
[image: Destination Truth: Memoirs of a Monster Hunter, by Josh Gates.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: image]


To my father, Lee Gates, and grandfather, Lewis Gates. Real-deal adventurers.


“One’s destination is never a place, but a new way of seeing things.”

—HENRY MILLER

“The truth is never pure and seldom simple.”

—OSCAR WILDE

“Fortune and glory, kid. Fortune and glory.”

—INDIANA JONES
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Foreword




The following is a scattershot account of my tenure over the last four years as a professional vagabond, international monster hunter, and paranormal Hardy Boy. After careening through nearly one hundred countries investigating some of humanity’s most enduring myths and legends, I have emerged fundamentally changed by the journey (and probably have a few weird diseases to boot).

This book has been written, in large part, on dirty airport floors, in sweltering jungle huts, and by the firelight of chilly mountain lodges. This very sentence is being penned aboard a sailboat off the icy coast of Antarctica. My journals have served as trusted guides and helped me navigate the dense wilderness of memory.

In several places I’ve taken geographical liberties, changed a few names to protect the guilty, needlessly slandered several people, misused the word “nascent,” and in one instance made something up entirely because it sounded very adventurous in my head.

J.


DESTINATION TRUTH



1: “We Must Go Back”




Cluj, Romania, 2009



Wind is suddenly screaming into the cockpit of this aging Antonov biplane. Charts and a half-assed, handwritten flight plan whip by my face and through the cockpit door into the main cabin. In the rear of the plane our director of photography, Evan, who has been filming out the open door, is suddenly thrust forward toward the edge of open space, only to be yanked to a stop by his four-point harness. Documents eject past him and into oblivion.

The sound is deafening and the pressure change so abrupt that I try to brace my arm against the roof to steady myself. Instead, my hand is forcefully bent back by what feels like icicles slicing through my fingers, and I instinctively retract.

Open air. I’m immediately overwhelmed by a terrible realization. The cockpit ceiling is gone.

Our audio engineer, Mike, has the common sense to kick the pilot’s door shut from his first-row seat behind me, closing off the wind tunnel coursing through the interior of the plane and sealing me into the roofless cockpit.

Moments ago I was actually bored, fiddling with a camcorder to get a close-up of the plane’s antiquated controls and weathered gauges, the altimeter needle quivering from the vibration of the plane’s beleaguered engine. The pilot, a stout Russian in a thick wool sweater, was languidly operating the stick. Now I’m craning back to get a view of the tail stabilizer through the gaping maw above me, praying the debris from the roof hasn’t clipped it on the way by. I think twice about unbuckling my harness for a better look and instead concentrate on the ground below, which is getting closer by the second.

I probably shouldn’t be surprised by any of this, of course. As the host of the Syfy Channel’s Destination Truth, I’ve spent the last four years traveling to far-flung locales following reports of cryptozoological creatures and paranormal phenomena. Since there aren’t exactly nonstop commercial flights leading directly to the doorsteps of the world’s most enduring mysteries, I’ve made a career, such as it is, out of flying on board the planet’s most laughably derelict aircraft.

But even by my admittedly lax standards, this plane is a piece of shit. I arrived at the airfield (and I do mean field) after two straight days of begging our field producer, Allison, to procure a plane—any plane—that could take us up and over the purportedly haunted Hoia Baciu Forest, the subject of our current episode. After exhausting every possible charter from here to Bucharest, she managed to find this flying Russian coffin and offered a few bucks to a local pilot to coax it back into active service.

The Antonov An-2 is not the sort of plane most people would agree to climb aboard in the first place. Basically unchanged since its design in 1946, it has wings covered in fabric, not metal. The plane is a flying dinosaur, originally intended for agricultural use. A function it might still fulfill as it threatens to fertilize nearby farms with the remains of my crew.

It is common in moments of potentially fatal catastrophe for the world to close in around us and become much smaller. Disaster is often countermanded by an intense focus, even if it happens to resolve on strange and seemingly arbitrary details. Looking over at the captain, I’m suddenly engrossed by his bald head. Where once there was a comical comb-over, there is now this emancipated ribbon of hair dancing in the vortex and joyfully reaching up to the heavens. It looks like one of those inflatable noodles outside a used-car dealership. Like any pilot worth his salt, though, he seems utterly unfazed by his new coif or by our circumstances in general. Where can one buy a little of that Right Stuff bravado required to shrug off the fact that your airplane is now a convertible?

When Captain Chesley Sullenberger famously ditched that crippled US Airways jet in the Hudson River after a flock of geese turned themselves into engine-flavored pâté, it barely seemed to raise his pulse. He casually noted to air traffic control, “We’re gonna be in the Hudson,” as though he was stopping off there for a cup of coffee. My distress call would have consisted of a jumbled litany of swearwords arranged in no particular order followed by an ecstatic, “Holy JESUS we’re going to crash into a river! MOMMY!” During this particular aviation mishap, I do my best to stay calm and not soil my pants. This is the best I can muster under the circumstances, and I’m feeling fairly heroic about it.

The pilot adjusts the flaps and begins to bank around toward an open field. Time continues to slow down, and I think about the circumstances that brought me to this moment.

How did it come to this? How on earth did I end up here, plummeting in a partially disassembled biplane toward some anonymous field in Romania? A few years ago this would have been inconceivable. But now it’s just another day at the office. I manage to catch the pilot’s gaze for only a moment; above the din he leans over and yells, “We must go back.”

Indeed. We must. Five years, to be exact.



2: 19,340




Tanzania, Africa, 2005



Above the arid plains of Tanzania’s grasslands, the mighty silhouette of Kilimanjaro rises like a dusty temple, a singular cone breaking up the endless, supine earth. In the adjacent town of Moshi, where locals beat back the sweat and heat of 110 degrees, it seems inconceivable that the distant white frosting on Kilimanjaro is actually glacial ice. But from up here, it’s a different world altogether.

At 11,000 feet, I squint in the chilly twilight to follow the narrow trail beneath my feet. The landscape is utterly alien, and a soupy mist clings to the rock face by my side. I run my hand along the smooth stones for balance, my fingers red from the icy water trickling down from above.

Just before sunset, my group and I finally stumble into Shira Camp. The darkening haze is punctured by the welcome sight of dozens of glowing orange tent domes. This is one of several camps that temporarily cradle countless expeditions ascending the side of Kilimanjaro. But our relief at arriving here is short-lived. Rain suddenly buckets down, and porters scramble to assist with tents as night arrives unceremoniously. By the time I finally get into my own shelter, water is seeping up through the seams in the floor; I’m shaking cold as I strip down, searching for drier clothes.

I came to Africa as something of a personal challenge. Almost exactly a year before this day, I looked in the mirror and decided to change who I saw looking back. I had been living in Los Angeles for more than five years, hustling to find work as an actor while slowly building a photography business on the side. But contrary to my naïve expectations, being a Hollywood actor/photographer did not automatically come hand in hand with a disposable income and the company of beautiful models. So, to support my ambitions and pay my rent, I was mostly waiting tables.

At Tufts University, I had double majored in drama and archaeology in what must have seemed like an attempt to force my parents into an early grave. Because if it’s one thing America is clamoring for, it’s guys who dig in the dirt with a flair for the dramatic. Luckily, my parents were empathetic. My mother, a vivacious and free-spirited young woman, grew up in tumultuous 1960s England and somehow found my father, a charming American deep-sea diver and self-made man. The two of them were endlessly supportive of my interests and passed on to me their humor and a confidence to follow my own path, as they had done.

But with no prospect for actually earning a dime as a young archaeologist, I tried my hand at acting, a passion since my breakout performance as “Bottom” in a high school production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. With Los Angeles casting directors somehow overlooking the rave reviews from my hometown newspaper, the Manchester Cricket, I was auditioning often but working little. I found myself jumping at every opportunity I could to leave L.A. and escape into the unknown. I had already driven across America seven times, canvassing every state in the country, save one (I’m coming for you, Oregon). I had been to Europe, the Caribbean, Mexico, and Bangladesh, and spent several summers in Israel excavating the ruins of the Roman city of Caesarea.

Travel, when undertaken habitually, becomes a potent intoxicant. After all, who among us hasn’t stared at perfume ads, Corona commercials, and Thai Airways billboards and been lost in a coconut-scented what-if? It is most often detectable in a telltale faraway gaze observable on the faces of married men vacationing in the tropics. They dream, if only for a moment, of shedding their identity, abandoning their earthly possessions, and opening a tiki-themed bar on the beach, toes in the sand.

Travel is also Newtonian: it has a sort of momentum. Unless interrupted by crying babies, work obligations, or an empty bank account, it wants to remain in motion.

In my case, I didn’t just keep moving. I accelerated. As each trip came to an end, I grew discomposed in less and less time, fidgeting to start another adventure. Within weeks I started typing random destinations into online travel sites, searching for cheap airfares and plotting out fictional escapades. I got quick fixes with the occasional debauched weekend in Vegas or a listless drive up the Pacific Coast Highway. I was hooked. And suddenly my life as an actor took a backseat to my dreams as a traveler.

Then I looked in the mirror. I felt older. I wasn’t a kid in school anymore. I was considerably overweight, bored, and generally unhappy. I tried to combat this malaise by going to the gym with some regularity. Without a specific goal, though, I slipped back into bad habits and comfortable routines.

Thinking back on it now, I can’t remember what turned me on to the idea of climbing a mountain. Beyond the stairs to my apartment, I don’t think I’d ever climbed anything in my life, let alone one of the famed Seven Summits. But once I settled on the idea, Kilimanjaro seemed a logical choice. Along with being suitably exotic, Kili is a non-technical climb that offered exactly what I was looking for: a goal that would challenge but (probably) not kill me. A sword of Damocles that would intimidate me into changing my lifestyle. I paid in full for the climb and, with a 365-day runway ahead of me, had all the motivation I needed. Every morning that I lay in bed thinking about not working out, I simply imagined my broken body frozen in mountain ice. I promptly got up and went to the gym.

To assist me in this venture, I assembled possibly the least qualified climbing team on the planet. My first recruit was my great friend Aron Epstein, because if there’s one thing the Jews are known for, it’s accomplishments in high-altitude mountaineering. Aron can’t weigh more than one hundred pounds, and I’d go on record as estimating that at least a quarter of that comes from the bottles of hand sanitizer hidden in his jacket. Neurotic, brilliant, hilarious, and, most important, recently unemployed and independently wealthy enough to join this suicide run, he seemed a logical choice. The expedition was rounded out by Colin MacNaughton, a longtime friend, travel soul mate, and software engineer who smokes like a chimney and has a thing for high-end Scotch. Colin lives in San Francisco, where they have steep hills that I presumed he must have walked up occasionally, probably while smoking. This seemed like qualification enough at the time.

With my dream team in place, I got down to business. I trained throughout the year. Really went at it. I ran like a hamster in a wheel, took endless hikes in the Hollywood Hills, and endured no less than three different personal trainers. Grave adjustments to my diet followed (sayonara, fast food) and by year’s end I had lost eighty pounds and was in the best shape of my life. The day after Christmas 2005, my compatriots and I boarded a flight to Africa, giddy at the prospect of adventure.

It takes about a week to ascend Kilimanjaro, with stops at various camps to acclimate to the extreme altitude. Each day becomes progressively harder as the thin mountain air provides less sustenance. We are climbing what is known as the Machame Route, or “Whiskey Route,” so named because it is decidedly more serious than the standard Marangu Route, or “Coca-Cola Route.”

Once the rain passes at Shira Camp, Aron, Colin, and I enjoy a terrible meal together and then crowd into a single tent to keep warm and engage in our nightly ritual of playing Scrabble. It is New Year’s Eve. At ten minutes to midnight, we put down our wooden game tiles, throw on our down jackets, and shuffle out into the cold. Earlier in the evening we invited strangers from all over the camp to join us, and for the first few minutes it looks as if nobody is going to show. Then, tent by tent, lanterns come on, zippers unzip, and a group of hearty souls emerge to ring in the new year on the frigid side of a dormant volcano. Warm embraces erupt among German climbers, Japanese millionaires, and Tanzanian porters. An Australian woman has smuggled up a small bottle of champagne, which we all pass around and drink in shared communion near the roof of Africa.

I’m suddenly struck by the idea that people all over the world are gathering in places like this. Uncommon places. Unthought-of places. In my mind, New Year celebrations had always been the domain of city squares, crowded bars, and drunken house parties. I close my eyes and wander the world for a few moments to imagine a couple embracing on the deck of a sailboat in the Pacific, science crews popping champagne at the South Pole, submariners shaking hands at stations deep beneath dark waves, and nomads gathered by firelight in desert wadis. Something is shifting in me. At this very moment. My view is expanded somehow. I’m suddenly aware of an almost uncontrollable need to find these places, to be with these people. This is the moment that I become a traveler in earnest.

The next day our guide calls us aside and asks if we’d like to alter our route to a trail known as the Western Breach. This takes me by surprise, since we’d carefully chosen the Machame Route almost a year ago. It’s unorthodox to make a change like this mid-climb, and it takes a few minutes of listening to his pitch while carefully studying a map to realize what he’s proposing. The new route would be nearly two full days shorter and therefore financially beneficial to the porters, who could deposit us back to Moshi earlier and link in with their next group. We discuss the option, but it involves a much more direct ascent to a campsite perched inside the summit crater. Aron has already lost his appetite at this altitude, and climbing faster seems a dangerous gamble. We choose to stay on course. I don’t know it at the time, but this decision may actually save our lives.

An expedition from our outfitter traveling along this more direct route will be caught in a rock slide cascading from the summit. When the dust settles, three American climbers will be dead. Several more will be seriously injured and airlifted to Nairobi. News of this won’t reach my team until we return to Moshi. For now, the sight of a distant helicopter circling around the far side of the summit barely catches my attention.

Our last night is spent at Barafu Camp, perched at an uncomfortable 15,000 feet. All of us are feeling the effects of altitude at this point. I have a relentless headache pulsating through my temples. Aron, after being spoon-fed his dinner the night before, has mustered a recovery and is eating again. Colin, however, is on the decline. He has developed a deep cough that seems to worsen by the hour, and there are now a few broken capillaries on his face. Our nightly Scrabble game is played more out of obligation than enjoyment. We sit in a daze and attempt to place letters on the board. Our minds are doughy at this height, and our most impressive play is the word “dogs” for a measly six points. The game is abandoned, and we lie down in silence.

The final push to the summit of Kilimanjaro is particularly taxing. With almost no sleep, we rouse at eleven p.m. to gear up for the bid. At three miles above sea level, the temperature is well below freezing. We struggle into layer after layer of clothes, barely able to catch our breath. Our guide’s inspirational pep talk consists of one very straightforward sentence: “Keep walking.”

It is inky black. The narrow beam from my headlamp illuminates a dull blue-white circle of frozen earth two feet in front of me. With my hood pulled up and my goggles iced over, I can’t see anything else. Occasionally an ankle will drift into the far edge of my light, my only indication that I’m following someone. We walk uphill for more than six hours. Within the first hour, the water hose on Colin’s CamelBak freezes solid, and my beard becomes caked in ice. Every so often one of us will yell out, and we’ll stop to pee or rest our legs. It’s a long night of shared solitude; nobody has the strength to talk, and it’s too late to turn back now.

As the first incandescent glow of morning arrives, we lower our hoods and remove our goggles. My knees have had it, Aron seems exhausted, and Colin looks like death frozen over. His face is an unrecognizable shade of gray, and he is now coughing blood. After a few false rises on the trail, we encounter the huge wall of glacial ice that rests atop Kilimanjaro’s peak. In the far distance I spot a wooden sign and quietly begin to cry. I continue trudging forward, embarrassed that my teammates will see my tears, but I really can’t contain myself. I’ve looked at pictures of that sign a thousand times in preparation for this moment. Though I’m still too far away to read it, I begin to recite it in my head:

CONGRATULATIONS!

YOU ARE NOW AT

UHURU PEAK, TANZANIA, 5895M. AMSL.

AFRICA’S HIGHEST POINT

WORLD’S HIGHEST FREE-STANDING MOUNTAIN ONE OF WORLD’S LARGEST VOLCANOES

WELCOME

We take the last few steps together, touch the sign, and embrace. Emotions are now flowing freely, and we turn to look out at a vista that I’m far too poor a wordsmith to describe. The African Masai call it “Ngaje Ngai” or “The House of God.” We’ll just leave it at that.

As I look out over East Africa, past ice and down through grasslands, I am overcome by an electric sensation of accomplishment and joy. The thoughts that bubbled up in me a few nights before are now solidified. And though I don’t yet know how, I promise to make travel my way of life. The answer, as it turns out, is waiting for me at the bottom of the mountain.

The hike down to Moshi normally takes a few days. We manage to do it in only one on account of the fact that I’m pretty sure Colin is about to die. We bypass the midway camp to get him close to a hospital in the event that his condition declines even further. (When traveling in rural Africa, it’s important to not actually go to a hospital until the patient is on the brink of expiration, otherwise things are apt to get worse.)

Back at the hotel, we are stunned to learn about the deaths of the other climbers. We had met them, briefly. A shared cab ride into town to pick up last-minute supplies. I remember shaking their hands in a cramped jalopy. Now their surviving friends are crying uncontrollably. One man sits facedown on a stoop, cradling his bandaged head, and another, numb with grief, dials out on a satellite phone to tell his children that their mother is dead.

In the ensuing years, people have sometimes told me they’ve heard Kilimanjaro is “easy” to climb. What I took away from witnessing the broken climbers in Moshi was this: Everything is easy until it isn’t. It’s a philosophy that has served me well. Never underestimate any situation while traveling. At any moment, even a gentle slope can collapse. It’s best to be ready for it.

The Internet connection is predictably pathetic at the sweltering cybercafé in town. My e-mail loads in spurts as an overhead fan with a missing blade circumscribes an awkward arc above me. Preliminary news reports about the rock slide carried the headline “Three American Climbers Die on Kilimanjaro,” and my teammates and I have a lot of anxious e-mails to answer from friends and family. Among the many messages, I notice one from a producer in Los Angeles. It’s marked “Urgent.” I click to find a single sentence staring back at me:

“WHEREVER YOU ARE. COME HOME NOW.”



 3: Meet Neil Mandt




Hollywood, California, 2006



The author of the e-mail is a Hollywood television producer named Neil Mandt, who is, without a doubt, the most welltraveled person I’ve ever met. To know Neil is to have a strong opinion about him. He’s a short-statured producer with a lot of irons in a lot of fires, even if half those fires are the result of arson. He’s got a few Emmys, a very successful show on ESPN, a bachelor pad in the Hollywood Hills, and an expensive sports car. These are all facts of which Neil will happily remind you. At a cocktail party he once called me over to two Swedish lingerie models and demanded indignantly, “Tell these girls who I am.”

I replied, “Ladies, this is Neil. He’s kind of a prick.” Neil didn’t find this nearly as funny as the two girls did, but when underwear models are in play, all bets are off. Those are the rules, Neil. Those are the rules.

In a word, Neil is shameless. And I don’t mean that in a bad way. Just the opposite. His brash, straight-shooter disposition makes him a true original, not to mention a deliciously embarrassing wild card in public. He’ll talk to anyone at any time. No bones about it. As we were paying our check at a fancy steak house on Sunset Boulevard one night, he turned to me and whispered, “You see who that is?”

I gazed around the room, not focusing on anyone in particular.

“That’s Sharon Stone,” he exclaimed.

In fact, yes, it was Sharon Stone. In fairness, I should be forgiven for not recognizing her, since she was wearing a turban. An honest-to-God turban with a jewel right in the middle of it. She looked like Carnac the Magnificent.

“You want to go talk to her?” He grinned.

“No. NO. Neil, do not embarrass me in front of Sharon Stone. I’m begging you. Please.”

Neil slipped out of the booth and sauntered right up to her table while I tried to blend in with the wallpaper behind him. “Excuse me,” he barked.

I just about wilted as she looked up from her dinner. And then Neil said the single most improbable thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life. “I’m Neil Mandt,” he said. “I directed you in that Turkish TV show.”

“Wait, what?” I said.

Sharon Stone’s eyes went wide under her turban, which made her look like an alien from Mars Attacks! “Oh my GOD! Neil! How have you been?!” she beamed.

And that’s Neil Mandt for you. Just when you’re ready to write him off, he turns out to be a secret Turkish television director who’s on a first-name basis with Sharon Stone. The man’s a complete mystery.

I first met Neil when I moved into his old place, a sweltering apartment with no air-conditioning on the twelfth floor of a Hollywood high-rise. I spent most of my five-year residency in my underwear attempting to avoid heat exhaustion as blistering sunshine baked in through the large bay windows. These windows looked directly onto the roof of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. Incidentally, on almost every postcard of Grauman’s, you can see my bedroom window above the copper green roof. Sometimes I look closely at those cards and wonder if I was there when they were photographed (and whether I had any pants on at the time). Neil had relocated to another unit in the building, and we occasionally chatted in the halls. One day while we rode together in the elevator, Neil turned to me and said, “I just sold a competition reality show to ESPN. You’d be perfect for it.” He asked me to turn in a two-minute audition tape.

The show was designed as a cross-country race where two teams would bullshit their way across America with no money and only the clothes on their backs. Along the way, the contestants would attempt to complete difficult sports-related challenges. Now, I’m not much for sports, but I am full of bullshit. Practically invented the stuff. This project seemed right up my alley. I immediately cleared my schedule of waiting tables at a steak house inside The Magic Castle, a private club for professional magicians (about which I could fill a three-volume exposé). Neil encouraged me not to simply sit in front of a camera and prattle on about why I’d be a good candidate for the show. “You need to make it interesting: talk your way into a place or fool somebody. That’s what the show is going to be all about.”

And so, a few days later, I got in my car with a friend and drove straight to Disneyland, famous for their ultratight security. Talking my way into the theme park seemed like a worthy challenge. My friend filmed me from afar as I marched up to the front gate. I told the security guard that my asthmatic brother and I had just exited the park and that he left his inhaler inside. When the guard informed me that he’d need to call a supervisor, I went for broke, adding that the little guy was in the throes of an asthma attack in the parking garage. There was no time to lose! The guard gave in, and within thirty seconds I was skipping down Main Street U.S.A. with a candy apple in my hand. I don’t even have a brother. Forgive me, Walt. Those were desperate times.

The tape went to Neil and then to channel executives, and I quickly became a contestant on ESPN’s inaugural reality show, Beg, Borrow & Deal. And beg, borrow, and deal I did. I sang the national anthem at a Major League Baseball game (sorry, Brewers fans, I was off-key). I caught a pass from an NFL quarterback (after more than a few fumbles in Giants Stadium) and even got a Boston Red Sox tattoo on the bottom of my foot (Go Sox). Over seventeen days, my team and I raced across a dozen states, eviscerated the competition, and won the show.

With this as preamble, I already knew that when Neil Mandt calls, interesting and immoral things often follow. But on this particular occasion, Neil’s Bat-Signal found me far from home. I had just completed a yearlong gauntlet to the summit of Kilimanjaro and was about to reward myself by going on safari with my mates. My professional plans beyond that involved getting as drunk as possible on a beach in Zanzibar. Neil would have to wait.

I touched down in Los Angeles a few weeks later. Neil had since e-mailed frantically, demanding that I contact him as soon as I landed. I called from the baggage claim at LAX. He welcomed me home with a touching “Where the hell have you been?” and told me to come straight to his office. Do not pass go. Do not collect $200.

Neil’s production company sits behind an anonymous door on Santa Monica Boulevard. The place is unnervingly dark and sprawling inside, giving visitors the feeling they might get mugged at any turn. Upstairs, Neil occupies a corner office that is completely overrun by cats. Written on the whiteboard behind his desk are titles of projects that Neil is working on, both real and never to be realized. Most of these projects are unlikely sounding at best. On this particular day, Neil is sitting in an oversized executive chair stroking a kitten, like Ernst Blofeld. The dry-erase board seems to have been wiped almost clean save for the title of a questionable home makeover show concocted by Neil. Written in thick blue marker are three words: “Extreme African Village.” I can’t even bring myself to ask, and I silently pray that this isn’t the project for which I’ve been summoned. I tip a chair forward, spilling out a couple of felines, and take a seat. I’m filthy. My beige safari shirt is streaked with dirt, and my red beard has been growing for over a month. I actually have one of those neck beards at this point, which makes me look like a grimy Civil War reenactor. “I’ve sold a show to SciFi that I want you to host,” Neil says, flatly. (It will be a few years before the Channel becomes “Syfy,” courtesy of a transformative rebranding that trades in two full-time vowels for two part-time vowels.)

“What’s the concept?” I ask.

“It’s about a guy who goes around the world hunting monsters.” He smiles. I let that soak in for a few seconds. I proceed to point out that my résumé doesn’t exactly read like Van Helsing’s. Though I’m well traveled, to date I have little experience that would qualify me to work with monsters, other than serving overpriced steak to professional magicians.

“You’re perfect,” Neil explains. “They don’t want a nut. They want a real traveler, a guy who isn’t afraid to turn some rocks over. Someone funny.”

I’m not taking any of this very seriously. You have to understand that almost every conversation about potential projects in Hollywood is a conversation about nothing. Industry people make a second career out of discussing things that are “in the works.” There’s an entire anthology of phrases like this that are utterly meaningless. People might tell you that they “have a few projects cooking” (eating at Quiznos later), some “exciting meetings coming up” (blood bank at one p.m.), or are “changing their representation” (moving back in with their parents). The idea that I’ve got a shot at being a modern-day TV Indiana Jones isn’t something that I’m willing to consider with any amount of gravitas.

“So, what happens now?” I ask incredulously.

“Go to this address tomorrow at eleven a.m.”

I reach over and take a Post-it note out of Neil’s hand.

“Oh, and don’t change your clothes. Don’t even shower. Come just like this.”

I begin to protest and Neil cuts me off. “Just. Like. This. Trust me.”

I relent, surrendering to the idea and to another night in these filthy clothes. The whole thing feels like it’s shaping up to be a disaster.

But hey, at least I’m not hosting Extreme African Village.



4: Underdressed for Success




Universal City, California, 2006



As I drive to the SciFi offices the next morning, there are a few key things I don’t yet know. Most importantly, that Neil has already filmed a pilot presentation of this monster-hunting extravaganza. Though almost all of the footage from this deliciously awful pilot was disposed of in a top-secret NBC incinerator, I later learn that Neil himself acted as the host (naturally). The highlight of the piece was Neil’s interview with a bewildered South American farmer, conducted while an assistant producer in a full Chupacabra costume performed a reenactment in an adjacent chicken coop. SciFi wisely deemed that the initial concept undergo a little retooling.

Since the show needs a new host, the Channel insists on conducting a proper casting call. Neil went to bat for me while I was summiting Kilimanjaro, and the best he could do was to convince them to meet me, alongside three other hosts hand-selected from the general casting. I am the long shot and don’t even know it.

At this time, SciFi already has a huge reality hit on their hands with a show called Ghost Hunters. For those who aren’t familiar, Ghost Hunters centers around two Roto-Rooter plumbers turned professional paranormal investigators. (And people say there’s nothing original on television.) In the following years, the Channel will develop Ghost Hunters International, Ghost Hunters Live, and, most recently, Ghost Hunters Academy. (By the time this book goes to press, I’m sure they’ll be airing Dancing with the Ghost Hunters, So You Think You Can Ghost Hunt, and The Real Housewives of Ghost Hunters.) But for now, in 2006, they’re just looking for a sister act to this flagship paranormal program to kick off the 10:00 p.m. hour.

I arrive nearly a half hour before my meeting. After parking, I ascend to the main plaza, craning my head up at the looming Universal Tower. The building is a slate-colored rhomboid block that looks about as inviting as a steel coffin.

It appears infinitely harder to climb than Kilimanjaro, and for the first time I’m starting to feel extremely nervous about all of this. In the austere lobby, I proceed to the security desk to check in. The guard looks up at me and furrows his brow. For a moment I’m unsure what to make of his expression, until I realize that he thinks I might be a vagrant. I’ve taken Neil’s advice and not changed any of my clothes from the day before. I was so tired from the flight that I even fell asleep with my boots on. Now I’m stinking to high hell and looking like a train hobo. He glances down at my feet, no doubt wondering if I’m going to pee on the lobby floor. I fork over my ID and he prints out a pass for me, clearly surprised to find me in the computer system. “Fourteenth floor,” he says warily.

The elevator opens, and I cautiously emerge into the SciFi offices. If I had any reservations about not showering and changing before, I now realize that I’ve made a full-blown mistake. The SciFi lobby is gleaming white, like a leftover set piece from 2001: A Space Odyssey. You could do surgery in here, it’s so clean. Across from the front desk, a series of flat-screen televisions play commercials for the Channel. Everyone who appears in these spots is suspiciously more attractive than I am.

The secretary who sits across from these screens is named Alex. This is a woman you do not want to mess with. An unflappable sentry, she probably wouldn’t bat an eye if I walked up to her with a grenade in my hand. Over the next three years Alex will refuse to remember my name, even though I will be added to the roster of individuals continuously appearing on the monitors four feet from her face. Later, when executives joke about how I’m a “big star” on the Channel, I will raise a finger in protest. “When Alex learns my name, I’ve arrived at SciFi. Until then, I’m nobody.”

Today we meet for the first time. She looks up from behind a plastic tub of fireball candies and unceremoniously hands me a clipboard to sign in. As I write my name, I notice three other signatures. I peek into the waiting area at my competition. Three other candidates, all of whom are wearing nice suits. I haven’t had a chance to smell them yet, but I’m reasonably certain that they’ve showered, too.

The three guys regard me with a combination of amusement and pity. I pick up a copy of Sci Fi magazine and try to distract myself by delving into an in-depth profile piece on MacGyver star Richard Dean Anderson. I glance up to better take stock of the trio. Along with being well dressed, they all strike me as, well, a little like game-show hosts. I’m not exactly recovering my confidence, but I’m feeling marginally secure that these men do not represent the best and the brightest of American monster hunters. One by one, they are beckoned down the hall and out of this antiseptic space dock. They’re each gone for what feels like an eternity, and by the time I hear my name called I know just about everything there is to know about Richard Dean Anderson.

“Josh. They’re ready for you.”

I’m led into an office at the far end of the hall. As I enter, I’m horrified by how many people are crammed into this room. All of them look up at me, and aside from Neil, none of them are smiling. Though it’s impossible for me to determine everyone’s title, there’s no question as to who’s running the show. Mark Stern, the senior vice president of the Channel, is the only person who looks comfortable in here, a sure sign that this is his domain. I reach out to shake his hand, and he invites me to sit down. Stern is one of those people who really look at you when you speak to him. It’s as complimentary as it is unnerving—which is, I suspect, just how he likes it.

I’m getting a pretty good once-over from the whole group and feel compelled to break the ice. “Hi,” I manage. “Let me . . . start by apologizing for my appearance. I just got off a plane from Tanzania.” Smiles all around.

A perceptible sea change is underway. These people suddenly detect an authenticity to me. We talk for a few minutes; I recount my exploits on Kilimanjaro and discuss my interest in travel. I’m hoping that someone will bring up Richard Dean Anderson, but no such luck. I can’t really tell how the interview is going, so I just do my best to come off appropriately adventurous. Stern’s half smirk reveals that he can see right through my bullshit, but there’s a warmth there too. Under less formal circumstances I suspect we’d get along great. I also have a few nice exchanges with Rob Swartz, the affable development executive in charge of the project. At this point the only thing I know for sure is that these people no longer consider my dirty beard and tattered shirt the potential markings of a deranged serial killer.

After it’s all over, I shake hands with the network brass and walk out of the office. Neil sees me to the elevator and tells me that I did well. I step inside and put my hand up to hold the closing doors. “What’s this pilot called, anyway?”

“Destination Truth. Now go take a shower,” he says. “You stink.”


Adventures in Monster Hunting and Professional Ghostology



5: “We Found Something! “




Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 2006



After my meeting with the Channel, things progress quickly. A call comes in a few days later with good news: I got the job. The Channel has ordered a second pilot, and I’m told that if things go well, I could end up with a series. Rather than reshoot the original pilot in South America, a decision is made to film in Southeast Asia, where recent sightings of a Bigfoot-like creature in the jungles of Malaysia have made headline news. For my part, I mostly nod and let plans unfold, all but certain that this entire enterprise will collapse long before I actually board a plane.
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