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Lawrence

 


Have you ever spent hours working on a jigsaw
puzzle only to find that there are pieces missing so you cannot
complete the picture? Well, that's what it is like most of the time
in the ghost investigation world. You can gather dozens of
eyewitness accounts from generations of people, collect stacks of
videotapes, photographs, and sound recordings, and despite the
mountain of ghostly evidence, never have a single clue as to who or
what might be responsible for the haunting. Then you hit upon a
case where all the pieces come together and you realize it’s
moments like this that keep you motivated.

This story begins in a house that was built
in the early 1960s in Chester, New York. The family who lived there
never had any problems, and over the decades a typical suburban
development grew up around them. Simultaneously, something else was
growing—a cemetery which pushed its borders to the edge of the
development. By the time the original owners had retired to Florida
and their granddaughter and her husband were moving into the house
in 1999, fresh burials were taking place within sight of their
home.

Unlike some couples just getting started,
Susan and Tony were not strangers in the neighborhood, so there was
not that adjustment period of trying to get comfortable and
familiar with their surroundings. In addition, Tony was a law
enforcement officer in the area, so there was that added feeling of
security. Unfortunately, that safe and secure feeling did not last
long.

One night when Tony was working the midnight
shift, there was a terrible banging noise on the metal doors that
led into the basement, right under Susan’s bedroom window. She
immediately called her husband who was there within minutes, but no
evidence could be found of an attempted break-in. It was an
alarming beginning to what had promised to be a tranquil life in
the family home, where there had never been any incidents of this
type.

On another night, Susan, her cousin, and a
friend were watching television in the living room. One of her
cats—a black one, who never makes an appearance when guests are in
the house—showed up in the doorway between the living room and the
kitchen. There was a panicked look in the cat’s face and his body
was tense with fear. Suddenly he hissed as if being threatened, and
took off running down the hall, away from the kitchen. A second
later the three women heard the back screen door open that leads to
the kitchen. Then the wooden door opened, and then both doors
promptly slammed shut. Believing an intruder had just entered the
house, the three women ran into the kitchen to confront him. No one
was there. They ran outside and searched the yard and road, but no
one could be found, and no one would have had the time to get out
of sight.

Tony also had an experience with the phantom
intruder. One night he was awakened about 1am by unusual sounds
outside. Then he heard the back doors being forcefully opened.
Racing into the kitchen, he found the doors—which he had securely
locked himself—now standing wide open. Once again, a search
produced no suspects, and no explanations.

This inability to keep locked doors closed
also presented itself when Tony and Susan were away on vacation.
Susan’s father stopped by to check on things and found that the
sliding doors to the patio were standing wide open. Nothing had
been broken, there were no signs that the locks had been tampered
with, and nothing was missing from the house. On another occasion,
Susan came home to find a kitchen window open, and its screen
carefully removed and placed against a wall. One of her cats—the
black one again—was found outside, cowering under a bush. Both of
her cats are house cats and never go outside, so it must
have been something extreme to drive the poor cat out of the
window.

As time passed, strange noises were heard in
the basement. They became so frequent, and were heard by so many
family members and friends, that it became kind of a joke that some
of the men from a local homeless shelter must have taken up
residence in their basement. Time and time again they searched for
the source of the noises, but always found all of the doors locked,
and no indications that any animals or humans had been down there.
So, if you can rule out anything living, that only leaves one
option—the dead.

“I called my mother late one night and told
her we had a ghost and I didn't want to live here anymore,” Susan
said. “But she just thought I was crazy, because she had grown up
in this house and had never had anything unusual happen. And my
grandparents said that nothing ever happened to them, either. But I
just knew that we had a ghost.”

The situation wasn’t a complete mystery,
however. Susan realized that the beginning of the intense
paranormal activity in the house coincided with two events that
occurred close together in 2000—the birth of her son, Tommy, and
the tragic death of her elderly neighbor, Sam. In fact, the night
Sam died, Tommy’s baby monitor picked up the transmission from the
old man’s monitor next door, and they listened in horror to the
final moments of his life. While Susan didn’t believe that the
frail, gentle little man was responsible for the pounding noises
and slamming doors, she couldn’t help but feel that Sam’s passing
somehow opened a door to other spirits. And much of that new
activity now centered on her son.

There were times that his room would get icy
cold, and the television would turn itself on. Even more
fascinating were the stations that would be playing—it would always
be one of the two religious channels. Whenever they allowed their
son to watch television in his room, it was always and
only the cartoon channel, so even if there was some
electronic glitch that caused the television to turn on, it should
have turned on to cartoons, not the sermons and prayers.
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One evening Susan’s friend, Lisa, was going
down the hall to the bathroom, and looked in on Tommy. The room was
dark and Tommy was fast asleep. When she left the bathroom a few
minutes later, she could see lights flickering in his room.
Puzzled, she took another look and saw that an electronic Mickey
Mouse jester hat had somehow turned itself on and its bright
colored lights were flashing. Tommy was still sound asleep, and the
hat was high up on a shelf that the little toddler could never
reach.
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As interesting as blinking lights and
religious channels are, the really fascinating part of the story
began when Tommy started saying his first words. Susan’s cousin,
Ann, was babysitting Tommy one night, and she was listening to his
fledging attempts at the English language. He only knew a handful
of basic words beyond mommy and daddy, but that didn’t seem to
prevent him from carrying on an unintelligible conversation with
some imaginary friend. Not expecting an answer, Ann casually asked,
“Who are you talking to, Tommy?”

“Lawrence,” the boy promptly replied.

Ann was startled by the clear and unusual
response, and couldn’t wait to ask Susan where he picked up that
uncommon name in his tiny vocabulary. No one in the family had any
clue as to how the little boy came to have an imaginary friend
named Lawrence, as there was no one in their circle of
acquaintances with such a name. It was also interesting that he
specifically stated Lawrence, as opposed to Larry, which would have
been the typical abbreviated version. Over the following months,
Tommy’s conversations grew in length and complexity, and when asked
about his friend, he simply stated that Lawrence was a man who came
to visit him. There was nothing frightening about the man, and the
boy thought nothing about having a friend only he could see.

However, as the boy got a little older, he
began to understand that things like televisions shouldn’t turn on
by themselves, and a man appearing out of thin air in his bedroom
was not something normal. Finally one evening, he ran into the
living room from his bedroom. His face was pale, his eyes were
wide, and he started yelling that there was a ghost in his room.
Even at such a tender age, his mind had become aware of the
difference between the living and the dead.

The question then became whether the adults
could now make themselves aware of just what was going on. In
October of 2002, Ann had been listening to the live radio broadcast
at Smalley’s Inn (see next story), and after reading my books,
suggested to Susan that she contact me. I received an email from
Susan with a few details, I asked some questions, and my curiosity
about the case quickly intensified—especially when I learned about
Lawrence, and the fact that a cemetery was close to the house. My
next question was whether anyone named Lawrence was buried nearby,
as I had that persistent little tickle of intuition on the back of
my neck. In fact, I was ready to bet some of my best ghost hunting
meters that there would be a grave to match the name, and there
would also be some other connection to the case.

And oh, is it ever so gratifying when things
actually turn out as predicted!

As soon as I arrived at Susan’s house, she
told me about the discovery she made just the day before. She went
to explore the cemetery with Ann and Lisa, and with row upon row of
gravestones, it appeared to be a daunting task. However, as she
walked along the edge of the cemetery, reading the names on the
very first row of stones, she tripped on something hard. Looking
down, she saw that her foot had caught on a small plaque mounted
flat in the ground. And on that plaque, was engraved the name
Lawrence! Beneath the name was the date of death, 1999, the year
they had moved into the house!

While the discovery was startling, it still
didn’t offer any proof that this Lawrence, who was only in his
thirties when he died, was the same young man visiting her son.
Determined to find out more, they searched the Internet for
Lawrence’s obituary. To their astonishment, they found out that
Lawrence had been related to Sam, the neighbor whose death
seemed to initiate the haunted activity, and he had visited the
house many times! All of the pieces of the puzzle suddenly snapped
together. Someone once said that there’s no such thing as
coincidences, and in this case I can’t agree more.

Buoyed by the excitement of the news, I was
eager to begin my investigation. Of course, our first stop had to
be the cemetery. It was somewhat chilling standing next to
Lawrence’s grave, wondering if the spirit that once inhabited the
body beneath our feet still walked the earth. Yet, as unsettling as
that was, Susan brought my attention to something possibly even
sadder.

A few feet from Lawrence’s humble plaque on
the ground, stands the large, elaborately carved gravestone of his
brother, who had died in an accident several years earlier. Around
this fancy stone, loved ones have placed all kinds of objects and
mementos, like a small shrine. One cannot help wondering why so
much attention was lavished on one son, while the other has the
barest of nameplates. Of course, there could be countless reasons
for this—including Lawrence’s own wishes—but this certainly
wouldn’t be the first family to have alienated one of its members.
Without knowing the entire story, it is still sad to see two
brothers, both lost in the prime of life, lying together, but
unequal, at least in outward appearance.

(Note: Since this story was first published,
new information has come to light about Lawrence and his brother.
The brother had been a rugged, outdoorsy-type, the proverbially
manly man who was killed in a vehicle accident.

Lawrence died of AIDS. Could his lifestyle
have led to him being alienated by his family? Is this why he seeks
friendship after death?)

Standing between the brothers’ graves was a
sobering experience, and one more reminder that ghosts are not
amusements; they are the result of human tragedy and suffering. I
hoped that by understanding and acknowledging that fact, we would
be able to do more than gather evidence on this restless spirit, we
would also help it find peace.

When we returned to the house, I started
checking out every nook and cranny for signs of unusual EMF
readings or temperatures. There was nothing out of the ordinary.
When it grew dark enough, I set up the infrared camcorder in
Tommy’s room. Nothing appeared. After about an hour, I suggested
that Tommy go inside his room, to see if anything might happen
then.

Susan took Tommy in his dark room, which he
didn’t seem to mind, and they both sat on the floor. Very soon
after, a few of those mysterious little white spots zipped into the
room. Several made an appearance in the span of just a few minutes,
which was particularly unusual given the fact that nothing had
happened during all the time I had been taping prior to that. The
most curious thing of all, however, was when the brightest and
largest spot shot across the room, just seconds after I mentioned
the name Lawrence.

Almost immediately, Tommy became frightened
of the dark, and practically ran out of the room. We tried again a
few minutes later, but the little boy was still afraid and I knew
it was time to stop. Yet, even though there was not much evidence
gathered that night, I considered the results of this case to be a
success.

There were two deaths and a birth that
coincided with the onset of activity. There was a name that matched
a grave. There were numerous eyewitnesses over the course of
several years. There was a television that turned itself on and
tuned in to religious channels. There was something that didn’t
allow locked doors to prevent it from gaining entrance into the
house. And there was a little boy who had an imaginary friend, who
just might be a very real ghost.

Despite the remarkable links found in this
case, it will never be closed. It will remain open as long as
restless spirits still visit the house, searching for something in
death that they did not have in life. While I could not help but be
excited by the details of this case, it is ultimately a very sad
experience to become involved in this type of situation, and all it
implies for those who have not yet found peace.

While I may not conduct any further
investigations on the house, I may take the time on occasion to
visit a certain grave marked only by a simple plaque. Although I
never met the man in life, and know precious little about him,
perhaps a flower and a few kind thoughts will bring some comfort,
no matter where he is now.

 


Smalley Inn

 


In October of 2002, I received a call from
Andre from the Woodman’s show on the K104 radio station in Putnam
County, New York. A couple of years earlier, Andre and some crew
members had accompanied me to the haunted Peach Grove Inn in
Warwick, New York, for a live broadcast (see the story in Ghost
Investigator, Volume 1). During the Halloween season of 2002,
their live broadcasts were being conducted at a number of haunted
locations, but one in particular was worth revisiting, so Andre
asked if I could meet them there in a couple of days. Since my
October schedule is always brutal, I didn’t look forward to getting
up at 4am for the investigation, but I couldn’t resist after Andre
told me some of the details.

In 1852, James J. Smalley bought a hotel in
Carmel, New York. In addition to running his hotel, he also served
at various times as the local sheriff, coroner and treasurer, until
his death in 1867. The area had some tragic history, including a
deadly fire, and the execution of a murderer. Eighteen-year-old
George Denny had killed 80-year-old Abraham Wanzer with a shotgun
blast, and on July 26, 1844 at 5pm, Denny was brought to the
gallows erected across the street from the hotel that would become
Smalley’s, and was put to death in front of a crowd of 4,000
people. It was the only hanging in the county’s history.
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Anthony Porto bought Smalley’s in 1968 and
operated it as a restaurant and tavern. His son, Tony, Jr., has
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