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Chapter 1 

It’s the quiet times I fear the most. That’s when dark 

thoughts converge and pull me in, like a black hole in the 

corner of my mind; unrelenting, dragging my 

consciousness into an abyss devoid of all reason, a place 

where light doesn’t exist. Deep in the recesses of my 

tortured mind, I revisit that summer over and again. 

Sometimes I can escape, like when I’m focused on a task; 

then I can skirt the edge of that black vortex in my head. 

And in those moments, fleeting as they are, I feel truly free.  

Many people organize the story of their lives into 

chapters: early childhood, high school, their first job, and 

so forth.; They weave these chapters into a comfortable 

narrative, which reflects how they want to see themselves. 

But tragedy cleaved my life into two distinct chapters, the 

brief time of innocence before and the torment that 

followed. 
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When I was five, my family moved from New York 

City to Betonville, Pennsylvania. After my mom, an 

emergency room nurse, was mugged coming home from 

her late-night shift at Bronx Memorial, my parents were 

ready for a change. They bought a bed and breakfast in 

Betonville. That B&B represented a simpler life, away 

from the strife and struggle of the big city. They put every 

penny they had into it; all their hopes, dreams and savings 

depended on a dilapidated Victorian-style home.  

Betonville was a rural, sleepy town, slumbering in the 

foothills of Allegheny National Forest, in Northwestern 

Pennsylvania, though its origins were anything but sleepy. 

Founded in 1864, during the oil rush,  fortunes were made.  

Soon after the turn of the century, states like Texas and 

California supplanted the area as a leading oil producer. For 

decades, after wells ran dry, the region suffered. Finally, in 

the 1950s, Betonville’s fortunes changed for the better with 

the opening of a major auto plant, which brought middle-
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class jobs and prosperity back to the area. This lasted until 

the early 1970s, when the plant closed and moved to Ohio.  

With residents fleeing the area in droves, Betonville was 

forced to reinvent itself once again. After receiving an 

endowment from a prominent local family in the mid-

1980s, downtown received a much-needed facelift. A 

robust marketing campaign touting the revitalization and 

the area’s natural beauty started bringing people back.  

We moved there in the middle of that renaissance; it was 

an exciting time for our family. But for me, something 

about the area never felt right. I was too young to process 

it, but there was something ominous and unsettling, deep in 

the bones of the mountains and the veins of the trees. I felt 

something on the periphery of my vision, which I could 

never look at directly no matter which direction I turned; a 

shadowy figure, lying in wait.  

Some days, when the winds blew in from the western 

hills, the smell of sulfur would permeate the air. Most 
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believed it was the remnant odor from a long-closed 

tannery. But others believed that there were portals to the 

netherworld somewhere deep in those ancient mountains, 

and when the gates of hell swung open, the air became 

thick with burning brimstone.  

I was formally introduced to Betonville’s eerie nature on 

my first day of kindergarten. It was a rainy one and I 

walked hand in hand with my mom to the schoolhouse, 

jumping from puddle to puddle. As we walked past the 

town hotel, the Mayfield Inn, the rain turned red; my mom 

looked up and let out a gasp. She composed herself quickly 

and said, “Eyes straight ahead, Tommy. Don’t look up, 

now.” But, like most curious five-year-olds, I couldn’t 

resist the urge.  

The hills surrounding Betonville were considered among 

the best hunting grounds in the country. As a result, the 

Mayfield would book up a year in advance during deer 

season. The hunters would drape gutted deer over the 
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hotel’s fire escape and let them drain onto the sidewalk; 

that weekend must have been a very successful hunt. 

It was the first time I recall seeing a dead thing. I’ll 

never forget the contorted looks on their faces, vacant eyes 

and tongues hanging out, their final death throes frozen in 

time. In my nightmares, I’d see them hanging there, and 

then, suddenly, they’d become reanimated and begin to 

scream in pain and terror.  

And then there was our house. Built in the early 1800s, 

it was among the town’s first. It passed from the original 

owners to their daughter, Anabelle, who lived there with 

her husband, Jonah Thomas. Shortly after they were 

married, he went off to fight in the Civil War. At the battle 

of Gettysburg, on the third and final day of fighting, he was 

killed.  

When news of his death reached Anabelle, she climbed 

up the narrow, winding staircase of the house’s turret, 

gazed out the large picture windows, and hung herself from 
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the crossbeams in the study. In the years that followed, 

many have claimed to see a figure swaying back and forth 

in the tower. To this day, the house is still one of the most 

popular stops for ghost tours.  

One afternoon, shortly after we moved in, I climbed 

those stairs to the study to look at the spectacular views of 

the surrounding mountains. Sitting on a window seat, 

bathed in warm sunlight, I soon fell into a deep sleep and 

had a vivid dream.  

In this dream, I heard a loud knocking at the front door. 

I walked down the winding tower stairs and opened the 

front door. A skeleton in a tattered army uniform stood on 

the porch. “Get out of my house,” it yelled. Then it grabbed 

me by the shoulders. I woke up covered in sweat. I don’t 

recall ever hearing the story of the Civil War soldier and 

his wife as a child, but I suppose I must have at some point. 

Regardless, I never went back to that part of the house.  
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Despite a dubious start in Betonville, I settled in nicely 

to the rural way of life. It didn’t take long to appreciate the 

town’s many charms or the natural beauty of the 

surrounding area. In that day and age, doors were left 

unlocked, people smiled and said hello, and the cashier at 

the ice cream shop knew your name.  

I met Ben Potter in kindergarten. I was having a tough 

time fitting in and missed my friends in the Bronx. During 

recess one day, I was by myself, as usual, sitting on top of 

the monkey bars; Ben walked over and began telling jokes, 

most of which weren’t very funny, but from that day 

forward, we were best friends.   

Ben was a heavy-set kid, with a round head and a body 

to match. He wore his blond hair in a crew cut and, even on 

the coldest winter days, he would constantly sweat. He was 

easy-going and honest, and he had a habit of mixing up 

common expressions, saying things like, “You’re barking 

around the wrong bush” or “Better never than late.”  
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The next three years were among the best in my life. In 

the winter, I’d go sleigh riding with friends or 

snowmobiling with my dad, then defrost in front of the 

fireplace with a cup of hot chocolate. In the summer, we’d 

go fishing at our favorite spots, biking up and down the 

mountain trails, or catch a movie in town. On the Fourth of 

July, there was a parade down Main Street, followed by 

fireworks that night in the square.     

After the end of third grade, summer break began, filled 

with endless possibilities; Ben and I planned to make it a 

summer to remember. From dusk till dawn, we had 

virtually unfettered freedom to embark on various 

adventures. For an eight-year-old, life couldn’t get much 

better.  

One morning, in late June, Ben was waiting on my front 

porch; he had a proposal for the day’s adventure.  

“You know that old rock quarry off of Steeple Hill 

Road?” he asked. 



11 
 

“Yeah, I think so.” 

“Well Timmy, the kid that lives behind my house and 

wears those thick glasses and has that big sheep dog named 

Mosley . . .” 

“I know who Timmy is, Ben.” 

“Right. So, Timmy said that he and Frank Bixby were 

riding their bikes behind the rock quarry the other day. And 

they found this trail that goes up to the cliffs overlooking 

town. It took them a while to get to the top, about an hour 

or so, because it’s kind of steep. And then they found this 

small cemetery up there with all these old tombstones; they 

said it was really scary but also really cool. And they said 

the ride down off the mountain was a blast, all those jumps 

and turns. Well anyway, they bet me twenty-five dollars 

we’d be too scared to go up there after dark tonight.” 

“Yeah, I don’t know. I don’t like scary stuff.” 

“Come on, Tom. There’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s just 

an old cemetery.” 
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“Why don’t we tell them we went up there and then take 

the twenty-five dollars?” 

“They’re going to meet us at the gravel pits at nine 

o’clock to make sure we go up.”  

“Fine. So, we’ll hang out in the woods around the pits, 

and then collect.”  

“That won’t work. Timmy said he’ll only pay us if we 

tell him what the name is on the large tombstone in the left 

corner of the cemetery. He said it’s impossible to miss, 

there’s like a whole family buried together. They have their 

own separate area.” 

“Oh, man, Ben. I don’t know. I don’t think it’s worth 

twenty-five bucks to me.” 

“Well,” he said. Then, he looked down at his feet and 

shoved his hands in his pockets, tapping the trunk of a tree 

with the toe of his boot. 

“Well, what?” 

“I made this, like, unbreakable pledge.” 
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“Then take it back.” 

“I don’t think I can. They told me to swear on the blood 

moon that I’d be there.” 

“What’s a blood moon?” 

“Well, they told me that tonight the moon turns blood 

red, which doesn’t happen very often. And if I break the 

pledge, the Devil will come and take my soul.”   

I laughed. “Aw, come on, Benny. They’re just trying to 

scare you into doing something crazy. I bet they’re going to 

sneak up to that cemetery and then jump out at us or 

something.” Ben wasn’t laughing and looked like he was 

about to cry. 

“These guys always tease me,” he said. Tears welled up 

in his eyes. “They call me a wuss all the time. I want to 

prove to them that I’m not a wuss. Please, Tom.” 

I paused for a minute. I really didn’t want to hike up to 

that cemetery after dark; the thought made me feel sick to 
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my stomach. But Ben was my first friend in Betonville, my 

best friend; he’d always been loyal and true to me.  

Like the time he took the fall for me with this bully, 

Patrick Stieber. For some reason, Patrick had been gunning 

for me all year. One day during recess, I accidentally hit 

him in the back of the head with a softball. I stood glued to 

the asphalt, waiting for the beat-down that would inevitably 

follow. But there was Ben, helping him up while 

apologizing profusely for his poor aim. Since Patrick found 

Ben amusing, he let him off with a stern warning. 

I couldn’t turn my back on him. “Ok, Ben,” I said, 

letting out a big sigh. “I’ll do it.” 

I slept over at Ben’s house that night. We snuck out, 

getting to the quarry at about nine o’clock. Timmy and his 

gang were waiting on their bikes when we got there.  

“Thought you’d chicken out, Potter,” said Timmy. “And 

I see you brought your weirdo sidekick, Milner.” The group 

laughed.  
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“Well, we’re here, Timmy,” said Ben. “So, where’s our 

twenty-five dollars?”  

“Only when you get back, Potter. You know the deal. 

And remember, you have to tell me what the name is on the 

big tombstone at the back of the cemetery or no deal. You 

don’t want to break your blood moon oath, do you?” I saw 

him glance at his friends with a sly smile. Then he took out 

the money and waved it in the air. 

So we were off on our bikes, making the difficult climb 

to the top. We attached flashlights to our handlebars to see 

through the gloom. Within minutes, I was sweating 

buckets, and I could hear Ben’s heavy breathing behind me. 

For large portions of the journey, we had to walk alongside 

our bikes; it was too steep and rocky. 

“Whose stupid idea was this?” he grumbled. 

I chuckled. “At least it will be a fun ride down, if we 

don’t break our necks.” 

“That’s true.” 
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We finally came to a rocky outcrop with a clear view of 

town. It was a cool, cloudless evening, and the town 

glittered in the valley below. The full moon had crested the 

horizon; it was still a spectacularly bright white. Ben 

slumped down, resting against a tree. Still breathing 

heavily, he unpacked a couple of sandwiches and sodas.   

“Can we just find that cemetery and then get out of 

here? I’m not hungry.” 

“That was a tough climb, Tom. I need some energy. 

Here, I made a turkey and cheese sandwich for you, just the 

way you like it.” 

“Ok.” I sat on a smooth boulder.  

“I love liverwurst and mayo,” said Ben, thoroughly 

enjoying his sandwich. 

“Ugh, gross. How can you eat that?” 

“You don’t know what you’re missing. Turkey and 

cheese sandwiches are boring.” 

“I’d rather be bored than throwing up.” 
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Once we finished our evening snack, it was time to 

finish the mission. “Now, according to Timmy, the 

cemetery isn’t far from here. We have to hike up the trail 

for another five minutes or so. Then, at the trail split, it’s 

about fifty paces, dead ahead.”   

We reached the trail split, and an ominous feeling took 

hold of me. The thick canopy obscured the moon, leaving 

us in near total darkness. Other than the occasional cricket 

chirp, the forest was quiet. I jumped a little every time the 

leaves rustled in the wind. Following Timmy’s instructions, 

we walked for fifty paces but saw nothing.  

“I think they’re playing a joke on us, Ben,” I said. “They 

just wanted to see if they could get us to climb all the way 

up here. They’re probably down at the ice cream shop, 

laughing their asses off right now.”  

Then, something caught Ben’s eye and he nudged me, 

pointing in its direction. It was a stone structure about 

twenty feet further in. We walked up slowly and came upon 
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a low stone wall, crumbling in spots along its perimeter; 

two stone pillars marked the entrance. Thirty to forty 

gravestones were inside the walls. Ravaged by time, many 

of the headstones were falling apart.  

Standing at the entrance of the small, overgrown 

cemetery, that ominous feeling grew into near panic. 

Though I’d promised Ben, every fiber of my being was 

telling me to run back to my bike and get out of there as 

fast as possible. 

“I don’t like this, Ben. I want to leave.” 

“We’re so close, Tom-Tom. Another couple of minutes. 

We’ll get the names then we can go.” 

I followed him through the gravestone maze, but it felt 

like walking in quicksand. Once we reached the corner of 

the cemetery, I saw four headstones partitioned off with 

separate boundary walls, one larger headstone and three 

smaller ones; they all had the same last name. 
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“This has to be it,” he said. He shined his flashlight on 

the tombstones and began scribbling the names down on a 

pad. “The first thing I’m going to do with my share is buy a 

couple of comic books and some fishing lures at the general 

store, and then I want a triple scoop ice cream sundae, and 

then . . .”  

As Ben continued to list all the things he was going to 

buy, I stared at the four headstones. I felt a strange 

familiarity and connection, and something else, something 

terrifying. Perhaps it was the wind blowing on my damp 

shirt, but I suddenly felt cold, as if it was the middle of 

winter. My hands were shaking so much that I dropped my 

flashlight. 

“Ben, we need to go.” 

“Yup, I’m all done.” 

As we walked back to our bikes, I caught a strong 

musky odor in the air; it smelled like a dead possum or 

something. This was followed by the crunching of twigs 
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and leaves under heavy footfalls. In steady repetition, the 

sound grew louder as it moved in our direction. Then it 

started becoming faster and faster until, like a summer 

storm unleashing its full fury, it broke into a thunderous 

gallop.  

We looked at each other wide-eyed and then jumped on 

our bikes. Ben led the way, barreling down the trail, the 

light from his flashlight dancing on the trees and bushes 

along the trail. As my bike chain bounced off the rocks and 

roots, the rushing air in my ears drowned out all other 

sounds. Once we reached the steepest part of the trail, I had 

to stay laser-focused and ride the brakes to keep my bike 

from careening into a tree.  

There was a story circulating among the neighborhood 

kids about a giant killer black bear who was stalking the 

area. My parents told me that black bears were more afraid 

of us than we were of them, but I never totally bought into 

that. I was sure the marauding bear was after us. 
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When we got to the bottom of the mountain, Timmy and 

his friends were gone. Ben was pedaling furiously toward 

home. Something compelled me to stop and look back at 

the cliffs. At that moment, the moon was perfectly aligned 

behind the rocky outcrop where Ben and I had stopped for 

our snack.  

I stared at the moon, unable to turn away, and I watched 

as it turned from white and grey to deep, dark red. I began 

to shake again; the urge to leave was great, but I was 

unable to. It was like being trapped in one of those terrible 

nightmares where you’ve lost the ability to run away. 

Despite this overwhelming foreboding, something 

soundlessly beckoned to me. And from every corner of my 

being, I felt something else . . . familiarity. 

Then I saw movement at the edge of the cliff. A black 

shape was silhouetted against the moon. It stood up tall; 

from that distance, its features were obscured, but I saw a 
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human form with black fur swaying in the wind; the fur 

looked like an uncontrolled, blazing black fire. 

Then it made a sound; I wish I could forget that sound. 

It pierced my core, the most terrifying thing I’ve ever 

heard. It was guttural and loud, like the enraged screams of 

a man mixed with the roar of a lion or a bear.  

My heart raced. I gasped for air, still frozen in place, 

unable to avert my eyes. Before I lost consciousness, I saw 

it look down at me, or, more accurately, look through me. 

Its red eyes burned bright in the night sky, and it continued 

to emit that dreadful cry.  

When I woke, Ben was shaking me, calling my name. 

The gravel and stones underneath me stabbed into my back 

and my head was throbbing. I looked back at the cliffs, but 

it was gone.  

“I have to go home,” was all I could say.   

I remember Ben calling after me as I pedaled away, but I 

didn’t respond. I didn’t stop pedaling until I got to the front 
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porch of my house. My parents were sitting in the living 

room when I bolted through the door.  

“Are you ok, Tommy?” asked my mom.  

I ran straight up the stairs to my room, shut the door, and 

jumped into bed, pulling the covers over my head. A couple 

of minutes later my parents came to check in on me; I 

recounted the entire story through sobs, in near hysteria. 

They were initially annoyed that Ben and I had sneaked out 

of his house for a dare, but I could see the troubled looks on 

their faces.  

For weeks after that, I was plagued with night terrors;  

most of those nights, I woke up screaming. Sometimes, my 

parents had to stay with me until I fell asleep. In those 

dreams, that thing would howl at me from the clifftops, 

flames coming from its eyes and claws that looked like 

switchblades. Its features remained vague. It was as if I 

didn’t want to see it clearly or, perhaps, I was being 

precluded from doing so.  
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Although it was the prime part of summer break, I 

refused to go out and play. Even Ben couldn’t get me to 

come out of the house. I implored my parents to move us 

back to the Bronx; I was unrelenting.   

About a month after the trip to the cemetery, my parents 

told me and my sisters that we were leaving Betonville. 

Despite a steady flow of guests, the cost to run the B&B, 

including the second mortgage used for upgrades and 

repairs, didn’t leave much for our family to live on.  

After three years of losing money, they decided to sell 

the house and move back to the same neighborhood. My 

parents were able to get their old jobs back. So, at least 

there would be some familiarity to cushion the transition. 

And for my part, as much as I would miss Ben and all the 

fun times we had, I never wanted to come back to 

Betonville; that night at the quarry changed everything for 

me. 
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A month after moving, as we were all starting to adjust, 

tragedy struck. One condition my mom had for returning to 

work at the hospital was no more overnight shifts. But she 

agreed to swap shifts with a coworker who wanted to attend 

a family celebration.  

-On the way home that night, near the same spot where 

she had been mugged three years earlier, my mom was 

confronted by two armed robbers. She gave them all the 

money in her wallet, but then one of the men caught the 

glint of the ring hanging from a chain around her neck, her 

grandmother’s engagement ring. She usually didn’t wear it 

to work, but had forgotten to take it off that night. 

When she refused to hand it over, he fired a bullet into 

her abdomen before yanking the chain from her neck. 

Given her training, she probably knew it was a fatal shot as 

she lay bleeding to death. My mom died alone, near the 

monkey bars in a dilapidated playground behind a complex 

of tall apartment buildings.  
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Her death shattered our family, particularly my father. 

He blamed himself for not working harder to make the 

B&B more successful. He became a shell of his former self, 

disengaging as a parent, never remarrying. From then on, 

my sisters and I raised ourselves.  

While my dad was spiraling downward through guilt, I 

was fighting my own internal battle. I didn’t understand the 

economic realities behind my parents’ failing B&B; in my 

eight-year-old mind, I’d forced our family to move because 

of my constant nightmares. Even when I was old enough to 

understand the truth, the feeling of guilt persisted. 

The events of that summer left an indelible impression 

on my psyche, like when you hammer a plate of heated 

steel. Whether real or imagined, I believed that what I saw 

under the blood moon was a harbinger for the shadow that 

fell over our family. The night at the cemetery and my 

mom’s murder became inextricably linked in my head.  
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I spent my early teenage years in a daze, sleepwalking 

through high school, binge drinking to deaden the pain. 

This reached a crescendo when I was fifteen and I broke 

into my high school, looking for stuff to steal. 

A police car pulled up as I was climbing through a 

window with a laptop under each arm. Sitting in the back of 

the squad car, I felt nothing but numbness. On the drive to 

the station, the police officer, Brian Stamm, kept looking at 

me through the rearview mirror. 

We never made it to the stationhouse. And over the next 

three hours, we talked in a supermarket parking lot. As it 

turned out, he was the first on the scene at my mother’s 

murder, and he was one of the officers who came to the 

apartment to deliver the news. Though several years had 

passed, he recognized me. 

With a drug addicted mother and a father incarcerated 

for manslaughter, Brian had a difficult childhood. He was 

going down a well-worn path in his neighborhood: skipping 
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school, hanging out with gang members. If it wasn’t for the 

intervention of his uncle, a cop, he didn’t think he’d still be 

alive. His uncle gave him a blueprint for life, a way to 

channel his anger into something positive. 

To say his words connected with me would be the 

mother of all understatements. I was entranced. In that brief 

interaction, my life’s mission was born. 

The last thing he did was bring me back to the school to 

return the laptops. Before driving away he said, “Now you 

can say you’ve never committed a crime.” With a wink, he 

drove away. That was the last time I saw him. 

After that, I became more focused on school, and my 

grades dramatically improved. But while this new mission 

gave me a solemn, sacred purpose, I still danced along the 

edge of the abyss, too often finding solace in a whiskey 

glass.  

After getting a degree in criminal psychology, I joined 

the Federal Bureau of Investigation. And ultimately, I 
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ended up at the FBI’s National Center for the Analysis of 

Violent Crime. It’s a mouthful of a name but, basically, we 

provide behavioral-based operational support to local law 

enforcement agencies for unusual or repetitive violent 

crimes, among other things. To boil it down: I profile serial 

killers.  

My mother was a kind, empathetic person, which I think 

is why she was drawn to the caregiving profession. Though 

I believe I inherited her empathy, I don’t think it 

manifested itself in the same way; rather than caring for 

people, I used it to understand how psychopaths think, what 

motivates them, how they choose their victims, what 

they’re feeling as they commit their horrific crimes.  

Thirty years later, that summer, in one way or another, 

dominated every aspect of my life. Time, though, has a 

funny way of altering perceptions about the past. With time 

and, perhaps, a desire to rewrite a more tolerable history, I 

convinced myself what I witnessed under the blood moon 
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was something conjured up by my imagination, a symbol of 

our tragedy rather than something that occurred. Yet the 

conscious mind has no control over the subconscious; that 

thing still visits me in my nightmares and, awake or asleep, 

I still hear its howls. 

 

 


