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Foreword


I HAVE BEEN seeing spirits and professionally communicating with them for more than twenty-five years, and the only time I have ever heard of a ghostbuster was watching Dan Aykroyd battle with slime in the Ghostbuster movies. For many years, I have met people claiming they had the ability to clear houses and detach unwanted entities, and being somewhat skeptical of individuals making such claims, I must follow an absolute unscientific method of testing them. Why unscientific? you might ask. I guess because as of now, scientists cannot correctly measure spirits or ghosts based on the limited instrumentation they have currently developed. To date, the most they can demonstrate are temperature changes, energy spikes, and luminous orbs. So when people tell me they can communicate with ghosts or spirits, I tell them they will have to prove it to me by giving specific names, details, and information that they could not find on the Internet or in other ways. When I had the opportunity to meet Mary Ann, I was all prepared with an ounce of skepticism and my sharpened intuitive skills. Was she genuine? Did she give facts she could not have gleaned elsewhere? Did she have integrity and a sense of responsibility for her work? Would she be aided by any gadgets or machines such as night-vision goggles or even a Dan Aykroyd slime-away machine?


Mary Ann was nothing like I expected. She didn’t go into a trance or dance around and chant some ancient cultural ritualistic prayer or even carry instruments, aside from a notebook and pen. She was, well … normal. In fact, very normal. Instead of Dan Aykroyd, I saw an engaging Midwestern homemaker who would seem more comfortable making brownies than chasing after otherworldly phantoms. But don’t get me wrong: Just because she has a sweet disposition doesn’t mean she is anybody’s fool. She carries weapons—with her wits, her ability, and one forceful look in the right direction, she can scare a ghost right out of its earthly lodging and scrambling toward the Light.


Through movies and television, ghosts have been portrayed as everything from white-sheeted figures to foggy clouds and monstrous cadavers, leering at, frightening, and downright scaring humans, who seem panicked and hopeless against their onslaught. Through the media, we have gleaned that earthbound spirits are supposed to be physically monstrous, obnoxious, and suffering from a horrible memory loss. They have also been portrayed as evil and demonic. Well, while these traits may work really well when creating ways to frighten an audience, it seems that in most cases the picture is very far from the truth. Yes, occasionally there might be a ghost who seems to be quite unevolved and relentless, but you must remember: Ghosts are merely human beings who have died. They don’t take on monster masks when they die and don’t seem to replace their clothes with white sheets.


From my experiences of being present with Mary Ann when she works, it seems that ghosts are very good at remembering their birth and death dates, know where they are buried, can easily recall their earthly employments and interests, and most of the time, have some type of unfinished earthly business. They stay here because they want more sensations of the physical world, are perhaps afraid of what awaits them in the afterlife, or most often are just plain nosy. They are no longer restrained by their bodies or the laws of the physical dimension, so they can snoop around—and would rather do so than spend a day in paradise.


The interesting part of this subject matter, which fascinates me, is that these types of ghosts are quite a bit different from the ones I communicate with. A distinction should be made. The ones I work with have already passed into the Light and come back to give messages of love and forgiveness, with the occasional regrets thrown in. But they are never stuck here and have never once said to me, Boy, do I miss that physical world—I wish I could go back. They are happy to be gone and only want their loved ones to know that they have survived and are very much a part of their lives, now helping them from a spiritual perspective. The ones who choose to stay here or who get caught here by their own greed, possessiveness, or fear are very different. It seems that they are lost between time and place. They are not here to help people but are more involved in fulfilling their earthly interests and delights. They pull energy from us and many times will try to upset our environment, so we will get upset and in turn feed their energy with our anger, helping them to stay here. When spirits are in the Light, they can come in a light body (which is a replica of the physical body), visiting us and influencing our lives in positive ways. I have also seen light beings attempt to help ghosts or earthbounds, and sometimes if the ghosts are ready and open they will hear them and may think about moving on. But getting through to a ghost is difficult from the spiritual dimensions because the ghost’s mind-set is so tied to the earthly level.


Mary Ann’s work in the realm of spirits is very important, because it provides a service not only to the living, but also to wayward ghosts, who many times feel a sense of abandonment and might think this is all there is to life outside the physical shell. She provides them a sense of freedom from the darkness—a new life they might not have been ready to see or experience. Interestingly enough, we can also draw an analogy to other living people walking on this earth who are caught up with physical things: power, possessiveness, greed, hatred, religion, and so on … Once they step out of living a life chained to those belief systems and direct their minds and hearts toward love, generosity, and joy, they begin to open up to the true nature of their spirits. They begin to see themselves as great spiritual beings first and foremost, and enjoy a freedom of mind they have never had before. They begin to finally understand that they are made from the spark of the God light, and that light is love.


So with the realization and awareness that you are a spiritual being and that this earth is only a temporary school in which to learn lessons and demonstrate love, when it is your turn to pass out of the body, you will hopefully be aware that there is a much better place to go to and will not need to stay around rattling pots and pans and spying on your neighbor. And in the meantime, if your home seems a little off and you have unending plumbing problems, car problems, or electrical upsets, the kids seem to have unexplained earaches, and the dog is acting restless, you just might have an unwanted visitor walking through and spying on you. Take a good look at yourself in the mirror and ask, Who are you going to call?


James Van Praagh, spiritual medium and


author of Talking to Heaven
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Listening to Spirits





INTRODUCTION


The Ghost Phenomenon


SO … IS ANYONE here now?” Jennifer Love Hewitt sat across from me, pouring a cup of tea. We were in her kitchen, and Love (as she prefers to be called) was meeting with me as she prepared to begin the first season of shooting what would become the CBS hit series Ghost Whisperer. I wanted to pinch myself. Me, a fifty-something housewife from Cleveland, was sitting and casually chatting with a well-known actress, sipping tea in her sun-filled kitchen on a summer afternoon. I was there because Love’s character on the show, Melinda Gordon, can see and communicate with earthbound spirits. And so can I.


“There are two spirits here,” I told her.


“What do you do next?” Love asked me. Although we’d known we’d be working together on Ghost Whisperer, this was the first time we had met, and I felt her studying me closely.


“Well, you can ask them questions,” I told her. “When you’re ready for them to leave, I can make the white Light and let them cross over. And then they’ll be gone.”


Like most people I work with, Love had all kinds of questions, both for me and for the spirits sharing her home. And although she couldn’t see or hear her ghostly housemates, I could see them as plainly as I saw her, and they were more than happy to talk with me.


“Tell me who’s here,” she said.


“Well, there’s a woman over there,” I said, gesturing at the doorway. “She says she’s Lon Chaney Jr.’s ex-wife.”


Love looked startled. “Lon Chaney Jr. used to own this house! How did you know that?”


I wasn’t surprised she wanted to know. I’d been asked this kind of question literally hundred of times; it’s as if people suspect I have some previous knowledge of their lives and circumstances. Each time I patiently explain that I’m not a psychic. I can’t read minds or see into the future. I can only tell them what a spirit tells me. And that’s what I told Love.


“Well then, ask her how she likes my singing,” Love said with a grin.


It seemed like a strange question, but when I looked over at the ghost, she was smiling. “She’s having a bit of fun with you,” the ghost told me. “She’s a wonderful singer. She has recordings and everything.”


Love asked a few more questions, we all chatted pleasantly, the spirit admitted she was ready to go into the Light, and I helped her leave.


Then Love asked, “Who else is here?”


I hesitated. All my years of experience told me that this next encounter wasn’t going to be as pleasant as our chat with the former Mrs. Chaney. But in my work I’ve learned not to venture my opinion unless directly asked. “There’s a youngish man here, too,” I said.


The ghost, probably about thirty, with neatly cut light brown hair and an athletic build, lounged insolently in a corner. He stared at me in a way that was far from welcoming.


Again, Love had a lot of questions. But this time, her queries became very specific, very quickly. When people ask me to talk with the ghosts in their homes, it can seem a lot like a game of Twenty Questions: What’s your name? How old are you? Where did you live? How did you die? People are naturally curious, and there’s something about asking questions of someone they can’t see or hear, but who has been sharing their home and watching their routines, sometimes for years, that makes them bolder than they might be if they’d simply met at a cocktail party.


Because this ghost was close to Love’s age, she was curious to see if they had anything in common. As the story unraveled, it became more and more interesting. The man admitted that he had gone to the same high school she did. A few years ahead of her, but still … He told her that he admired her work. He could name all the movies she’d done, and all the television shows she’d been on. He’d been killed in a collision, he said. The more we talked, the more uncomfortable I became. While he was being straightforward with his answers, they were all delivered with a smirk. If I’d met him when he was alive, I’d have called him a creep. Dead, he was no different.


Love obviously felt uncomfortable, too. She excused herself for a few minutes, and when she came back into the room her expression was thoughtful.


“Does he watch me when I’m in the shower?” she blurted out.


Hoo-boy, I thought. I knew the answer to this one without even having to ask. With the smirk spreading wider across his face, the ghost replied that he sure did. I didn’t bother relaying his enthusiasm, just nodded.


“He’s a pervert!” Love was disgusted, though she couldn’t help laughing at the situation. I’d already told her that most earthbound spirits couldn’t touch or harm people.


“He sure is,” I agreed.


It was clearly time to let this Peeping Tom go into the Light.


“You really don’t want her to think of you as a pervert, do you?” I said.


The ghost winced. It seemed as if I had managed to appeal to whatever moral standards this guy had.


“And now that she knows what you’re up to, it’s really not going to be that much fun for you anymore, is it?” I continued.


His shoulders slumped, and I knew he wasn’t going to argue with me. I made the white Light and watched him walk into it.


“He’s gone now,” I told Love.


While the circumstances under which I was talking to these ghosts were special, there was nothing remarkable to me about the encounter. As I’ve said, I simply take what spirits tell me as fact. Over the fifty years that I’ve been doing this work, I’ve talked to so many spirits—nearly all of them strangers to me—that I tend not to think about them once they have gone into the Light.


What I sometimes forget is that while I may take my unusual ability for granted, very few others do.


The next morning, I was sitting in a conference room on the Paramount lot. It would be the first time that the writers and stars of the show were meeting. I knew that many of the writers were skeptical about what I could do. In fact, later that day all twelve of them, the producers, Love, and I were going to pile into a tour bus and take a “Ghost Tour” of some houses so they could all watch me at work.


I wasn’t nervous about the upcoming tour. I’m used to dealing with skeptical people. In fact, it doesn’t bother me at all. I’ve no need to convince anyone that I can communicate with earthbound spirits. If I worried about what other people thought of what I do, the past fifty years or so would have been stressful indeed. But when it came down to talking about my work with twelve Hollywood writers who had probably heard all kinds of stories in their careers, I kind of felt like it might matter a little that they believed in me. Still, I vowed to stick by my philosophy: This is what I do. Believe in it or not, as you wish. All of this was running through my mind when Love came into the conference room.


“Heard you got your place ghostbusted yesterday,” one of the lead writers drawled, clearly hoping she’d have a snappy comeback.


Instead Love told everyone what had happened the previous day—how there had been two spirits and how one had been a creepy pervert. Now, I have found that most people exaggerate when they recount their ghost stories, but Love just stuck to the facts. Then she stepped over behind me and put her hands on my shoulders.


“Mary Ann doesn’t even know this,” she announced. And she proceeded to tell the writers what had happened after I left her house.


As you might imagine, she just hadn’t been able to get the creepy guy out of her mind. So she called some old girlfriends from high school.


“That name just rang a bell with me,” she explained.


Later that night, she got another call from a friend who had managed to talk to someone who had known her ghost when he was alive. What he’d neglected to mention in the conversations I’d had with him was that he’d been living in the basement of his parents’ house when he died. When they went into his room to clean it out, his family and friends discovered a whole wall papered with photos of Love.


It makes sense, I thought as everyone else in the room stared at Love. The guy was literally a stalker while he was alive. How much easier had it been for him once he was dead?


“At least he won’t be rattling around in my kitchen anymore,” Love joked, breaking the tension in the room.


Later that day, we piled in and out of the tour bus and I talked to the various spirits in the different houses the producers selected. And while I still got tons of questions from the writers—who, by the way, ask more questions than detectives, and I’ve worked frequently with both—I didn’t feel that same sense of skepticism from them. At least not while they were there with me in the houses.


Whether we’re aware of them or not, ghosts have always been among us—and they have been a part of my life since my early childhood. These days, I do believe that the mainstream is becoming much more accepting of the reality of earthbound spirits. People who sense that something isn’t right in their homes or business search out my Web site and seek my advice. Although I have never advertised what I do, word of mouth has resulted in countless calls coming in on the six phone lines installed in my house. (My husband has nicknamed them “the weird lines.”)


It was word of mouth, in fact, that led me to my job as consultant for Ghost Whisperer. About four years ago, I received a call from a woman who introduced herself as James Van Praagh’s assistant. Of course I knew who James was: He is one of the best-known mediums today. He doesn’t talk to, or see, earthbound spirits as I can. Instead, he is able to communicate with spirits who have crossed over, or gone into the white Light. I knew of his books and his daily television show, and I told Kelly that I’d be delighted to speak to him.


I was flattered to think James had even heard of me. At the time, I had self-published a few books, and articles about me would sometimes appear in the local Cleveland papers—usually around Halloween—but the majority of calls I got were from people who had heard firsthand from a relative or friend about how I had helped them rid their home of a ghost or had attended the viewing before a funeral to help them finalize family plans or straighten out misunderstandings.


Homeowners in Oklahoma had called James about their house being haunted, and he invited me to visit the house with him for his TV show. I was happy to help out. When James and I arrived at the house, the homeowners were cordial, if slightly overwhelmed by the number of camera operators and technicians and equipment operators who had crowded into their nicely decorated ranch home. Before we began filming, I took a walk through the house. I’d done enough television to know that dead airtime is not a good thing. And if a spirit isn’t going to want to talk to me or is going to be stingy with information, it helps me to know this in advance.


There were a bonanza of ghosts in this house—five in all—which was not surprising given the troubles the family was reporting: The checkbook would constantly go missing; the two boys in the family suffered from respiratory infections and were frequent nighttime visitors to their parents’ room, claiming they just couldn’t sleep in their room. The mother was sick of finding her kids’ expensive toys broken, each boy claiming he had nothing to do with it—he’d just found them that way.


So as the cameras rolled, I did what I usually do. I asked the ghosts their names and how old they were and where they were from. The parents wanted to know more about the ghost that they had always assumed was the imaginary friend of their younger child. The older boy just hung back at the edge of the group, but I could tell he was worried about something.


While they are young, most children have a remarkable ability to see or sense the spirits who surround them. For some, these ghosts—especially if they are the spirits of children themselves—become the “imaginary friends” who break toys or cause loud one-sided conversations. For other children, these not-real people cause very real unease.


“The man in the plaid flannel shirt who shows up in your bedroom sometimes really scares you, doesn’t he?” I spoke directly to the older boy, who nodded and burst into tears. I glared at the spirit in question, a young man with a bad mullet hairdo and a flannel shirt. He stared back with a surly expression, just like the bully he was. But most ghosts, no matter how mean-spirited, don’t intimidate me at all.


I turned back to the boy. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I promise he’ll be gone after today.”


True to my word, I made the white Light, and one by one all the spirits departed from the house, including the ghost of a next-door neighbor who had wandered over, curious to see what was going on with all the lights and crowds, but only too happy to be able to take advantage of the chance to leave his earthbound existence.


After we had done this shoot together, I came to consider James a good friend. He knows many, many people from all walks of life and frequently calls me to say he has a friend or acquaintance or business associate who might need my services. Because James lives on the West Coast, whenever I was out in that area he invited me along to dinners or cocktail parties. Inevitably there was a ghost or two on the premises. Earthbound spirits are pure energy and need energy to subsist. And believe me, what with actors, directors, writers, and other types of creative people, Hollywood has energy to spare.


The idea that became Ghost Whisperer came out of one of these parties. James had invited me to join him and a few friends for dinner. The host and hostess—a studio executive and her husband, a television writer—were warm and welcoming. They lived in a glamorous old house that had once belonged to the cowboy actor Tom Mix. Tom wasn’t there that night, but there were several other ghostly dinner guests joining us. The food looked wonderful, but luckily I wasn’t hungry. I learned long ago that if I’m invited to a dinner party, it’s wise to eat my dinner at home before I go out. Once I’m at the table, I’m always so busy answering questions that I almost never get a chance to eat what the host is serving!


This time was no exception. I told the hosts about the frustrated writer ghost who spent his time with the husband in his study.


“This explains your trouble in deciding where to set the story you’re working on,” I told him. “You thought you should set it in the mountains. The ghost thinks it would work better at the beach.”


The man and his wife stared at me openmouthed.


“There’s another spirit here, too,” I told them. “She came with the antique bureau you got recently—the one with a mirror on it.”


The woman frowned. “We don’t have an antique bureau in the house.”


“It’s downstairs,” the ghost told me.


“She says it’s downstairs,” I repeated.


The other couple at the table gasped. “We live downstairs,” the woman explained. “And we recently bought an old bedroom set at an auction. It has a bureau with a mirror.”


I wasn’t surprised. Ghosts often attach themselves to material possessions such as important pieces of furniture, jewelry, or vintage cars. I guess they feel that if they can’t take it with them, they’ll just make sure they don’t lose sight of it.


The rest of the night passed quickly, with me trying to steal bites of my dessert in between answering more questions about the spirits in the house with us, and about others I have encountered in my line of work. As James and I were leaving, our hosts walked us to the door.


“Your experiences are amazing,” the man said. “They’d make a great TV show.”


I didn’t really think that much about it. Since I’d been in California, lots of people had told me that my ghost stories would make great TV. But nothing had come of it. So when James called me a few weeks later and told me to get myself right down to the Starbucks at the corner of Hollywood and Vine to meet with a producer named John Gray, I didn’t have any big expectations.


When I got to the Starbucks, I realized that I had forgotten to ask James what John Gray looked like. All I knew was that he was from New York, not California. My husband, Ted, had come with me to the meeting, and when I spied the tall, thin man in a black windbreaker pacing outside the coffeehouse door, I sent Ted out to see if I had indeed picked out the New Yorker from the California coffee crowd.


In fact I had, and our meeting lasted three hours. I simply told John what I did as he asked question after question. The first thing he asked me was where we could go to find some ghosts.


“We don’t have to go anywhere,” I said. “There are spirits here right now.”


“Right here in Starbucks,” he said, looking around.


“Right here in Starbucks,” I confirmed.


I told him about the ghost of an older woman I’d been watching while waiting for him to arrive. She’d been standing very close to a handsome young man who resembled her, and who I suspected was her son. Whenever an attractive woman came through the door, Mom would do everything she could to get her son to glance in that direction. Of course, he was paying more attention to his BlackBerry than anything else, and her frustration mounted each time another potential daughter-in-law left without notice.


Then I told him about the ghost of an older Mexican man who was standing behind the counter with the barista. He was touching all the dials on the espresso machine and generally wreaking havoc until the poor kid who was working at filling the coffee orders was at his wit’s end.


John just listened to me talk and stared at the kid as he dropped cups, splashed steamed milk, and spilled espressos. If you watched the pilot episode of Ghost Whisperer, you’ll remember that both these ghosts were worked into the script.


I left the meeting thinking how much I had enjoyed talking to John. I never expected the call I got a few hours later, though. It was James, telling me that John was interested in doing a show about a woman who could see and talk to ghosts.


Once I began traveling out to California fairly regularly to work with the writers on the show, it became customary for me to spend time on some of the sets and soundstages. Ghosts can be very disruptive, particularly to electrical equipment and light-bulbs. It takes only one expensive piece of equipment to malfunction or one actor to get showered with glass from an exploding light for the people on set to ask me to clear out the lingering spirits who just can’t seem to accept that their final credits have rolled.


It’s easy for anyone to get a bit starstruck after spending time in Hollywood: Everywhere you look, you spot familiar faces from film or television. Before you know it, you’re hoping to run into your favorite celebrities at the corner Starbucks. I was no different when it came to Hollywood spirits. Each time I checked out a studio lot, a soundstage, or a prop storage area, I hoped I might run into a big star, like James Dean or Elvis. But for the most part, I met a lot of B-list starlets and old technical guys who just hadn’t been able to bring themselves to leave the business they loved.


Being affiliated with Ghost Whisperer has certainly changed my circumstances. It’s raised my profile and increased both believers and detractors. I’m sure it’s no surprise to find out that I’m a big fan of the show. The character of Melinda Gordon is glamorous yet grounded, and the spirits she encounters are complex and interesting. So it may be a disappointment to hear that I don’t find my own life as a paranormal investigator quite as dramatic. I see and talk to ghosts nearly every day, and if each encounter were so steeped in drama, frankly, I’d be exhausted. The truth is, a good TV show is scary and sexy and highly theatrical. It’s entertainment, not real life, after all.


Seeing and talking to spirits is a part of my real life and something I’ve done since I was a child. As far as earthbound spirits are concerned, I have an awful lot of experience. One of the producers on the show, exasperated after listening to me complain about the way one of the actors looked in ghostly makeup, suggested that maybe I should write a book to make sure that people know what’s true and what isn’t.


Born out of exasperation or not, it was actually a pretty good idea. Blood may not drip down the walls, and the attic may not be host to swarms of buzzing flies, but the reality is that ghosts are all around us. And more often than not, the truth is much more intriguing than the fiction. This book tells my real-life story—from early-childhood years spent attending funerals with my grandmother to my current day job as a paranormal investigator. I’ll share stories of working with law enforcement, celebrities, sports teams, and completely average folks, all of whom have been amazed at what I can tell them from talking to the spirits who surround them. I’ll discuss the myths and realities of earthbound spirits. And I’ll tell you how you can become more attuned to them and protect yourself, your home, or your family from unwanted visitors.


Since I’ve been working as a paranormal investigator, I’ve watched the fascination with earthbound spirits increase and become mainstream. But along with all the interest, there’s also a lot of misinformation out there. There are things everyone should know about dealing with ghosts, and I’m prepared to tell you about them. In the chapters that follow, I’ll share remarkable stories from my career, as well as practical advice that will help you peacefully coexist with the earthbound spirits who cross your path every day.





1



MY STORY


Discovering a Gift


I HAD HEARD my grandmother tell the story so often that by the time I was grown, it was as if I had my own true memory of the moment I saw my first earthbound spirit. I was just a few months older than two and had been left to stay with Nonna and Nonno (grandmother and grandfather) while my mother was off at the hospital giving birth to my sister. Now, in those days, having a baby wasn’t a drive-through event the way it is today. My mother would be in the hospital for nearly a week, and it wasn’t an option for a father to take time off from work when a baby arrived. So I was dropped off at my grandparents’ house for an extended visit while my parents went off to the hospital.


I’m sure I was happy about staying with my grandparents. As the firstborn grandchild, I occupied a special place in my grandmother’s world. My maternal grandparents were both born in the small village of Caramanica, Italy, near Rome. The women in my grandmother’s family were known and respected for their special abilities. My grandmother, her mother, her mother’s mother—and so on—were sought out by villagers suffering from curses such as the malocchio, evil eye. My grandmother grew up proud of her ability to lift curses. When she and her husband emigrated to the Cleveland area, they happily settled in a neighborhood of Italian immigrants, many from the same or surrounding towns.


In this new country, my grandmother’s abilities became even more important. Transatlantic news traveled slowly, and when my grandparents first arrived in Cleveland, it could be weeks before any kind of tidings arrived from the Old Country. But my grandmother didn’t need to rely on the Caramanica-to-Cleveland mail.


Periodically she would announce that she was experiencing “that feeling.” “Ho pelle de oca,” she’d exclaim, rubbing her arms and showing me the goose bumps. She knew what the eerie sensation meant: That night she would dream of someone, often someone from her hometown or a nearby village. Then she would know that another paesano, countryman, had died.


My grandmother would wake the next morning, and in properly somber fashion, head to the house of whatever relatives were in the neighborhood. Solemnly she’d deliver the news: “Antonio [or Angela or Luigi or Giovanni] has died.” And sure enough, three or four weeks later the letter would arrive from Italy, full of the sad details. My grandmother was famous in her neighborhood. “Maria has the gift,” the neighbors would announce proudly.


The way my grandmother always told me the story was that early in the week while I was staying with her and Grandfather, she had one of her dreams. The next morning, she took me along with her when she went over to the neighbor’s house. There, over cups of espresso and biscotti, they discussed the sad death of compa Dominic while I played on the kitchen floor with an old teapot and cups.


That day, after my nap, Grandmother put me in the sunroom and went about her chores. As she passed by the sunroom, she heard me happily babbling away in Italian. This was not so unusual in and of itself: Although my parents spoke mainly English in our house, my grandparents knew very little, so in their home Italian was the language we all spoke.


She stuck her head around the doorway and saw me. I was sitting on the floor, facing a corner of the room. I was waving my hands and nodding as if I were conversing with someone.


“Mary Ann, who are you talking to?” she asked.


“He says he is paesano,” I replied.


“Where is he?” she asked.


I pointed to the empty corner.


At first, Grandmother admitted, she thought that I was just imitating the conversation I had overheard that morning at the neighbor’s house.


She began to ask me questions. “What does the paesan’ look like? Where is his home? How did he get here? What has happened to him?”


As I answered each of her questions, my grandmother came to believe that I was talking to the man who had just died. No two-year-old could have made up the answers to the questions she was asking. By the end of her interrogation, my grandmother knew that I was not simply playacting a scene I had witnessed earlier. She knew that I was speaking to a ghost.


My grandmother wasn’t worried. In fact, she couldn’t have been happier. Her daughter—my mother—did not have the gift, and my grandmother had worried about who would carry on for her family. Now, to her great relief, though it had skipped a generation, her family gift for interacting with spirits had been passed along.


From the time I was four years old, my grandmother began taking me with her to funerals in the neighborhood. It was the early 1950s, and in the ethnic neighborhoods of Cleveland, Italian families stuck to the ways of the Old Country. My first impressions of funerals consisted mainly of large, garlicky women clasping me to their generous bosoms or pinching my cheeks while exclaiming to my grandmother, “The bambina has the gift. Ah, Maria, you must be so proud!”


My grandmother, who always turned out for the occasion with her wiry black hair freshly finger-waved and held in place by “diamond” bobby pins and her lips and nails gleaming with her signature Revlon Fifth Avenue Red, would modestly accept compliments on my behalf, beaming with pride and importance. Then, prompted by the family members and my grandmother, I’d inform the stunned-looking man or woman who was standing at the foot of the casket that I had some questions and would then relay his or her answers to the mourners who were gathered.


When I was going on all these “outings” with my grandmother, I don’t think my parents ever knew exactly what I was doing. By now, with four small girls at home, my mother was probably mostly grateful that my grandmother wanted to spend so much time with me. What I’m even more certain of, however, is that the idea of actually questioning my grandmother—the undisputed matriarch of the family—never crossed my parents’ minds! I don’t think it ever crossed my grandmother’s mind to tell her daughter, my mother, who didn’t have the gift, why she was spending so much time taking me on outings. Maybe she was disappointed that her abilities had skipped a generation; maybe she thought her own daughter would disapprove—I never found out for sure. But I’m certain neither of my parents knew what I could do when I was a child.


When I spoke to my father’s ghost at his funeral, he was completely shocked! He recovered fairly well, though, muttering something along the lines of “Your mother’s family was always rather exotic,” and letting it go. After that, I decided there was no real reason to tell my mother.


Of course, once I married Ted, I had two more parents to deal with. I did finally tell my mother-in-law what I was doing most afternoons when I left the house. After all, she was living with us. She never questioned what I told her, although I could tell she was skeptical. When she died, I reminded her ghost that I had always said I’d be the last person she ever talked to. I guess that took care of her skepticism.


My own first real memory of really talking to a spirit is from when I was about seven. The experience was unique to me for a couple of reasons. For one thing, it was the first time I’d seen a young ghost. And second, the encounter led to my first deeper understanding of how spirits became earthbound.


It was in the last few weeks of summer, right before I was about to start second grade, when my grandmother announced to my parents that she was taking me to New York for a visit.


“Comare Gina is having some problems in her house,” my grandmother told me as we arrived at the airport. I was so excited about taking my first plane trip that I didn’t even think to ask about what kind of problems—or why I should care. If I’d been paying more attention, I probably would have realized that this visit wasn’t going to be like a trip to the funeral home.


Gina lived in an elegant town house on a tree-lined street in New York City. We entered into a dim foyer paneled with dark wood, and I waited patiently while my grandmother and Gina exchanged greetings and gossip. Gina led us into the parlor, where my grandmother turned her attention to me. “Is anyone here?” she asked.


I nodded. But before my grandmother or Gina could ask me any questions, I blurted out, “Oh, Grandma! She’s so pretty!”


It made such an impression on me that I can still clearly remember the spirit who was standing in the parlor with us that day. She was a slim, pale woman, maybe twenty years old, with dark hair that hung almost to her waist. She was wearing what I now know was a peignoir set (but to my seven-year-old eyes looked like a very bare evening gown and jacket). Her silky white gown floated down to her bare feet, and her long fingers were nearly hidden by the marabou-feather cuffs of her robe.


I really didn’t know what to think. The men and women I had talked to at the funeral homes were old. They had lived long and full lives. It had been time for them to die. But this pretty ghost seemed lost and sad.


My grandmother and comare Gina asked several questions, and I relayed the ghost’s answers. Ghosts are perfectly capable of hearing what everyone is saying. And when they talk to me I just sort of hear their answers in my head. Furthermore, when I talk to spirits, I don’t speak aloud, it’s more of an internal dialogue. As I grew older, I was particularly grateful for this, as I often got more information from the ghost than I wanted to share with the people in the room—remember, ghosts can observe the people they’re living with at any time! And it came in handy to be able to offer silent comments if the things people were saying upset the spirit in the room with them.


From the young woman ghost’s answers, it became clear to everyone that she had, in fact, been causing problems in the house. Gina had been suffering from terrible headaches. Her important jewelry was always being misplaced. She was convinced that she had a curse on her, which was why she had summoned my grandmother. My grandmother suspected that the problem might be a ghost, which was why she had brought me along. Once Gina was satisfied that the young woman’s ghost was the source of her problems, my grandmother was perfectly clear on what had to happen next.


“Okay, Mary Ann, you tell her to leave now,” Grandmother said.


I had done this before on occasion. We would be at a funeral, or occasionally at the grave site, and my grandmother would whisper to me, “Tell them they should leave now.” And I would turn to the ghost watching the ceremony and say, “Grandma says you need to go.”


And each time the ghost would turn and walk into the glow of a white Light that was always hovering nearby. I would watch them walk into the Light; then the Light faded, and the ghost was gone. My grandmother would study my face, then ask, “So they’re gone?” And I’d tell her that they were, and home we’d go.


As pretty as this lady ghost was, and as much as I wanted to ask her why she seemed so sad, I knew better than to question my grandmother. And so I told the ghost that she needed to leave.


“I want to leave,” she said, bursting into tears. “But I want to be sure I go to heaven.”


This made a big impression on me. I was about to begin second grade. It was the year I would make my First Communion, and I could understand how going to heaven would be a high priority. I’d been thinking about making my First Communion all summer and was trying to be extra good and holy, so I felt pretty confident when I told her, “Okay, then just go to a church.”


The ghost smiled sadly. “I’ve tried that,” she said. “I’ve gone to churches all over the city. But I can’t get to heaven from there.”


My grandmother and Gina were watching me intently. “Is she gone yet?” Gina whispered to my grandmother.


“Mary Ann, has she gone?” my grandmother asked.


“No, Grandma, she says she wants to be sure to go to heaven,” I said helplessly.


“Well, tell her to go to a church, then,” my grandmother said, with a note of impatience in her voice.


I knew better than to argue with my grandmother when her voice had that tone. Besides, when Gina heard that the ghost wasn’t leaving, she began to sob, pulling a big white hankie from the pocket of her sundress. I looked from comare Gina to my grandmother to the ghost.


“You have to go,” I said. “You’re making everyone upset.”


The ghost nodded, and as she passed me, she raised her hand as if to stroke my cheek. She walked out of the parlor and into the dark foyer, toward the front door. And then she was gone.


“She’s not here anymore,” I told my grandmother and comare Gina.


Gina hugged my grandmother and then me, all the while exclaiming: “How proud you must be, Maria, to have a grandchild with such a gift!”


My grandmother beamed and nodded. This part, at least, was just like at the funerals.


On the flight home, I couldn’t stop thinking about the sad, beautiful ghost. There was something different about her. Not just that she was young and pretty, but something else. Suddenly I realized what it was.


“Grandma,” I said, pulling at her arm. “I think I know why the lady was so sad.”


I explained how all the other spirits I saw always had a bright white Light near them. I explained, too, that whenever I told them it was time to go, they would walk toward that Light, then into the Light until I couldn’t see them anymore, and they’d be gone.
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