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      FOREWORD


      The story of James Leininger is the best American case of a child’s past life memory among the thousands I’ve encountered.

         It’s extraordinary because little James remembers names and places from his past life that can be traced to real people and

         actual events—facts that can easily be verified. He was even reunited with people who knew him in his former life as a World

         War II pilot.

      


      I believe this is the story that finally will open the minds of skeptical Westerners to the reality of children’s past life

         memories. This book demonstrates how these memories can have profound emotional and spiritual benefits for both the child

         and family.

      


      In some ways, James’s story is not unusual. Many children all over the world have past life memories. It’s a natural phenomenon.

         I know this because I began collecting and researching these cases more than twenty years ago after my own two children had

         their own vivid past life memories. My son remembered dying on a Civil War battlefield; my daughter remembered dying as a

         child in a house fire. I was astonished when I observed that just by talking about their memories they were both cured of

         phobias stemming from their past life deaths.

      


      Surely, I concluded, this had happened to other families, too. But when I searched through books to understand what was going

         on with my children, I couldn’t find any that addressed the healing effects of children’s past life memories, only books about

         adults being helped through past life regression therapy. I decided to fill in the gap and wrote Children’s Past Lives as a guidebook for parents who encounter such memories in their own children.

      


      After its publication in 1997 and the launch of my Web site, 

         www.ReincarnationForum.com, I received thousands of e-mails from parents whose young children had had or were having spontaneous past life memories.

         With so many cases, I began to see recurring patterns in the phenomenon. Some children begin to speak of these memories as

         soon as they can talk—some still in diapers! They surprise their parents with comments such as “When I was big before,” or

         “When I died before.” Or they exhibit unusual behaviors: phobias, nightmares, unlearned talents and perplexing abilities,

         or uncanny insight into adult affairs they couldn’t possibly know about in their only two or three years of life. Some memories

         manifest as strong emotions, such as profound sadness as they recount lonely deaths on battlefields, fond memories of a particular

         horse, or longing for their other families, their wives, husbands, their own children.

      


      The cases that came to me were rich in drama, full of amazement and compelling emotions. But one thing was lacking: facts

         that could be verified, that offered objective proof that the memories were real. My children—and none of the other children

         whose memories I investigated—could remember their former names, or where they had lived, or any other hard facts that could

         be validated. That’s why this compelling story of James Leininger is so unusual.

      


      But it is not unique. There is a large body of such verified cases in young children in non-Western cultures. Dr. Ian Stevenson, former head of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Virginia Medical School, researched

         children’s spontaneous past life recall for forty years, beginning in the early 1960s. By his death in 2007, he had rigorously

         investigated and meticulously documented nearly 3,000 cases, mostly in Asia. Some 700 of these young children, usually under

         five, had such vivid past life recall that they remembered their former names, where they had lived, the names of relatives,

         and very specific yet mundane details of their former lives, details that Dr. Stevenson proves they couldn’t have known. Dr.

         Stevenson matched each child’s statements, behaviors, personality quirks, and even physical attributes (he wrote an entire

         work on birthmarks and birth defects relating to past lives) to the facts of the actual person the child remembered being.

         The similarities go far beyond mere chance or coincidence.

      


      But the great majority of his cases are from cultures in which reincarnation is a dominant belief: India, Burma, Thailand,

         Sri Lanka, Turkey, Lebanon, and West Africa. This makes it easier for skeptics to dismiss his findings, no matter how rigorous

         his proof, because these cultures already believe in reincarnation. I knew it would take a highly detailed and verifiable case from a Judeo-Christian family to open Western

         minds to this reality. But neither Dr. Stevenson, his international colleagues, or I had ever found any American or European

         cases as richly detailed as the Asian cases. This was puzzling, and more than a little frustrating.

      


      Then in 2001, I got an e-mail from Andrea Leininger. At first glance, it was like many others. Her son, James, suffered from

         severe, recurring nightmares of his plane crashing. The two-year-old was also obsessed with airplanes and seemed to have an

         uncanny knowledge of World War II planes. As I read her e-mail, I noticed facts that fit a pattern I had often seen: nightmares

         of events a child couldn’t possibly have experienced in his two or three short years of life, and an interest or an obsession

         relating to the content of his nightmare.

      


      We exchanged e-mails, and I was impressed with Andrea’s insights. I got the feeling that she and her husband, Bruce, were

         down-to-earth, educated people who were wrestling to understand what was happening to their precious toddler. They were desperate

         for a way to help ease the terrifying nightmares that were disrupting all their lives. I was particularly intrigued by James’s

         extensive knowledge of airplanes, facts that even his parents didn’t know.

      


      I told the Leiningers that James was remembering a past life death, and I reiterated the techniques in my books: acknowledge

         what James was going through as a literal experience and assure him that he is now safe, that the scary experience is over.

         Other parents had found these techniques worked to allay their children’s fears and to let go of memories of a traumatic past

         life death. Andrea understood. She intuitively knew what was happening with James: that he was suffering from actual memories

         of his plane crashing. I reassured her that she was capable of helping her son.

      


      I didn’t hear from Andrea after that, and I assumed it meant that my advice had helped and that James was better. Then, about

         a year later, a producer from ABC contacted me about doing a segment on children’s past lives. I scanned all my e-mails and

         pulled out a few promising cases, including the Leiningers’. I found myself wondering what had happened with James.

      


      I called Andrea to get an update. She was happy to report that she had followed my method and that James’s nightmares had

         all but stopped. Great news!

      


      But there was more. Although the nightmares had subsided, and James’s fears about his crashing in a plane had dissipated,

         he continued to amaze them with new details about his life as a fighter pilot. He remembered the type of plane he flew, the

         name of his aircraft carrier, and the name of one of his pilot friends. I was excited that this case was still progressing

         and I strongly hoped that the Leiningers would share their story on TV. Andrea was open to the idea, but she had to consult

         with her husband. In our first conversation, Bruce’s opening line to me was, “You have to understand, I’m a Christian.” I

         felt I had hit a wall. I thought I’d have to find another case for TV. But then he surprised me when he added, “But I can’t

         explain what’s happening with my son.” We talked more and I sensed an opening. Clearly, he was struggling to keep his Christian

         beliefs intact as he tried to understand what was happening to James, and he desperately needed to explain it in some way

         other than reincarnation. I understood how shocking this was for him, and I offered my reassurance that this was all “normal.”

      


      The TV show was a great success; the story was presented clearly and fairly. We were all pleased. Over the next few years,

         we exchanged dozens of e-mails. Andrea sent me photos of James and his many drawings of planes being shot down. We spent hours

         on the phone talking excitedly about James’s latest revelations and amazing coincidences, one after another, all of which

         led them farther and farther down the rabbit hole.

      


      For Andrea and me, each new revelation was a confirmation of what we already knew: that James was remembering an actual past

         life. But Bruce continued to struggle. Each revelation added to his conflict. So this book is about Bruce as much as about

         James. He was torn between his deep Christian belief “that we live only once, we die, and then go to heaven,” and what he

         was witnessing in his own son. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t explain away what he was seeing.

      


      Bruce’s drive to disprove James’s past life memories adds great weight to this fascinating story. We see how hard he works

         to find a “rational” explanation. We watch as he tracks down leads with the dogged perseverance of a detective, not satisfied

         with anything less than hard facts. And the body of evidence that he and Andrea amass, through their diligent research, is

         the main reason their story is so extraordinary.

      


      Soul Survivor is special in other ways as well. We are witness to something miraculous in the way young James touched the hearts of so

         many. His present family, the family of his previous life, and the surviving veterans who fought beside him in his former

         life were all deeply affected by James. What came so naturally to this little boy shook the deep-seated beliefs of those around

         him. His story reveals a new perspective on life and death for anyone who sees that this was not just a child’s imaginings,

         but something achingly real.

      


      Carol Bowman


      Author of Children’s Past Lives and

      


      Return from Heaven


   

      PART ONE
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      The Dream


   

      CHAPTER ONE


      It’s only a bad dream, and when you wake up in the morning, it’ll all be gone.


      MIDNIGHT, MONDAY, MAY 1, 2000


      THE SCREAMS CAME out of nowhere. One day James Leininger, just three weeks past his second birthday, was a happy, playful toddler,

         the centerpiece of a loving family of three living on the soft coastal plain of southern Louisiana. And then suddenly, in

         the darkest hour of midnight, he was flopping around on his bed like a broken power line, howling at the sky as if he could

         crack open the heavens with his ear-shattering distress.

      


      Flying down the long hallway from the master bedroom came his mother, Andrea. She stopped at the doorway of her first and

         only child and, holding her breath, watched her son’s thrashing and screaming. What to do? Somewhere in one of the texts in

         her great library of child-rearing books, she had read that it could be dangerous to wake a child abruptly from a nightmare.

      


      And so, struggling to hold herself back, she stood there in the doorway, frozen. She nonetheless did make a reasonable assessment

         of the situation, for she was nothing if not a thoroughly rational and well-informed mother—a student of all of the latest

         child-rearing tactics and techniques. She noted that James was not pinned under a wooden beam. He wasn’t bleeding. She couldn’t

         see any obvious physical reason for the terrible commotion. He was simply having a nightmare. It had to be a ghastly one,

         but still something that fell within the boundaries of routine childhood evils.

      


      Of course, she wanted desperately to rush in and grab her little boy, shake him out of his bad dream, and cuddle him back

         to sleep. But she didn’t. For Andrea Leininger was no ordinary parent. A trim strawberry blonde, she still had her stage-star

         good looks at thirty-eight, plus something less obvious: iron discipline. This came from her long training as a professional

         ballerina—a career she had given up when the pain of performing outweighed the pleasure. Now her career was kicking frantically

         at his covers and screaming bloody murder.
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      As she clinically tried to assess the situation, she thought she knew where the nightmare was coming from: the unfamiliar

         house. It was just two months since they’d moved from Dallas, Texas, into the seventy-year-old home in Lafayette, Louisiana.

         If it felt strange to her, she guessed that it must be a world gone topsy-turvy to James—her new great love. Even the outside

         sounds were alien—the wind whispering through the Spanish moss, the swamp birds yawking from the branches of the old oaks,

         the insects crashing into the screens. Nothing like the long, still silences that fell like a blanket over the suburban outskirts

         of Dallas.

      


      And James’s room itself, with its faded pink flower wallpaper and solid sealed shutters—nothing like a little boy’s room—gave

         her the creepy feeling of being shut inside a tomb. Yes, these had to be the ingredients for a perfect storm of a nightmare.

         Calming herself, she tiptoed to her son’s bed, picked him up, and held him in her arms, crooning softly: “Sleep, sleep, sweet

         baby! It’s nothing, really, nothing. It’s only a bad dream, and when you wake up in the morning, it’ll all be gone!”

      


      And as she held him, he gradually stopped thrashing, and the screams tapered off into whimpers—little whispers of grief—and

         then he went back to sleep.

      


      That first night, she recalled, she hadn’t been paying particular attention to what he was screaming—hadn’t heard any specific word that made any sense. His sounds were blurred and blunted inside the high-octane

         howl of a very young child who looked and sounded as if he were fighting desperately for his very life. No, she thought, not

         a real life-threatening event. Just a child being attacked in a nightmare.

      


      Nevertheless, she was profoundly shaken, but determined to cope with it—part of the deal. This was the bargain she’d made

         when she agreed to marry Bruce Leininger, twelve years her senior, who already had four children from a previous marriage.

         Of course, Andrea had been married before, too, but had no kids. If they were to marry, she had told Bruce firmly, she wanted

         a child. That was the deal; that was her prenup.
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      Bruce, holding to his part of the bargain, had heard the screams from James’s room and rolled over and whispered, “Would you

         handle it?” This was Andrea’s job.

      


      In the grand scheme of their lives, the deal was a fair one. He got the gorgeous dancer, and she got the big, handsome corporate

         executive—plus a child. Of course, not everything worked out as planned. Bruce had labored to near collapse holding up his

         end of the deal, which was to provide his extended family with basic security.

      


      At that moment, here in Lafayette, it was Bruce who appeared to be undergoing the greater crisis, striving mightily to master

         and hold down a new job. He had been “let go,” as they say, from his last big-paying job in Dallas over a difference of opinion

         in management. The buyout wasn’t bad, but the sudden cruelty of the experience—the prospect of unemployment for a man who

         had always been a high achiever, always at the top of his class, always near the pinnacle of the corporate hierarchy, a model

         of poise and self-control—left an unspoken fear hovering like a cloud over the Leininger household.

      


      The new job, the adjustment, was not easy. Bruce was a human resources executive, which was a little like being a corporate

         fireman. Wherever personnel problems broke out, he had to rush in and put out the fire. That meant dislocation, a lot of moving

         around and resettling. It was okay when there were just the two of them, Bruce and Andrea, but now they had James. In four

         years, Bruce had been forced to uproot the family three times. The first time was when he landed a new job in San Francisco.

         He found a great town house overlooking the ocean in Pacifica. Andrea was enchanted. “There’s nothing between us and Japan,”

         she swooned.

      


      It was a happy and romantic interlude. And it was in San Francisco that James was born. Within two years Bruce had a better

         job offer in Dallas, which had the added advantage of putting Andrea back in the bosom of her family. She was from Dallas

         and had deep attachments to her sisters and mother, but it entailed another move. And then that job fell apart when Bruce

         challenged the decisions of a superior and had to find a new job, impress a new boss, find a new home, and manage the relocation.

         Not that he was complaining—he was just exhausted. As for Andrea, she’d had enough of moving. When Bruce found the new home

         in Lafayette, she decided that this one would be for good.

      


      And now along comes this shattering nightmare! Bad timing, Bruce thought. Still, it was only a noisy bad dream—no big deal.

         In his previous marriage, Bruce had managed to calm all four of his children going through night terrors. But he was now just

         too tired to manage this kind of thing again.

      


      Of course, he had no way of knowing, when he rolled over and went back to sleep, that his family was on the cusp of something

         utterly unfathomable, something unimaginably fantastic. So, dog tired, he simply fell back to sleep.
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      If Bruce was under heavy pressure, so was Andrea. Giving birth to James had been very hard. She was thirty-six when he was

         born—fast approaching midnight on her biological clock. And it was a rough pregnancy. Andrea suffered from preeclampsia, a

         dangerous condition that caused high blood pressure, fluid retention, and seizures. And then, late in the pregnancy, her fetus

         inexplicably stopped growing. When the doctors measured her baby’s size on the sonogram, James was a little more than three

         pounds and was not getting any bigger. The medical team was puzzled and uncertain that the child ultimately would be “viable.”

         And even if he was brought to term, the doctors warned that there was a strong possibility of Down’s syndrome or autism, or

         some other physical or intellectual deficit.

      


      Bruce refused to accept the medical opinion. Always the solid rock of optimism, he said: “Bullshit! James will be fine.”


      And this was not meant as a careless outburst of bootless hope. Becoming parents was an affirmative, positive commitment that

         they had both promised each other, even to the point of picking out the child’s name: James Madison Leininger. No accident.

         The name came out of the long genealogical research that Andrea had started early in their marriage. She had discovered that

         her great-great-grandfather, James Madison Scoggin, had served in the Confederate army during the Civil War. So her imperiled

         little fetus already had a name and a proud history, and fighting parents who would never consider giving up on him.

      


      Finally, on April 10, 1998—Good Friday (an omen)—six weeks before her due date, when the doctors detected weakness in his

         vital signs, James was delivered by C-section. Bruce was there in the delivery room, and when the baby reached out to be born,

         Bruce took his hand—and, as they like to say in the family, Bruce and James have never let go.

      


      After James was born, the doctors discovered the reason for his lack of development in utero. It was an anatomical quirk.

         Andrea’s placenta was no bigger than a grapefruit. It should have been the size of a small watermelon. The wonder is that

         James survived at all, with all the reduced intake of nutrients. On the other hand, maybe that trauma in utero would be seen

         to play a part in what was yet to come. Maybe James would retain some postpartum memory of that tight spot he was in before

         he was born.

      


      In the end, after time in an incubator, James turned out to be perfectly normal—no physical or intellectual deficits.


      And he was a delightful baby. He didn’t cry much; he didn’t fuss much. He accepted all the moving and changes with hardly

         a peep. He seemed mostly happy and content. In fact, his parents felt that there was something uncanny and amazingly mature

         about his everyday good nature—which was part of why that first horrendous nightmare came as such a shock.

      


      Given the brute facts of Bruce’s new status, he had to work hard to keep his family intact. Because of his long work hours,

         Andrea kept James up past a two-year-old’s normal bedtime. The reasoning behind this was a trade-off: James could sacrifice

         a little sleep to spend some quality time with his father. His bedtime became ten p.m. After they put him to sleep, Bruce

         and Andrea had some time for a glass of wine and some catch-up conversation before they, too, went to bed. Two days after

         the first nightmare, just after midnight, the bloodcurdling screams began again. It came at a moment when Bruce and Andrea

         were slipping into deep REM sleep, and once again it caught them unprepared. Andrea, of course, leaped out of bed and ran

         down that long hallway to clasp her son in her arms and try to console him.

      


      In the morning she tried to describe the scary quality of the nightmares to Bruce in some detail so that he would recognize

         the gravity of what she experienced, but he shrugged and insisted that they not make a fuss, that night terrors were normal.

         But she nonetheless pressed her case, telling him about the wild kicking and violent flailing. Still, Bruce showed little

         interest. He was in the midst of his own nightmare trying to help take his company public.

      


      Bruce worked for Oil Field Services Corporation of America (OSCA), an oil company that specialized in deepwater oil well maintenance

         and management far out in the Gulf of Mexico. OSCA was in the midst of trying to launch a public stock offering. As the human

         resources expert and adviser, Bruce had to formulate sound health plans and compensation packages that met federal guidelines

         so that OSCA could become listed on a major stock exchange—no small feat since Bruce was, himself, still being trained at

         the time. It was a frantic moment as he dealt with the dizzying details of high corporate negotiations and the needs of several

         hundred oil rig workers.

      


      In the midst of all this, the nightmares seemed less urgent.


      “Listen,” he told Andrea, playing down the significance of the outburst, “it’s an old house and there are creaks and groans

         that routinely come with an old house. It’s all part of settling in here. It’ll stop; you’ll see.”

      


      But the nightmares did not stop. After the second, there was another the next night. James would skip a night, sometimes two,

         but the nightmares kept coming with terrifying regularity and increasing frenzy. Often five times a week. And they were all,

         every one, spine-tingly creepy.

      


      And so, in that first spring of the new millennium, in a small home near the coast of Louisiana, four or five times a week

         it felt as if the rafters shook with the ferocious cries of a little boy. Andrea did all she could at first, but nothing would

         soothe little James in those furious moments. Because of James’s premature birth and early weight problems, she was diligent

         about medical checkups. Soon after they moved to Lafayette she found a young pediatrician on the next street, Dr. Doug Gonzales,

         who could find nothing abnormal when he examined James. When the nightmares began, Andrea called him. He told her that these

         were normal night terrors and that they would soon diminish. He was not worried. Meanwhile, confirming what she had read in

         her parenting books, he advised her not to wake the boy suddenly or frighten him when he was in the midst of a bad dream.

      


      Andrea now had begun sleeping close to James’s bedroom so she could get a head start on the screams. She slept lightly, listening

         for the first cry. And, she told Bruce, James was so deeply asleep during his nightmares that she had to hold him as tightly

         as she could to break the spell.

      


      Bruce spoke to his son. “Listen,” he said, “you’ve got to stop this. You’d better get over whatever it is that’s causing this.”

         Only it turned out, this wasn’t something that a two-year-old could control, no matter how mad it made Daddy.
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      Almost two months after the nightmares began, James was still thrashing and shrieking, but this time Andrea set out to try

         to discover what he was saying. His cries, she realized, were not just incomprehensible sounds—there were also words. Once

         she’d deciphered some of them, she came quickly back down the hallway and shook her husband awake.

      


      “Bruce, you need to hear what he’s saying.”


      Bruce was groggy. “What do you mean?”


      “Bruce, you need to hear what he’s saying.” Bruce was annoyed, but he pulled himself out of bed, muttering, “What the hell is going on here!”

      


      Then, as he stood in his son’s doorway, he also began to pick out the words, and his resentment faded.


      He was lying there on his back, kicking and clawing at the covers… like he was trying to kick his way out of a coffin. I thought,

            this looks like The Exorcist—I half expected his head to spin around like that little girl in the movie. I even thought I might have to go and get a priest.

            But then I heard what James was saying…


      “Airplane crash! Plane on fire! Little man can’t get out!”


      Those were the very words, the actual text of James’s outcries. The child flung his head back and forth and screamed the same

         thing over and over and over: “Airplane crash! Plane on fire! Little man can’t get out! Airplane crash! Plane on fire! Little

         man can’t get out!”

      


      Now, it was not long after James’s second birthday; he was just learning to speak in complex sentences, just finding a language

         to fit his thoughts. And yet, what he was screaming as he thrashed around his bed that spring were words so rich in detail,

         so plausibly offered, so unchildlike in their desperation, that Bruce Leininger was struck silent. In all his life, he’d been

         the problem solver, the go-to guy, the man who could make things right because he understood the nature of almost any problem,

         grasped its geography, and managed to find a solution. But standing in that doorway of his child’s bedroom, he was paralyzed—and

         a little frightened. These panicked phrases could not have come out of nowhere; on that point he was certain.

      


   

      CHAPTER TWO


      THERE WERE PLENTY of tantalizing clues about what was happening to young James Leininger. If Bruce and Andrea hadn’t been so

         busy skidding around their own high dramas—a killing workload and yet another domestic realignment—they might have guessed

         earlier that it had something to do with airplanes.

      


      But there were too many distractions that kept them from following the trail—an oversight that they would more than make up

         for in the coming months. Foremost was getting settled into their new hometown of Lafayette, Louisiana.

      


      The start of the new millennium had been grueling. First, there was the dread of a Y2K meltdown, which, thankfully, didn’t

         happen, though it nevertheless spiked everyone’s nerves. Then there was the actual physical move from Dallas to Lafayette—a

         hectic, hysterical, complicated repositioning of hearth and home.

      


      The logistics alone were bumpy. But for Andrea there was an added bit of sadness; it was the emotional wrench of leaving her

         sisters and her mother four hundred miles away. Nevertheless, she was a good soldier and understood that her husband’s working

         life was at a critical juncture and that her job was to support him. And so, on Thursday, March 1, 2000, Bruce and Andrea

         closed the deal on their seventy-year-old Acadian house in the leafy upscale subdivision of White Oak.

      


      But even as she tried to get herself into the right spirit, (it was an early spring, and the azaleas were in full bloom—the

         town was a heart-catching watercolor of pink and white and red), she was blindsided by a cold bolt of reality. Before they

         could move into their charming house on West St. Mary Boulevard, the Leiningers would have to spend a long weekend in a seedy

         little room four miles away on Edie Ann Drive, in the industrial basin of Lafayette.

      


      It was only a layover, just until the moving van arrived on Saturday, just until Andrea had enough time to go over and make

         her new home livable—which, in her case, meant spotless. Because this time, she told Bruce with clenched determination, she

         intended to stay put. “I’m not moving again,” was the way she laid it down.

      


      In spite of that firm declaration, she still had to get through that long weekend at the grubby Oakwood Bend Apartments; which

         was where OSCA gave temporary shelter to the soiled and tired oil workers coming off month-long shifts on the deep rigs that

         lay far out in the Gulf of Mexico.

      


      Andrea could hardly believe that Bruce had been living in this squalor since November.


      When she turned on the light, she felt as if the filth were crawling up her legs. The layers of dirt and the layers of dust,

         encrusted over the years by layers of crude oil, had become some new and scary variety of muck.

      


      Even the ceilings were thick with the aftermath of all that unwashed traffic. The inside of the shower curtain was black with

         mold and mildew. When Andrea turned on the fan, the dust flew off in fat clumps. Her first thought was that a cat had jumped

         off the blades.

      


      “Don’t let James touch anything,” she told Bruce. “I’m going to the store and load up on cleaning supplies.”


      First she cleaned the temporary home enough to make breathing possible, if not to make things comfortable. Then, in the middle

         of it all, the movers called—their truck had broken down on the interstate and they couldn’t get to Lafayette until Monday.

      


      Well, there was nothing else to do but make the best of it—a family shrug that became like a nervous tic, a gesture the Leiningers

         used to get through the hassles of life.

      


      Finally, they piled into the car and headed for their new home. As they tried to navigate their way there, the traffic slowed

         to a crawl. Both the big roads—Johnston and West Congress Street—had been narrowed to one lane. They were snarled with barriers

         and the construction of gaudy food stands. It was Mardi Gras.

      


      Bruce and Andrea knew that Lafayette was in the “Cajun Heartland”—territory originally settled by the Acadian French who were

         booted out of Nova Scotia in 1755 when they refused to swear allegiance to the British. But they had no idea that the intensely

         Catholic French Cajun culture was still sunk so deep. The descendants of the Cajuns took the pre-Lenten bacchanalia very seriously.

         New Orleans was world famous for its Fat Tuesday festival, but Lafayette had its own riotous pride. In Lafayette no one delivers

         the mail on Fat Tuesday. The schools close for a week, and for five days the main streets are blocked off two and three times

         a day for the elaborate parades.

      


      After the heavy-duty cleaning, stalled traffic, and the pressure of tricky timing, the Leiningers were all exhausted by the

         time their moving van arrived early on Monday, March 5. Still, Andrea sent Bruce off to work—she would handle the unloading

         and placement of the furniture by herself. No need to have Bruce underfoot as well as James. She had planned exactly where

         she wanted everything placed.

      


      But even her supercharged energy had to give out. She simply couldn’t be everywhere at once. She kept losing track of her

         son. She had told James to stay inside the house while she directed the movers. But the twenty-three-month-old tyke, who was

         still in diapers, slipped out of the house while the moving men brought in the cartons and furnishings—the door had been left

         open.

      


      Andrea was like a shortstop, directing the moving men and plucking James out of the hedges and off the lawn, and finally—the

         last straw—out of the moving van itself. When she began to imagine her little guy crushed and bleeding under someone’s boots

         or a dropped sofa, she knew it was more than she could handle. That’s when she called Bruce on his cell phone and told him

         to get right home.

      


      Bruce’s boss, who was also under pressure because of the massive work attached to their company’s going public, grudgingly

         agreed that Bruce’s place was at his wife’s side.

      


      Things sort of settled down over the next few days. Neighbors showed up with welcoming pots of food and baskets of flowers

         and lists of where to shop and which drugstores were open on weekends and evenings. It was a mellow moment after a bumpy entrance

         to their new home.

      


      And life went on. Andrea kept intensely busy putting the finishing touches to the house. Bruce was working fifteen, sixteen,

         seventeen hours a day.

      


      It was not until Wednesday, March 14, nine days after moving in, and a few days after the Mardi Gras fever had passed, that

         Andrea found time to shop for the matching towels she needed for the bathrooms. She headed for Bed Bath & Beyond, thinking

         that James would be fine in his stroller and that they would also get an introduction to the normal downtown life of Lafayette,

         without the parades and food vendors and tourist madness.

      


      It was a bright day and she was in a happy mood, the feeling of strangeness in a new town beginning to soften. As they walked

         to the bathroom fixture store, they passed a craft and toy store, Hobby Lobby, where she noticed a display outside—bins filled

         with plastic toys and boats.

      


      “Oh, look,” said Andrea, plucking a small model propeller-driven plane out of the bin. She handed it to James, who studied

         it. “And there’s even a bomb on the bottom,” she exclaimed, hoping this toy would distract James enough for her to browse

         comfortably for towels.

      


      But what James said—this little child in diapers—made her stop cold in her tracks. James looked at the toy plane, turned it

         upside down, and proclaimed, “That’s not a bomb, Mommy. That’s a dwop tank.”

      


      Andrea had no idea what a drop tank was. It was only when she got home that night and talked it over with Bruce that she learned

         that it was an extra gas tank that airplanes used to extend their range.

      


      “How would he know that?” she asked Bruce.


      Bruce shook his head. Maybe James noticed that there were no fins on the tank—a bomb would have fins.


      But how would he even know that?


      “He can’t even say ‘drop tank,’” she insisted. “He said ‘dwop tank.’ He can’t even say ‘Hobby Lobby’—he says ‘Hobby Wobby.’

         How would he know about a drop tank? I never heard of it.”

      


      It was bewildering, but not anything to worry about. Not yet—not before the nightmares began.


   

      CHAPTER THREE


      WHILE THE BAD DREAMS rattled their nights on West St. Mary Boulevard that spring, and in the fuzzy aftermath of the discombobulating

         move, no one in the Leininger home was thinking too clearly. Too much work and too much worry and not enough sleep were leaving

         both Bruce and Andrea a little dazed and a little battle happy.
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