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Introduction


There is none so deaf as he who listens to the wrong voices.


There is none so bound as he who is chained to lies.


   His home was a graveyard. No person could tame or restrain him, for he was very strong. He could pull the outward shackles in pieces with his own bare hands. But the chains that held him to his thoughts, he could not bend.


   His is a true story (from Mark 5). He lived where dead people were buried. Day and night he was tormented and cried out in anguish. He bruised and cut himself with stones.


   Then a great miracle happened. Someone bigger than the voices of lies stepped into his life. Those chaining him to such emotional misery and shame were commanded to leave by the greatest voice of authority, truth, and power. The demons behind the lying voices were rushed into a herd of swine, causing the pigs to run violently into the sea and drown.


   He wasn't the same after that. His mind was healed, and he was free. His address changed. He walked out of that graveyard of darkness and death and into the kingdom of truth and light.


   And I wondered why the people asked Jesus to leave the region. Why weren't they happy that this man could now be in the land of the living, healed and free? What would be the reaction if such a miracle happened today? And I heard these words, "Write about it."


   So I write because today there are so many hurting people. Haunting voices from abuse, abandonment, and rejections have chased many to a graveyard of despair. Deep inside, where eyes cannot see, people are chained by invisible hands to emotional wounds and to their pasts. I write because it is my prayer that these people would direct their cry for help to the Miracle Maker.


   In such brokenness, people are ripe for a miracle. But they must turn to the powerful voice of truth. "And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free" (John 8:32).









Chapter One


Put me in that casket too! Put me in there with my sister! Let me die there.


The wind howled and slapped a cold hand at Abby's face, chilling her tears to sleet. She felt numb on the outside and raw on the inside.


   "We now commit Julie's body back to the dust," the reverend droned on.


   His words ignited a mental bomb, which exploded in Abby's mind. Like everyone else, you thought Julie was a misfit, a hopeless kid. All she needed was a place to fit. Now she fits in a pine box!


   A handful of people from the church, like a football team in a huddle, stood braving the weather. But Abby stood alone like a young sapling unbending in the wind.


"Amen."


She hadn't heard the prayer.


   Church was just a place Abby occasionally attended. As tiny children, she and Julie had been happy to be a part of Sunday school here at the God's Love Fellowship Church. An elderly neighbor couple had faithfully picked them up and brought them Sunday after Sunday.


   They had been little girls looking for love. They had hoped God might be in the church somewhere. Maybe there He could give someone special eyes to see, special ears to hear, or special arms to hold them. So they came, listened, and watched, and waited. They looked into so many eyes, like the store windows in a busy plaza, but the eyes did not seem to see them back.


   Abby pulled her hood's drawstring snugger to her face. Her steps were quick in the cold. As she opened the church door, childhood pain, like dirty bug smears on a windshield, still stained her soul. She no longer had a listening ear. Abby didn't want to hear cotton-candy words inflated with air, such as, "I'm so sorry for your loss. Such a tragedy." Nor did she care to hear something dreadful like, "It must be God's will." Was it God's will that she and Julie were physically and sexually abused as little girls? Why didn't God cause them to be born into a home where there was love instead of violence? Why did He let Julie tragically die now? Of all times, why now? We could have had a chance together now. We could have had the chance life never gave us as children.


   Abby yanked off her wet cap and slipped out of her jacket. She wasn't hungry and walked past the sandwiches and chips. All she wanted was something hot to touch and to drink. Her fingers laced around a warm Styrofoam cup like a child latching onto candy. Abby didn't look around her. She didn't care to be acknowledged or to acknowledge anyone. She moved to the way back table and sunk into the chair still holding tight to the coffee cup.


   Tears were waiting. Until today, tears had been a stranger to Abby. She had built a cement wall somewhere inside of herself. She had become tougher than tears. Still, at this very moment, she realized that Julie was all the love she had known. Julie had been her sister-parent. Julie was finally coming home. This was to be a birth of love and hope. Instead it was stillborn.


   Abby sat up straighter and took a sip of her coffee. More tears were not welcome.


"Abby?" a warm voice asked.


   "Yes?" Abby looked up into the large and moist eyes of a familiar face.


   "Maybe you don't remember me, honey. I'm Mable. I was your foster mom a long time ago." The rounded, cheeky-faced lady relaxed as an understanding smile pushed wrinkles to each side. "Oh, it was when you were just eight years old."


   "I do remember now." Abby's heavy eye lids raised slowly. "Yes. You were very kind to me, and I didn't want to leave you."


   Mable pulled a Kleenex from her handbag and dabbed her eyes with it. "It broke my heart when they put you and Julie back with your folks." She took a sip of coffee, and her eyes searched into Abby's.


   "Yes, and just several months after that, we were removed permanently from our home. I was nine. Julie was fifteen."


   "I was in the process of moving to Chicago at that time, or I would have begged to have you girls again.


My mom was very ill, and I thought I needed to be there for her. I had asked if I could adopt both of you, but I didn't hear back from the county."


   "It was our loss, Mable." Abby's hands clasped more tightly around the cup.


   "Were the new foster parents good to you?" Mable whispered.


   "Julie was eight months pregnant when we arrived in the next home. She was very angry and hurt."


   "I see." Mable reached across the table to squeeze Abby's fingers. "I can understand. It's hard to trust strangers when those you should be able to trust hurt you."


   "You're right, Mable. I think my truster is broken." Abby's words were fading.


   "Anyway, Abby, I have just moved back to this area. My mom passed on, and it was getting lonely in Chicago. I have family here. So it seemed right to come back. And then I picked up the paper and read about your sister's tragic accident. I'm so sorry." Mable's voice was genuine.


   "She was on her way back. I hadn't seen her for so long. Julie had begun to call me more. She sounded changed." Abby looked up into Mable's eyes for courage to say more. "She said she had found joy and peace. She said she had found a reason to live. She was on her way home to me. We were going to be a family again and this time find happiness." Abby choked on her words. "She had not planned to come home for her funeral. It is like a bad dream, a cruel joke."


   "What about you, Abby?" Mable asked. "Is there something I can do to help?"


   "I don't think so. I need to be by myself. I've just got so much to think through."


   Mable dug into her purse and pulled out a pen and paper. "Let me write down my number. Know you are welcome to call anytime. If you need a place to get away, my door will always be open to you."


   Mable's hands were a little shaky. Abby guessed Mable to be in her early eighties.


   "What happened to Julie's baby?" Mable asked as she handed the paper to Abby.


   "That's a story in itself. Charley was taken away from Julie when he was born." Abby smashed the Styrofoam cup between her hands. "He lived in three different foster homes until he was placed in a juvenile boy's home. From there he was sent to various group homes that housed emotionally disturbed and mentally ill youth."


Mable shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


   "Finally"—Abby winced—"about three years ago, he was placed at the Wilderness Group Home out in Perjure County. Charley is there because he rips off his clothes and runs wild. He doesn't talk. Still, no amount of therapy has been able to tame him."


   Mable's eyes widened in unbelief. "Oh, my dear." The silver-haired woman stood. Before she left, she placed a kiss on Abby's cheek. "I care, Abby. Please do me a favor and come visit me soon. Would you do that for me, honey?"


   Abby stared back, her eyes wide. Warm. You make me feel warm. I've been so cold and scared.


   "Abby?" Mable's hand cupped Abby's chin. "Please come and see me."


"I will, Mable."


   "Good." Mable's sweet, droopy cheeks entertained ripples of wrinkles with one tender smile.


   Abby watched Mable walk slowly out the door. Then her eyes scanned the room. Several folk were collecting their plates and napkins and returning them to the kitchen. Some turned to nod or smile at Abby as she stood to leave. Before she made it to the exit, Reverend Staunch moved his lanky, tall form forward to shake her hand and bid her well.


   "It is a pity about your sister, Abby. Please accept my sympathy."


"Yes, thank you, Reverend."


   "I don't suppose Charley would understand. Well," Reverend Staunch stammered, "Julie never kept in contact with him anyway, so it probably doesn't change anything. I guess I was wondering if you would be telling him about his mother's passing."


   "First of all, Reverend, Julie didn't give Charley up." Abby's eyes lashed with fury. "He was taken from her. I know she cared for him. She would have been a good mother. And don't you worry. I will go and tell him. I'll tell him that his mom was coming home to be with him again. I'll tell him that Julie loved him and never wanted to give him up."


   Abby didn't mind that the reverend's eyes were flinging burning darts back to her. She turned and with a click of her heels left the church.
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In the corner of her small apartment sat the pile of whatever had been valuable enough for Julie to want to bring home. Just three nights ago the police brought it to her doorstep along with the unwanted news. She would never forget the two officers standing there that night. The younger one handed her the luggage. The older one had said, "I'm sorry, Abby, but there has been a terrible accident. Your sister, Julie Frank, was killed." All Abby had learned was that the roads were very slippery. It had appeared as though Julie had dodged another vehicle and had crashed into a tree, dying instantly. Someone, possibly the driver of the other car, had called 911.


   Abby had not been able to open the bags and suitcases containing Julie's belongings. Now with the funeral over and the need for some kind of closure, she needed at least to look. I am unbelievably lonely for you, Julie. Our recent phone calls brought you back. It has made you alive in my heart. I cant believe that hope has ended. I had begun to hope again.


   The large suitcase was too heavy for clothes. When she opened it, Abby was surprised to find dozens of notebooks. As she paged through them, she was not surprised any longer. You and I were always alike this way, Julie. Our lives have been a story that we could not tell others. We had only hoped people would read us kindly. Abby pulled a notebook close to her heart. I am so thankful for these. You have left me all that you felt and all that you hoped for. I will read them, and I will cherish them. I will keep them for you. I can't let you not live on in my heart. These notes will help. I love you, Julie!
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Chapter Two


Abby tucked the comforter around her body, sinking into it as though it were someone with tender arms coming to rescue her at last.


   The lonely quiet was like a heavy fog settling in over her. The stillness was as black as it was thick. She gagged on it. Then there were movements, like dark ish below the water surface, happening in the midnight of her room. Her heart began thundering beats of fear. The bolts shot through her, stinging into every extremity. Each ripple caused her toes and fingers to prickle.


   They're back. The unwanted visitors, familiar entities were back. Like corrupt landlords greedy to collect, they stalked where there was no light of escape. They cried out, "We own you." Since childhood, they had threatened and harassed. Abby's body trembled remembering how she had clung to Julie, so terrified by the invaders. These mysterious forms...these voices... had brought fear of every imaginable kind. Abby would bury her face in Julie's chest. She would listen to her sister's heart thrashing inside of a body stiffened by fear.


   Abby had never dared to tell anyone. Now they came again. Abby felt them. Sinister fingers were tightening around her throat and constricting until she fell into a lifeless trance. Her thoughts once again began to reel. She was spinning out of control on black ice.


   So where is this God Julie sought? He isn't here, is He? His games are cruel. He leaves you alone and hopeless. There is no hope, Abby. Why do you struggle to find hope? He has taken everything away from you. He took your sister. He took your hope. The only family you have now, Abby, is a crazy nephew. You are crazy, too. How long can you pretend you are normal? You are a fool, pretending to belong somewhere. You should join Julie. You have nothing to live for.
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Abby was exhausted when her eyes opened again. She sprung from her bed and shivered as her feet hit the cold floor. Abby glanced out the window as she grabbed for a sweater and slipped her feet into the slippers by her bed. "Blasted winter again! Flying snow! It's supposed to be April first today. Well, happy April Fool's Day."


   Once downstairs Abby licked the "on" switch of her coffee maker and waited to hear the irst sound of percolating. Julie will never come home. Coffee was spitting into the pot. Abby's hand reached for a cup.


   A shrill ring from her cell phone, and the cup twirled toward the floor, where it shattered in several sharp, plastic pieces.


"Who could be calling this early in the morning?" She found her phone under yesterday's newspaper. "Hi, Ab."


   "Phillip, what's going on? It's Saturday. I don't work today."


   "You're going to want to work today, Ab. I've got an urgent front-page story for you. There's no time for dilly-dallying around. You better bust your butt getting over to Mr. Shafers's farm now!"


   "This better be good, Phillip. It's snowing and blowing and cold out there. And"—grief, like a festering sore, found its way to her tongue—"they just buried my sister."


   "I'm sorry about that, Ab. I really am. But this is the chance of your lifetime. Get this story and your career as a journalist is set!"


   Abby shivered as she tracked through the new spread of snow. The crust under it grated and snapped with each plunk of her boots. Under it all was still the cold brown earth not yet brave enough to think of sending out shoots of green. March had gone out like a lion, and April was still her frozen cub.


   Abby could picture Phillip's jaw jutting out and his gray eyes growing into steel. He had been fired from the police force a couple years ago. She believed his story. The drunken attorney was guilty of manslaughter. Phillip had been honest and bold enough to say so. But it had cost him his job.


  In Abby's opinion, Phillip was a good and decent man. She liked that about him. After he bought out the Edge Water Times, he had hired her to write for the paper. All she had to show him were a few pieces of prose she had written in her journal. He had said, "These are incredible. Yes, you have a job with me for as long as you desire." That day the sun muscled its way into Abby's dismal and none-too-promising world. She was very grateful to Phillip and had worked hard ever since not to disappoint her boss. Today would not be an exception.
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Abby dreaded the drive to Jasper Schafer's place. Guilt clawed at her soul. It was the road to the Wilderness Group Home, where Charley lived, which bordered Jasper's farm.


   Abby hadn't been out to see Charley for months. She had been too busy trying to pursue a career in writing. Phillip believed in her, thought she could write, and that provided a sliver of self-esteem, a prayer that someday she could make it as an accomplished journalist. Now Phillip sounded very excited. Was her career as a journalist about to become big? She could make it a point to stop and see Charley later. He didn't seem to know her anyway. But was she letting Julie down? Julie had loved Charley and had asked Abby to take care of him. Could Charley possibly understand love or the lack of it? Was he as miserable as she was? Could one so mentally handicapped as Charley even understand that Julie loved him or that Julie was tragically killed? Was Charley able to be offended that for these past many months his aunt Abby had abandoned him in chase of something to live for?


   Young, willowy poplar trees bent spitefully toward the glare of headlights reflecting off the snow as Abby drove down the long stretch of back roads. No thanks to the nasty weather and messy driving conditions, the drive was more distressing.


   She wasn't relieved to see the jagged etches of light from the group home shooting across the depressed-looking, snow-covered grounds. In the early fog of dawn, they looked like eerie fingers pointing into her soul.


  "What the—?" Abby blurted out. In the short distance away, lashing lights from everywhere fractured the craggy attempts of daybreak. Fire trucks, an ambulance or two, and it looked like the whole highway department surrounded and filled the Schafer residence. Large equipment made it nearly impossible for her to squeeze her car close to the troubled farm site. "Maybe Phillip is right. Maybe this will be the cover story I need. This looks big. Really big."


   Bodies were rushing everywhere, skirting through the lifting darkness. Abby grabbed her camera and hurried to join the interested parties. Heavy gray clouds were spewing out a fine icy mist, and people, dismal under the cloudy curse, were yelling, shouting orders, scurrying so. The whole place was in a state of panic.


   Abby blew out a confused and frosty breath of her own, pulled her parka tight, and with a curl of her lip moved toward the mess. She guessed most of the action was headed toward the river.


   Ropes were attached to heavy equipment. Cranes stretched their strong iron necks over and down to the problem area, and from her view, it appeared as though they were removing large-bodied things. "Did a whole part of the country fall in the river, or what?" Abby tried to ignore the intense spasm threatening to shut of her airway.


   "Those are cows!" Phillip's answer was like a paddle filled with electric shock attempting to jolt her senses to some form of normal.


   "Cows?" She turned to him, her eyes wide with confusion and fright.


   "Yes, cows," he said, a half smile cocked victoriously on his face. He reached for her hand and dragged her through the mob of people to a place where she could get a better view.


   "Cows?" Abby's tongue felt thick. "They are all bloated and so still. Are they dead?"


   "Yep, drowned pregnant cows," Phillip said, shifting his weight to the opposite leg. "And lots of them."


   "They are pregnant?" Abby's legs suddenly felt rubbery. "But why? What could possibly possess a herd of heavy, pregnant cows to rush to their deaths in a river covered with thin ice?"


   "I am not sure at this moment, but be very sure, I will find out."


   "Oh, I know, Phillip. You will figure it out. I know you will."


   "Hey, girl. You are going to get the story before the big papers pick up on it." He smiled back at her. "I'm sure that stack of bloated heifers would be a perfect snapshot to validate the facts. It's bound to hit the front page for you."


  Abby's eyes were like bulbs pushing from their orbits. She walked through the piles of bovine devastation. "Unbelievable!" She began snapping pictures and trying to control the retching feeling that was pulling at her gut.


   Equipment operators were pulling out fewer beef now, and many of the waders were stepping out of the river straddled with ice chunks. Abby snapped a picture of a rescuer stepping out of his wet suit as someone wrapped a warm blanket around the man.


   Abby recognized Jasper Schafer waving his arms and shouting to a group of uniformed officers. She moved in for a scoop on the event.


   "I'm telling you," the distraught Jasper bawled out, "I saw him out in the fields just the other day, naked and streaking as usual. Then about two this morning the dogs were barking, and I got up. That's when I saw it with my own eyes. There was nothing I could do to stop the cattle. They were mad, crazy, running and plunging through the ice. That's when I called for help. I drove down my driveway to see what might have caused such a ruckus, and then I saw him again. There he was lifting up his hands and dancing. There was some older man standing next to him. I couldn't tell in the dark who it was. But the kid was definitely Charley. It was him all right."


"Charley!" Abby gasped. "He wouldn't have any reason to harm your cows. He's just simple." All heads turned toward her.


   "You sticking up for him?" Jasper's voice threatened. "Hey," he continued, taking a step toward her and pointing an accusing finger into her chest, "aren't you related to that kid?"


   "Look," she answered, her heart pounding against her chest, "I'm sure there is a logical explanation to all of this."


   Phillip stepped up, hulking over the angry, red-faced Jasper and asked, "You said the kid was dancing in the middle of the night, not streaking?"


   "That's correct," Jasper snarled back. "No doubt he was celebrating his evil accomplishment."


   "Doesn't this kid ever sleep? Have you ever seen him dance in the night before?" Phillip questioned.


   "I'm not his babysitter! I don't stay up all hours of the night watching his crazy stunts. But I see him streaking about in the daylight hours. Don't matter if it's cold or hot, he runs naked in all kinds of weather."


   "Was he naked and streaking last night when you saw him?"


   "No! I told you, Charley was dancing. He was lifting his arms in the air and waving them about wildly."


"And was he naked?" Phillip repeated the question.


  Jasper scratched through a growth of red whiskers. "No, come to think of it. He was dressed. Even had a coat on. But what's that got to do with anything?"


   "Has Charley ever been a threat to your herd of beef in the past?" Phillip squared his shoulders and continued to drill for answers.


   "He's probably been planning this for years," the older man shot back, pressing his lips thin.


   Abby caught the menacing squint of Jasper's weaseled eyes.


   "You saying he has the capability to plan something this sophisticated?" Phillip's back stiffened. "It seems hard to believe that one person, especially someone like Charley, could be such a strategist. It would be quite a remarkable accomplishment for a posse of rustlers to get a herd of pregnant beef to leave their hay and shelter in the sort of weather we had last night. This was something big, Jasper."


   "You calling me a liar? That kid is behind it. I don't know how, but mark my words, he had something to do with it. And," Jasper rasped, "you better find out the how and why of it all. Because of Charley, I've lost everything. Those cattle were my livelihood."


   "I'm sorry for your loss, Jasper. I will find out all the details. You can count on that. But for now, I'm just doing my job, asking questions."


   Abby was amazed at the investigative abilities Phillip possessed. He was the owner and editor of a newspaper. That was his job. But he would take this a few steps further. He would present facts and evidence, no matter how long it took to get the job done.


   "I'll keep you to your word," Jasper exclaimed with a harrumph.


   "For now I'm going to have a look around the barn. I'll need a sample of the hay. We can't rule out toxins of some kind."


   Bizarre, crazy old man! Abby watched as Jasper stomped off in a huff of energy. She walked off to snap a few more pictures. Charley! I've got to get there first!


   Guilt snapped her like a green bean between its fingers. She should have been there for Charley all along. He didn't even know his mother was dead. How would she handle all of this at one time?


   Dazed, Abby tried to shake off the hounding guilt and regain some composure. The situation was grave, and she needed to be in charge for now.


   "Okay, you can do this," she breathed out a promise to herself. "This is going to be hard." Abby groaned as she stopped to knead the back of her neck. "He can't process anything. He doesn't talk. He isn't going to have a clue of what is going on, much less care about a herd of bloated, drowned cattle. All I know is I need to get the missing puzzle piece irst and get it in black and white before someone else makes a real mess out of things." She blew out a determined breath as her eyes focused on Phillip, who was poking around in a hay pile. Abby knew he was good at what he did. He could find a needle in a haystack. This gave her some comfort for now.


   A few threads of sun were pushing through the gray and announcing that it was indeed morning now. Jasper's rooster was crowing as though it was just another day. But a lot of people, including herself, knew there was nothing usual about today. It was like a bad dream. Her car tires spun in the slush beneath them as Abby backed her car and then attempted to drive out of Jasper's long driveway. She was both tired and hungry, but all of that would wait. Abby was on a mission. She needed to protect Charley from all this unwanted publicity.
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The group home was busy with morning activity. A kitchen worker was pushing a cart loaded with breakfast trays. At first the food smelled heavenly to Abby; then she eyed it as it rolled by. What is that? What kind of slop do they feed these people}


   People sat humped over in their chairs with blank stares on their faces; others were talking to themselves. She watched as one unshaven man spooned his runny eggs and directed them toward his mouth. More of the yellow contents slimed down his bushy face than what was swallowed. Abby made her way to the information desk. A gray-haired woman with rim glasses hanging loosely on her nose looked above them at Abby.


   "Could you direct me to where Charley Frank might be}"


  The woman raised her eyebrows as an amused expression tightened the wrinkles under her eyes. "Have you checked his room} He's probably in there praying."


   "Praying? Charley doesn't pray. I said Charley Frank. Where would he be}" Abby's voice shot back at the woman still wearing a mask of surprise.


"Oh, I see. You haven't heard the news yet."


"Haven't heard what?" Abby squeaked in exasperation.


   "Go see for yourself. He's not the same person he used to be. It's a miracle straight from God because there's no other explanation." The woman narrowed her eyes and zeroed in for a closer look at Abby. "You a relative? I've seen you around here before."


   "Yes, and thank you," Abby sheared any explanation and turned to go.


Even the help here is crazy. Go figure.


   Charley's room would have to be on the third floor, Abby thought as she inched her weary body up another flight of stairs. Her camera dangled about her neck, but would she dare snap a picture of him? At this point, anything could be used as evidence against Charley. Or against me. She had to be careful. Really careful.


   Charley's door was open. Abby stepped in unprepared for what she saw. A young man, who somewhat resembled the Charley she knew, stepped toward her. His face was radiant, and his smile big. He stood before her now, normal. "Charley?"


"Good to see you, Aunt Abby!"' he answered articulately.


   "Charley! You're talking?" Abby's heart was drumming.


   "Yes, I am." He reached for Abby and pulled her into his arms. "Yes, I am," he repeated.


   Charley wasn't the young kid any longer who had been torn from his mom as a babe, tossed about from one home to another like a spoiled hot potato, and finally marked as totally insane and shipped to a haunted looking, three-story building filled with castaways. Nor was he any longer a sixteen-year-old wild man who wouldn't keep his clothes on. Staff had been unable to keep him dressed. Tough generally cooperative, when Charley had decided to tear of his clothes, even a group of workers could not prevent it. He was too strong. Abby had been informed that Charley at times possessed unexplainable strength. Even if they had been able to restrain Charley, which they had not been able to do, new laws made it tough to use any drastic measures on him, unless he was a danger to himself or to others. But Charley had never been violent, just crazy. Doctors had ordered many forms of psychotropic medications, but nothing seemed to stop Charley from ripping of his clothing and zipping out of the building. That's why he was moved to this country group home. That's why she had hated to visit. It had been most embarrassing.


   But Charley wasn't so vulnerable and embarrassing now. His clothes were on, and he seemed perfectly happy about that. Is this real?


   Charley released her from his embrace. "You look great! Your hair has really gotten long. I like it that way, long and wavy red."


   "Wait a minute." Abby gulped. "You remember? I mean you didn't even seem to know me the last time I visited, and you haven't talked since you were very tiny." Abby's mouth hinged open.


   Charley smiled. "I've been healed. I've been totally set free."


   "But, I had no idea they had discovered such a wonder drug. Or is there some new shock therapy?"


   "No, Abby, there is no miracle drug or therapy that could have changed me. It was Him."


   "Him?" She felt her heart galloping up into her throat.


   "It was Jesus who set me free." Charley was smiling again, and his smile was warm. His eyes sparkled. His light rust-colored hair was combed soft and his face shaved clean. He just looked fine, almost like he came from a place untouched by anything but beauty.


   "Let me tell you all about it." His voice reached into her heart.


   "I think I need to sit down first," Abby said, wiping beads of perspiration from her forehead. "This is just so unbelievable. I'm wondering if I'm dreaming after all."


   "No, it's true." Charley's eyes glanced upward. "Praise the Lord. Where do I begin?" A few tears gathered in the deep of his eyes. "Very late last night I had a visitor. He called himself John. He said he was a prophet."


   "A prophet? What in the world is a prophet?" Abby asked, exasperated.


   "Well, I'm not quite sure." Charley's ivy-green eyes shimmered. "All I know is he was a man from God."


   "Oh, Charley, how can you say that? There are all sorts of strange people proclaiming to know God. Some even say they are God." Abby tossed her head in frustration. "I don't go out of my way to believe someone just because he says he's a Christian or brags about knowing God. I haven't found any to be reliable."


   "If Jesus is filling them and they're listening to Him"—Charley looked heavenward as his words rolled sweetly of his tongue—"then what they do is packed with truth and power."


   Abby felt like her mouth was packed with sawdust. "Charley. You have never met Jesus. How can you talk like this?"


   "Well, Aunt Abby"—Charley took a step toward her, squatted down in front of her, and looked into her eyes—"all I can say is last night I was shackled to a body filled with great fear and unexplainable torment, and today I'm not. I had no control over what I did. Now I know what possessed me was not from God. It caused me to rip of my clothes and run in fear. I was always running from it, but I could never run fast enough. It had me, until Jesus set me free."


   "For Pete's sake, Charley, what had you?" Abby stood and began pacing.


   "Demons. Only I didn't know it at the time. My psychiatrist called me schizophrenic and said I had multiple personalities. He did not understand that those personalities were demons possessing me. But John knew because God told him."


   "But how could this John man change everything for you? None of this is adding up to an ounce of sense."


   "I'm trying to explain it to you, Aunt Abby. John came late last night. God sent him."


   "Who is this John anyway?" Abby's back stiffened. "Were you hallucinating, Charley? Is this John some kind of mysterious being like an angel from afar who just happens to show up by your side?"


   Charley threw his head back and began to laugh. "No. Not at all, Abby. He is real; just like you and me. He is touchable. He is flesh and blood," Charley answered, pinching the skin on his arm. "But he is different than most folks in that he can see things many people refuse to believe in."


   "And how is it he was able to get into this building at such a late hour in the night?" Abby demanded.


   "He didn't." Charley's face blushed. "The voices in my head had been screaming, and I was driven to run from them. When I returned, John was standing right outside of this building waiting for me. I have to admit, at irst I was frightened. I had no idea who he was. Then he spoke my name. He said, 'Charley, do you want to be healed and free from all those voices that are tormenting you?'"


   Tears sparkled in Charley's eyes. "I said yes. The voices in my head were screaming 'No!' But I was saying yes. And then he told me about Jesus. He explained that Jesus loved me so much, enough to die for me. He told me that Jesus was the Son of God and that if I would believe, Jesus would deliver me from those voices, which were demons."


   Abby stared at Charley with a critical eye. "And you expect me to believe this?"


   "It may be hard for you to understand, Abby, but what I had known prior to that moment was a hurricane of loud noises and voices. Every voice played the part of a crazy personality, and they all created the wind and storm inside my mind. Then John demanded in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ for every unclean, unloving, and tormenting spirit to leave me. He named some of them as he commanded them to leave. One of them was rejection, and there was abandonment, rebellion, fear, and deception. There was something he called generational. There were many. John saw them leave, Abby. All I know is I'm sitting here in my right mind, and I am tormented no longer."


   Abby rolled her eyes up and back. She felt her gut rolling into a tight ball at the same time. "That's crazy, Charley! You've been lied to. I've never heard such talk before. How can these demons, these things you have never seen before, be the personalities inside of you?"


   "Well"—Charley gently put a hand to her shoulder—"I think they are the same things I used to see in my bedroom all the time when I was a little boy. They just took over somehow. Anyway, I didn't know what demons were. I didn't know who Jesus was. John said Jesus came to set the captive free. Come to church with me next Sunday, and you can talk to John himself if you don't believe me." He smiled. "I haven't been in church for so long, Abby. I can hardly believe I'm going to sit in church and learn about the One who has set me free. Oh, I so want to know Him." He turned his smile toward her. "Abby, come with me."


Abby stared away, dazed.


   "Abby." Charley waved his hand in front of her frozen eyes. "Abby, please come to church with me Sunday."


   "No. No, Charley, that would not be a good idea. And I don't think you should go either. I mean, we've got to be careful here." Abby began pacing around Charley's small bedroom. "Do you realize that you are being blamed for a whole herd of pregnant cattle rushing into an icy river and drowning? This whole thing could get very messy. No"—Abby blew out a troubled breath—"you need to stay put. Just pretend or something. Maybe you could say you banged your head on a tree and when you woke up you had come to your senses. I don't know. There's got to be something we can say. I will write it in the newspaper, and then everything will be okay again."


   "I must only tell the truth, and that is that I have been set free."


   Abby ran both hands through her hair. "What am I going to do?" Her dark eyes widened in alarm. "I can't write that kind of stuff. Look, will you do me one favor?" she begged. "Would you just not say anything? I mean, nobody knows you are able to talk now. So, please, for me, don't say anything until we can get you cleared from all charges."


   "Abby, I didn't do anything to those cattle. But John heard those demons hit that herd with force. It was the evil spirits that sent those cows into the river."


   "Stop! Don't let me ever hear you tell that to any person. Do you understand me?" Abby grabbed at her head as a hand of horror smacked it. "I mean it, Charley Frank! I'm ordering you not to say one word to anybody." She felt as if she has flames shooting from each curl of her red hair. Abby's legs felt like well-chewed gum—thin and giving out. She sat down. "Please, Charley. Don't say anything to anyone." Abby felt her heart sliding. "There's something I need to tell you, Charley." Abby wiped her wet and clammy hands on her slacks. "There's something more you need to know. Please believe me that your mom loved you very much." She looked up tenderly, seeking his eyes. "Charley, your mom was on her way home to be with you and me. She almost made it, but she was killed in a terrible car accident. The roads were so icy and all."


   "Abby." She felt his hand gently touching her shoulder. "Mom was murdered."


   "Charley!" Abby screamed, shooting off her chair. "Charley, what are you saying?" Her lips were spread thin in panic.


   "Abby, I can tell you no more now, except that my father is a very dangerous man. For now we could all be in danger."


   "Your father? I don't even know who your father is! You certainly don't!" Abby felt sinking inside, sort of like a half-baked cake—all gooey in the middle. She latched on to Charley's arm. "Charley, listen to me. Julie, your mom, never told anyone who your father was. She said she didn't know." Abby's breaths were rapid between words. "You are being spooky. Way too mysterious. It's like I don't know you."


   Abby turned away from him and pounded her small fists on the wall. "Do you have any idea how hard you are making this on me? Do you know you are going to be on the front page of the Edge Water Times?" She whirled around, her eyes glaring at him. "Don't you realize I am the one writing this story about you? And about pregnant drowned cows! And, about the man who lost the cows!" She began to pace. "Maybe I should have you write this story instead, huh? How about that? This is just insane!"


   "Abby, I would only write the truth," Charley said without wincing a facial muscle.


   "Well, you see, that's the thing. What is the truth? I sure in blazes don't know! And you, how do I know you're telling the truth? Nothing you say sounds realistic. And Jasper is blaming you. He isn't going to care about your story. This demon stuff will just be a bunch of guff to everyone!"


   "Demon stuff?" Phillip's deep voice was like a jack between the hard earth and heavy iron.


   "Oh, Phillip. I'm so glad you're here! I'm doomed. We are all doomed," Abby cried. She stood there wringing her hands. Her red, curly bangs drooped like wet, wrinkly curtains on both sides of her. "How am I to write something about this mess?"


   Phillip towered over her like a mountain. The gray of his eyes matched the streaks of graying in his hair. Abby felt relieved to dump her frustrations on his sturdy and weathered person.


   Charley extended his hand to Phillip. "I'm Charley. I'm so pleased to meet you, Phillip."


   "You're Charley?" Phillip's baffled expression turned to Abby.


   "Yes, Phillip. I'd like to introduce you to the new Charley Frank, who now stands before you talking, fully dressed, and possibly in his right mind. However, nothing he says makes any sense to me," Abby added with a puff of her breath.


   Phillip's expression turned to one of amusement. He smiled. "Great. I like a great story. However did this happen, Charley?"


   "Here goes. You asked for it, Phillip." Abby's head sunk into her hands.


   "As I told Abby, Jesus set me free from all the demons which controlled my mind and my body for so many years."
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they were afraid.
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