widespread interest in the occult that he was afraid was leading young people away from Jesus. So, he focused on that a lot. Leroy had changed so much, we decided to talk to Pastor Crane.”


  “Leroy had changed?”


  “Oh, yes. Very much. He became…angry. When Wyatt first started putting him in his study closet—that’s what Wyatt called the walk-in closet where he’d send Leroy to study when he misbehaved—Leroy would sit in there quietly, he wouldn’t make a sound. But later, he would go into a rage in that little room. He’d pound and kick the walls and door and shout and even scream. It was terrifying. He would disappear at night. Not when he was a teenager, when that kind of behavior wouldn’t be surprising, but before his teen years. He had no friends, so we didn’t know where he was going or who he was with, if anyone. That would make Wyatt so angry. And when we tried to talk to Leroy about it, he wouldn’t say anything, which just made Wyatt angrier, so he’d…well, punish Leroy. We thought perhaps he could help us with all that, and with Leroy’s interest in horror films and scary comic books. We talked to him and he asked to meet with Leroy alone.”


  “Did they talk here or—”


  “No, he met with Leroy in his study at the church. I remember it was a summer afternoon and I had some shopping to do, so I dropped Leroy at the church and did what I had to do, then came back and got him in two or three hours. I took Leroy home, and then that evening, Pastor Crane came to the house and talked with Wyatt and me while Leroy was in his room. Pastor Crane had a lot to say that evening.”


  Madge drank some of her tea, then released a long, heavy sigh.


  “He was concerned about Leroy’s fear,” she continued. “The fact that Leroy was afraid of things in the Bible—I mean, literally terrified by Bible stories and sometimes the words of God himself, and especially of the end times—”


  “The end times?” Lauren said.


  “I didn’t tell you about that?”


  “You said he was afraid of certain Bible stories, like Abraham and Isaac, but you didn’t mention the end times.”


  “Ah. Well. Wyatt talked a lot about the end times. He was convinced, as so many of us are, that we’re living in the last days. So much has changed since Wyatt was…well, since he…passed. If he were alive today, he’d see that he was right back then. All the signs in the Bible are coming to pass. So many earthquakes and floods, diseases, homosexuals taking over and being given special treatment, pagan environmentalists worshipping the earth instead of God, and such an increase in knowledge—all this technology, computers, the internet bringing all kinds of pornography and wickedness right into children’s bedrooms. It’s all around us, happening right now. Jesus will be coming soon, dear, don’t think he won’t. Wyatt was eager for that to happen, for Jesus to return. He thought it would happen in his lifetime. He talked about it a lot. For many of our family Bible studies, Wyatt read from Revelation and Daniel and other parts of the New Testament that speak of the end times.”


  “What was it about the last days that frightened Leroy so much?”


  “Well, all the signs of the end were scary to him. He became obsessed with them. He was terrified of the Antichrist. By the time he was…oh, I don’t know, nine years old or so…he would read the newspaper every night after Wyatt was done with it. He’d pore over it, looking for signs that the Antichrist was here, that he was approaching power. He was too young to really understand the news. But any mention of war in the paper or on the TV news would send him into a panic. You know, because of what Jesus said in Matthew. ‘And ye shall hear of wars and rumors of wars.’ I tried to point out to him that in that same verse, Jesus said, ‘see that ye be not troubled.’ I tried to tell him that Jesus was going to take care of his people. But he didn’t take any comfort in that. He didn’t see any of the promises of the Bible, only the bad things. In that same chapter in Matthew, Jesus said, ‘Then shall they deliver up to be afflicted and shall kill you, and ye shall be hated of all nations for my name’s sake.’ He would have nightmares about that. About being persecuted and hunted and killed by the Antichrist and his followers. He’d wake up at night screaming. It worried us at first, but after a while, after we tried to assure him that he was safe because Jesus would protect the righteous, and he didn’t listen, didn’t calm down or change…well, Wyatt began to fear that the Bible’s promises weren’t comforting him because inside, Leroy knew he…he wasn’t one of the righteous, one of Jesus’s people.”


  “What about Pastor Crane, what did he tell you about his talk with Leroy?”


  Madge looked down at the table sadly and slowly turned her head back and forth. “He told us exactly what Wyatt had feared. Pastor Crane said that Wyatt’s fear of all things godly was due to the fact that Satan was inside him. He was afraid of the last days because he knew they would bring Satan’s doom. He determined that Leroy was suffering from possession.”


  “Demon possession?”


  “Oh, yes. Yes. Pastor Crane said it explained Leroy’s attraction to dark things like horror movies. It explained all those posters on his walls. It explained his anger and his nightmares. It explained why he was so terribly worried about his teeth, he was obsessed with his teeth, and it—”


  “Teeth?” Lauren said, flinching. Teeth had played a significant role in Leroy’s killings, one that no one had ever been able to explain fully. “What about his teeth?”


  “Oh. I didn’t already tell you about that?”


  “No.”


  “Well, when Leroy was quite young—he was just a little thing—Wyatt read something in Matthew that really upset Leroy. I think it’s in Matthew 13.”


  The number 13, Lauren thought, reaching into her bag for a pen. She quickly began jotting notes. Leroy had carved the number 13 into chests of all of his victims.


  Madge said, “The passage goes, ‘So shall it be at the end of the world: The angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from the just—’”


  Lauren quickly wrote and underlined, “Sever?” in her folder. Leroy had severed the limbs and head of each of his victims.


  “‘—and shall cast them into the furnace of fire. There shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth.’”


  “That frightened Leroy?”


  “Well, it’s a frightening passage. At least, it’s frightening for those who refuse to accept Christ Jesus as their savior and will have that fate at the end. But what bothered Leroy so much was the ‘gnashing of teeth.’ He misunderstood it. He explained to me once—it was several years later—that he thought ‘gnashing of teeth’ meant that people would be tearing their own teeth out of their heads. That’s the image he saw in his head when he first heard that passage read from the Bible. And from then on, he…oh, I know this sounds silly, but it was a very serious issue to Leroy…he equated teeth problems—loose teeth, cavities, anything at all—with damnation. He thought they meant one was doomed to be thrown into that furnace.”


  “Did you explain it to him so he could understand it?”


  “I tried. I told him that ‘gnashing of teeth’ meant grinding teeth together, that it was something the wicked would do while they were burning for their sins, for their rejection of God. But by then, I think it was too late. That image was burned into Leroy’s mind.”


  “Do you think that had something to do with what he did?” Lauren said.


  “You mean…the killings?”


  “Well, specifically what he did with the victims’ teeth. He removed all their teeth and kept them. Police found a bag of teeth in his apartment after Leroy…um, after he ended his own life. All of them belonged to his victims.”


  Madge frowned and her eyes widened slightly. “Oh. My. That…hadn’t occurred to me. Do you think there was a connection?”


  Lauren pressed her lips together. “Mmm. Could be. What was Pastor Crane’s conclusion?”


  “Oh, well he decided our only option was an exorcism.”


  “Really? An exorcism?”


  “I know it’s controversial. Not all Christians subscribe to that sort of thing. But Pastor Crane thought it was essential. Necessary. And we were so desperate that we agreed to it.”


  “Where did that take place?”


  “Here at the house. In Leroy’s bedroom. We followed all of Pastor Crane’s instructions. He’d done it before, many times, and knew what he was doing. We put a lock on the outside of Leroy’s bedroom door so he couldn’t get out. Pastor Crane said that confronting the demons in Leroy would anger them and they would become much more dangerous. They would fight hard. We couldn’t let Leroy get out.”


  “What did the exorcism involve? What was done?”


  “I wasn’t present for most of it. I took food into the room for Wyatt and Pastor Crane. Leroy didn’t eat that week, and he lost a lot of weight.”


  “That week?”


  “Oh, yes. The exorcism lasted an entire week. I think being outside the room made it worse for me because I didn’t know what was happening. All that screaming. Leroy just screamed and screamed. Well…not exactly Leroy. Pastor Crane told me it was the demons that were screaming. They did terrible things to Leroy. The demons, I mean. He was so beaten up. I had to keep going in there to tend to his wounds. The exorcism might have lasted longer, but Leroy lost consciousness and we couldn’t revive him. And he was bleeding. In fact, we had to take him to the hospital. Well, Wyatt took him. To the emergency room.”


  “Was he okay?”


  “He was hurt. Badly beaten up by the demons. And he hadn’t eaten.”


  “How did Wyatt explain that at the hospital?”


  “I’m not sure. He never told me. He had to lie because they never would have understood at the hospital, he knew that. And lying upset him. Like I said, he was a very godly man. He took the Ten Commandments seriously. It deeply disturbed him to have to lie. But it was necessary. I remember he prayed long and hard that night for Jesus to forgive him. It was necessary, but it was still a sin.”


  “What happened to Leroy after that?”


  “Well, Pastor Crane had warned us from the start. He said an exorcism would force the issue. It would have one of two results. Either the demons would leave Leroy and he would be filled with the spirit of the Lord, or…or…” Her voice thickened with emotion at the memory. “…or the demons would only become more powerful, more entrenched inside Leroy. He said it would all depend on Leroy. Deep down inside, Leroy would make a decision. He would choose a side. He would decide whether to fight the demons and side with God…or give in to Satan and remain possessed.” She sniffled, removed her glasses for a moment and wiped her moist eyes with a knuckle. “I think we all know what Leroy’s decision was.”


  “What happened after the exorcism?”


  “It took him a while to recover from his injuries. He was quieter after that. Very quiet, in fact. He changed. Not for the better. But it took us a while to realize just how much it was not for the better.”


  Lauren frowned as she leaned forward. “Madge, after all of this came out…after Leroy killed his father and then himself and police discovered that he’d been responsible for all those killings…didn’t anyone ever sit down and talk to you?”


  “Oh, yes, the police. Of course, the police talked to me.”


  “But I mean any reporters? Weren’t there journalists like me who wanted to ask you questions like this? Didn’t anyone ever try to figure out why Leroy did what he did?”


  “The police asked some questions like that. There were all kinds of journalists who wanted to talk to me, but I turned them down. I knew what would happen, how they would make it all look. Christians are despised in this land, just like Jesus said they would be. America has turned on its Christian heritage and on the Christians who live in its borders. I knew what would happen. So, I turned them all down. Until you came along. All these years have passed and I wondered if perhaps it was time to talk to someone. I prayed about it. I prayed a lot. The Lord impressed me that I should talk to you, dear.” She reached over and placed her hand on Lauren’s. “He told me it would be okay.”


  When Lauren gathered her things to leave, Madge stepped in front of her and became very serious. She placed a hand on Lauren’s shoulder and said, “I’ve answered all your questions. Will you answer a question for me, dear?”


  Lauren smiled. “If I can.”


  “You have no idea how difficult life has been for me at times since all of this happened. A day doesn’t go by when I don’t think about all the people Leroy killed. Especially those children. It happens so often that my heart never has time to heal before it breaks again. I’ve asked myself…so many times…and now, after talking with you for—oh, what’s it been, now, three hours? More? I want to ask you.”


  “Sure, Madge. Go ahead.”


  A tear trickled down Madge’s left cheek and her lips trembled slightly. “Was there something I should have done? Was there something I shouldn’t have done? Is it possible…somehow…that I am in some way responsible for what Leroy…became? For all the horrible things he did? Could I be at fault?”


  Lauren put her bag down and embraced the small old woman, held her close, and patted her back comfortingly. She said, “You’re a godly woman, Madge. Just as your husband was a godly man. You’re a good Christian. You obviously love the Lord.” She stepped back with her hands on Madge’s shoulders and looked into the old woman’s eyes. “It’s obvious that Satan had his sight set on your son. You did everything right. You did everything you possibly could. And I’m sure the readers of Christian Life and Times will agree.”


  GRAVEN IMAGE


  With apologies to Richard Matheson.


  “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them: For I the Lord thy God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate me; and showing mercy unto thousands of them that love Me, and keep My commandments.”


  Exodus 20: 4 - 6


  1.


  Hal Dillon could not take his eyes from the large wooden crucifix hanging on the wall. He and his girlfriend Jacquie stood in the rear of Markum’s Curios and Antiques with their heads tilted back, staring up at it. It was a steel-gray, rainy Saturday morning in mid-March and Hal could hear the muffled splashes of cars driving back and forth through puddles outside the store. Thunder purred in the distance.


  “You’re not actually thinking of buying that, are you?” Jacquie said.


  “As a matter of fact, I am,” he said.


  “You’re kidding. You mean, you’d put that on your wall?”


  “It’s not like it wouldn’t go with all the other weird art in my house.”


  “True. You do have some strange stuff. But this? I don’t know. Come here, I want to show you this lamp.”


  She led him to the front of the curio shop and pointed out a tall brass floor lamp. Three upward-glowing lamps branched off from the top.


  “I like it,” he said.


  “Think it would go in my apartment? Say, in the corner by the couch?”


  “Sure, why not?”


  “I think I’ll get it.” Jacquie went to the register, behind which stood a round, bespectacled bald man with a graying Van Dyke beard.


  Hal returned to the back of the store and stood with hands in the pockets of his black leather jacket, studying the crucifix.


  The cross stood about three feet tall, made of dark wood, with a rough, coarse surface. The figure of Christ had been meticulously painted, the body sickly-pale and covered with blood that ran down from the crown of thorns around the head, a stained loincloth around the middle, hands and feet bloodied and torn from the spikes that pierced them and held them to the cross. Christ’s body was slender and stringy, with cords of muscles rigid in the neck, arms, and legs. The ribs looked ready to cut through the flesh of his chest and sides like bony razors. The dark nipples stood out like small pencil erasers. Blood ran from a gash in the lower left side of the abdomen where he had been stabbed with a spear. Jesus’s head was tilted back, ropes of blood-matted black hair falling around His face. Below his uneven, scraggly, bloody beard, his trachea was a corrugated tube beneath taut flesh.


  Hal could not see the face or the eyes from that angle, but he was eager to see what color they were, how lifelike they were. He reached up and touched the outer side of the left thigh. The skin was smooth, and he could feel the muscles, as if they really were there, beneath that perfectly-smooth skin. It bore no resemblance to the rough surface of the dark cross, although both were carved from the same piece of wood.


  Hal went to the front counter where Jacquie was still talking to the proprietor.


  “Good news,” she said. “Markum’s delivers! We’d never get that lamp into your Taurus.”


  “Very good. I’ve decided for sure, I want the crucifix.”


  “You want the crucifix?” the bald man said with a smile that twitched and faltered. “Just got it in a couple of months ago. It’s created quite a stir among my regulars. I honestly thought I’d never unload the thing. I still might not.”


  “Really? Why not?”


  “Well, you, uh,” the bald man chuckled coldly without smiling again, “you haven’t seen the face.” He pointed a finger in the direction of the crucifix. “You see the face, then decide if you want to buy it.”


  “What’s wrong with the face? Is it damaged?”


  “No, no, it’s in perfect condition.”


  “So, what is it?”


  “You’ll see.” He turned to the phone, picked up the receiver, and punched a couple of numbers. He waited a moment
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