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CHAPTER ONE
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A SENSIBLE WOMAN


“There’s no such thing as ghosts!” a male friend sputtered when I mentioned that we had a ghost in our house. “Surely you don’t believe in such nonsense!”


“Why not?” I should have answered, since I’d experienced thirty years’ worth of having things moved around, the piano played at odd hours, and people pushed on the stairs, all by an unseen hand. But instead I just mumbled something and changed the subject, because I felt embarrassed and unwilling to assert my point of view. Ghosts and belief in them are generally regarded as the realm of charlatans and crackpots. While I could have cited William James, Charles Dickens, and Arthur Conan Doyle as being among those who believed in “such nonsense,” he might have countered that their perceptions were formed at a time when most people still believed in God and afterlife, and that they would feel differently today.


Before we moved into our 1875 house, I hadn’t thought much about ghosts, but if asked, I would have said that ghosts are a possibility. As a child growing up Catholic, I was told that I had a guardian angel, and although I no longer practice Catholicism, I have somehow been unable to relinquish belief in that angel. In my mind angels and ghosts are of a piece, both being invisible and part of the great unknown. Thus my position with respect to ghosts has always been, why not?


I am not talking about the lunatic fringe—ghouls, vampires, zombies, or the kinds of demonic creatures conjured up by authors like Stephen King. For me a ghost is simply the spirit of some ordinary person who has died. My notion of what a ghost is was formed in the same way I suspect most people’s has been, by writers of stories with ghosts in them—starting with Dickens’s Christmas Carol and proceeding to plays by William Shakespeare—where spirits of dead people like Marley and Banquo, having a bone to pick, return after death to frighten the wits out of whoever had annoyed or wronged them while they were living.


There is, of course, a large subculture of people who do believe in ghosts: mediums, psychics, members of the clergy who do exorcisms. I can’t endorse any of these groups or vouch for their abilities, being unable to see or communicate with spirits myself. While I have friends who have consulted psychics and swear by their predictive powers, I know there are many examples of frauds and con artists who fake their ability to read minds and communicate with the dead. I only say that I believe in the possibility of ghosts, and I say this because of what has happened in our house. And while my family snickered at my ghost stories at first, eventually they all came around, as they, too, experienced the inexplicable.


My story begins with a hairbrush and ends with a shoe. The brush disappeared from a fireplace mantel one winter morning and then turned up midsummer in a place no one I knew had put it. The shoe was gone for little more than an hour, last seen under a crib and, after a determined search, found in a place where, once again, no one I knew had put it. Neither the brush nor the shoe had moved very far, only from one part of a room to another. What was odd was that they moved at all, since no member of our household was involved in, or even observed, their transfer.


Who, or what, moved the hairbrush? That was the question I asked upon finding it, and continued to ask for the next thirty years. And why, I also began to wonder, did things I had lost—ordinary stuff like keys, glasses, pieces of mail—usually turn up in a place I might have put them but felt sure I hadn’t? A lost house key, for example, might turn up months later in a coat pocket, but it was a coat I couldn’t remember wearing.


Unable to find any rational explanation for how the hairbrush had disappeared while I was still in the room, and further mystified by the lost-but-then-found phenomena, as well as the occasional sound effects (a door slamming, footsteps on the stairs), I decided, for lack of a better idea, that we must have a ghost. Old houses are supposed to have ghosts! My daughters snickered, and my husband rolled his eyes whenever I voiced this explanation.


There were long periods when nothing happened, and my blaming the ghost whenever I couldn’t find something began to seem silly even to me. Then, years later, long after the hairbrush disappeared, an incident occurred that was entirely different in character: a worker in the house was pushed by something invisible. This unnerved me. My crediting a ghost with household mischief had been a default position, but now my blasé attitude shifted to alarmed curiosity. Did we really have a ghost living with us?


Determined to get to the bottom of the ghost business, I felt I first needed to learn what I could about what ghosts really are and how they are supposed to behave. As a former author of case studies at Harvard Business School, where I chronicled managerial problems, I have remained a writer of nonfiction whose raw material is mostly facts (including facts that may be obscure, unknown, discredited, or forgotten). While I’m interested in context and opinion, ultimately my concern is to test assumptions and perceptions and to get at the truth of things. My starting questions, then, were straightforward: What is a ghost? Is it possible they exist? If so, do we have one? Later I would expand my inquiry to ask, who might our ghost be (or formerly have been)?


The internet and several books I found in the library answered the first questions pretty quickly, confirming my impression that ghosts are supposed to be the spirits of real people, now dead, who remain near the site of their death. Their behavior as ghosts is consistent with their behavior and character while alive. Typically ghosts have unfinished business, usually involving justice or revenge, or they have died suddenly and are unprepared to leave for what is generally referred to as “the other side.”


This all seemed consistent with what I had learned from my more literary reading, as well as from popular treatments like the movie Ghosts. What struck me as new, though, as I read more widely among psychics, spiritualists, and the like, was a shared belief that all of us, when we die, have a choice: to move on, or not to move on. For authors and practitioners in the ghost field, not moving on was an aberration, an ultimately futile gesture, since it prolonged whatever misery or discomfort life had provided, and the job of any self-respecting medium or ghost buster was to convince the ghosts they contacted to get over it and move to the other side.


Answering my question about the possibility of our own ghost would, according to what I read, likely require investigation by a professional, a medium or psychic capable of seeing and communicating with spirits. My library sources on ghost protocol explained that these were people with a rare set of abilities generally referred to as a sixth sense. This, too, was consistent with my existing impressions, as the term is commonly used to describe people with uncanny perception. What the sixth sense really means, I learned, is that certain people are clairvoyant—another familiar term in general use—possessing a rare set of abilities that allow them not only to see but to establish contact with spirits and to communicate telepathically.


As I read further, and eventually began sampling the plethora of ghost-hunting programs on TV, I realized I had entered a new world, a great, shaggy area referred to as the “paranormal.” It was like falling down Alice’s rabbit hole, and everything was outsize, misshapen, and generally surreal. This particular rabbit hole housed an astonishingly large and diverse subculture, with its own history, practitioners, and modes of communication (séances, planchettes, extra sensory perception). The paranormal constituency, I discovered, is a cross section of global humanity, with all classes, professions, and religions represented. In the United States and England, this population has included philosophers, scientists, theologians, writers, and artists (William James is a prominent example of the educated, intellectual class) as well as many members of the working classes (one of the first and most successful of the reality television programs, Ghost Hunters, is based on the paranormal work of two plumbers from Rhode Island, Jason Hawes and Grant Wilson).


While I was delighted to find myself in the company of William James, I wasn’t so willing to embrace the paranormal professionals—clairvoyants, mediums, psychics—who play an active role in providing whatever communication we have with ghosts. Much of the literature I found on mediums and their practice dealt with frauds, such as the fakes operating after the Civil War, who rounded up grieving widows for séances and brought them news from dead relatives via clever manipulation of sound and light. Not having the requisite sixth sense myself, there was no way I could assess their credibility. I felt more comfortable with a second tier of professionals represented by the television ghost busters, who do not claim to have a sixth sense and instead use mechanical devices to detect the presence of spirits.


When I was writing cases, if a management problem existed in a company whose business was very esoteric or complex, I often wrote an industry note, a separate document describing the general nature of the business—how it had evolved, what raw materials or processes it required, who were its clients and competitors, typical expense categories, and so on. Viewing the paranormal in this way, I found the area to be extremely esoteric for those of us not actively involved. I had read about basic concepts and tenets of the spirit world and learned a new vocabulary, words like poltergeist and revenant. There were professionals and amateurs, techniques and special equipment. The paranormal world even has its own R&D function, in the form of scientific experiments that continue at the Society for Psychical Research in London, and in a less rigorous form via the anecdotal data furnished by hundreds of ghost-hunting groups and clubs. In fact, while I expected to find a preponderance of lore and superstition during my research into the topic of ghosts, I was amazed to discover a consistent thread of scientific inquiry.


Digging around the library and the web was providing me with all the information I needed about spirits and their behavior, but I wasn’t getting any closer to my own ghost. If ghosts existed, and we had one, who was it? Who had it been in life, and why was it hanging around?


From earlier research into our house’s ownership, I knew, or thought I knew, who had lived in it before us. The original owner, Dr. Putnam, was a prominent pediatrician who lived here with his wife and three children for thirty-five years. The elderly doctor had died at home after a brief illness; his widow moved a block away to a smaller house and died twelve years later. They were followed by a young couple with three daughters who left for the suburbs after ten years. We bought the house from another doctor, whose family had occupied it for fifty years; this doctor and his wife, both elderly and infirm, died several years after moving out. I knew of no circumstances that would have prompted them to linger in this world after death, as they died at an advanced age of natural causes.


The families prior to us had kept servants, among them young women from Ireland and rural areas of New England. When we first looked at our house, the wife, while showing us around, had referred to the cook, housekeeper, and maids who used to occupy small rooms on the top floor. I definitely preferred that our ghost be a young, anonymous housemaid, someone I could picture only vaguely, had never met, and couldn’t ever know much about.


Long-term residents included the original owner’s brother and his family, a spinster sister, her widowed friend, the friend’s young son, and various adult children. All were potential candidates for resident ghost. Should I do the research, track each one back to their date of death, and try to deduce the circumstances? Or should I take the less labor-intensive route and engage a psychic?


Years ago I toured the Ford Motor Company’s historic Rouge plant in Dearborn, Michigan. It was an extraordinary experience, following a huge ingot of molten iron ore from the furnace to the end of the production process, where the ore, forged into steel, emerged as a finished car that was driven off the end of the assembly line. If I had been writing an industry note on the auto industry, I could have described the smelting process, listed the six hundred separate operations required to transform a lump of steel into a car, and described the innovative production system that coordinated workers and conveyor belt so that each part was where it needed to be at exactly the right moment.


The world of the paranormal was nothing like this or any other industry, having no visible product or process, no regularity or predictable outcome. Despite the prodigious number of believers, for most of the population paranormal “evidence” is all hearsay—random, ephemeral, mysterious at best to those not equipped with a sixth sense. As an explorer in this vast new world, I would have to suspend disbelief, take everything in, and then try to sort it all out.





CHAPTER TWO
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF INEXPLICABLE EVENTS


It was early on a winter Monday morning when the hairbrush disappeared. Five-year-old Laura had just come downstairs, and I was rushing to get her ready for school. I picked up the hairbrush from where I kept it on the bedroom mantel and was about to start working through the tangles in her long hair, a morning ritual we both hated, when the phone rang.


Laura darted out the bedroom door as soon as I turned and crossed the room to answer the phone. The caller was a car-pool colleague with a question about the week’s schedule. Hanging up, I called to Laura as I hurried to retrieve the hairbrush. It wasn’t on the mantel. I knew I had left it there, but I began looking around the room anyway, on the night table, on the dresser, in the bed, even under the bed. I went over the same territory several times.


At the end of the week, the hairbrush was still missing, so I bought a new one. What had happened to the old brush, which seemed to have vaporized while I was talking on the phone, was a mystery. I had looked; our cleaning lady, Rita, had been asked to look; and my husband, Don, had shuffled through the books and papers on his side of the bed. There was no sign of it.


Months later, wanting to check the expiration date on my passport, I opened the lid of an antique secretary desk that sits between the two bedroom windows. There, stuffed in a cubbyhole, was the missing hairbrush. For a moment I was unable to grasp what I saw, and I just stood and stared, my perceptual facilities jammed. This mental static was followed by a prickly chill as I began to absorb the fact of the brush being in a place where it was impossible for it to be. How did it get inside the desk? Someone had to have put it there, but who?


I kept the discovery of the missing brush to myself. I was too puzzled, too disconcerted, and I didn’t want to hear from my husband that it was just my absentmindedness, that I’d opened the desk for some reason and left it there. This two-hundred-year-old desk, painted red and decorated in the chinoiserie style with tiny kimono-clad women and dwarf pines, was very fragile and rarely opened. We kept important papers inside—birth certificates, the deed to the house, passports. No, I had not opened the lid and absentmindedly shoved the hairbrush way back in a cubbyhole among old letters and documents. And Laura had run out of the room the minute the phone rang. It had been placed there—hidden there—by a purposeful hand.


As soon as we moved into the five-story house, I had begun to lose things, the Victorian building being full of nooks and crannies, and I being inclined to stash or drop whatever was in my hands when the phone or doorbell rang. Now I began to pay much closer attention when objects went missing. If something wasn’t where I was sure I had left it, I did a quick search, and if I didn’t find it right away, I waited. Eventually the lost item would reappear. An earring might be in a corner of the top drawer where I had already looked, but perhaps not carefully enough. My glasses would reappear tucked into a magazine, a place I might well have left them but knew I hadn’t.


Then a day came when I was late for work and couldn’t find my keys. Don, noting my exasperated flapping about, asked what was wrong. “I left my keys right here,” I blurted, slapping my palm down on the hall table, “but the ghost took them!” Don looked at me like I had mutated into someone he didn’t know. The silence that followed my outburst continued for several seconds while he stared, then inched around me and retreated down the stairs and out the front door. I fetched my extra set of keys and proceeded on my own way. But the cat was out of the bag, and from then on if I couldn’t find something, I just said, matter-of-factly, “The ghost took it.”


My willingness to accept otherworldly phenomena proved anathema to my husband, who could not reconcile the image of his commonsensical wife with the kind of lunatic female who believed in ghosts. Laura and her little sister, Elizabeth, however, loved the idea and began crediting the ghost whenever any of us, but usually me, couldn’t find something. “Oh, Mom can’t find her checkbook. The ghost must have taken it,” Laura would say, giggling. “Where are my new gym socks? Does the ghost have them?” I didn’t mind. That there was a ghost seemed reasonable to me. Why not? Old houses like ours are supposed to have ghosts.


Meanwhile, objects continued to be moved, and noises were made that could be explained, sort of, but not really. One incident, which occurred roughly a year after my discovery of the hairbrush, merited a call to the police and frightened us badly. It was a weeknight, about eleven, and I had just turned off my bedside lamp. As I began to doze off, I heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Laura was a problem sleeper and I expected her to appear in our room momentarily, at which point I would get up, walk her back upstairs, and sit in her room until she settled down. But the footsteps did not stop at our door and I saw a dark shape pass by. “Laura!” I whispered loudly. “Laura! Where are you going?” The steps continued down the stairs and across the hall into the dining room. I jumped out of bed and, leaning over the banister, called, “Laura! Laura!”


“What, Mom? What do you want?” Laura’s voice answered me from above, and I looked up to see her in her nightgown, standing outside her bedroom door.


“Nothing, sweetie, I thought I heard you. Go back to bed!” I called up to her. Don was snoring away, and I poked at him furiously. “There’s someone in the house!” He jerked awake and together we went out on the landing, listening for footsteps. Nothing. We crept down the stairs and peeked into the dining room, which was empty. When we turned on the light and saw a sideboard drawer pulled open and several serving pieces set out on the table, Don and I rushed back upstairs and called 911.


We were too frightened to go back downstairs, not knowing where the intruder might be lurking, and when the policeman arrived, we threw keys out the window over the front door and he let himself in. Together we began searching the house, all the closets, bathrooms, even going down into the cellar, where Don aimed his flashlight at the narrow space behind the furnace. No one was there. The drawer in the dining room was open but nothing else was disturbed. Where was the burglar? How had he gotten out? And how had he gotten in? The upstairs windows were locked, and those on the lower floors had iron bars.


One window, in the living room, did not have bars, mainly because it was two stories above the street and only a monkey could have gotten up to it. It, too, was closed, but the policeman decided that this was the likely point of entry and exit, which satisfied Don. I had my doubts.


Other incidents were merely puzzling. One evening I was working at the kitchen table when I heard the piano. It wasn’t really playing, more like a hand running over the keys in a clumsy glissando. I ran into the living room, which was empty except for the cat, asleep on a chair at the opposite end of the room, exactly as she had been all evening. Don was upstairs and when I called to him, he said that he, too, had heard the piano. “Well,” I said, “what do you think of that?” Silence.


One Saturday afternoon, as the girls and I were returning from shopping, Laura saw a woman with dark hair in the laundry room. “What’s Rita doing here on Saturday?” she asked, following Elizabeth and me upstairs to the kitchen. I ran back downstairs to the small room that houses the washer and dryer. No one was there. Another time, when we had just returned from a weeklong vacation, Elizabeth asked me why her bed was pulled away from the wall. I went to look. The cast-iron bedstead had been moved out roughly ten inches, the indentations in the carpet where the legs had been still visible. With mattress and box spring, the bed was far too heavy for anyone to move alone. It had to have been the ghost, but was there more than one?


Over the years these kinds of events continued, widely spaced but distinct and inexplicable. Yet everyone continued to treat the ghost’s existence as my own private fantasy, with Don refusing to participate in any ghost-related conversation and the girls taking a let’s-humor-our-crazy-mother tone. Then a high school teacher of Laura’s came to live with us for the summer; we had bought a place in the country where we spent most weekends, and we needed a house sitter.


One evening as I was preparing the girls’ dinner, Keith came into the kitchen to thank me for folding his laundry. “What laundry?” I asked. “The laundry I left in the dryer this morning. Didn’t you fold it? Someone did.” I hurried downstairs to look. There, on top of the dryer, were neat piles of socks and T-shirts. No one had been home all day.


“It must have been the ghost,” Elizabeth said, snickering.


“Oh, do you have a ghost?” Keith seemed genuinely interested.


“I think we do, but no one believes me,” I said.


“Why not?” he asked. Keith assured me that ghosts do exist and that no doubt at least one inhabited our 125-year-old house. “Why do you think the dog barks the way he does?” he asked, referring to the fact that our normally placid Scottie would occasionally run into the back hall and bark frantically. “Dogs are very sensitive to ghosts.”


This was helpful, but more substantive reinforcement soon came from my daughters, who now began telling their own ghost stories. Laura claimed that while she never saw any ghosts at night, they sometimes made so much noise that they kept her awake. Elizabeth told us how one night, just after she had gotten into bed and turned off her light, something landed on her pillow. Turning her lamp back on, she found a hair band that she had left on a chest across the room.


When Don entered the kitchen, I asked Keith to repeat his story. Leaning against the counter while the rest of us sat around the kitchen table, Don listened to Keith’s tale of folded laundry, a tale told not by a fanciful female but by a red-blooded young man who watched Sunday Night Football. “Yes,” Don said finally, “I think you are right about the ghost, because in the morning it hangs out in our bedroom, over by my dresser.”


I was stunned. Not only had Don gone seamlessly from denial to acceptance, but he had also identified the same presence I felt every morning as I sat reading the paper. Occasionally there would be a slight noise, a soft creak, but mostly it was a physical sense I had of something hovering around the area by his side of the bed.


After the laundry folding, nothing happened for some time. Then we began a small construction project that included the installation of a new bar sink. Our neighbor Cheryl, a talented artist who usually works only for decorators, agreed to marbleize the wooden counter. She planned to work over a weekend when we were away; Keith had moved out a month earlier, and the house would be empty.


When I called Cheryl on Monday morning, she was in a tizzy. “I spent all Saturday prepping the surface and then I packed my paints and tools in a canvas tote and left it on the floor. I came back Sunday morning and someone, some idiot, had picked up my bag and set it right where I had painted,” she sputtered. “I had to sand the whole thing down and start over. You didn’t tell me anyone else was going to be in the house this weekend!”


“Uh . . . no one was,” I replied, suspecting that the same ghost who folded laundry might have picked up the bag off the floor. Cheryl and I had discussed ghosts before, as she claimed to have one in her small apartment, a wispy young woman who appeared from time to time near her bathroom door. I broached this possibility.


“Okay, this ghost of yours may have caused the damage,” Cheryl said in a new businesslike tone. “I think you need to exorcise what seems to me to be a malevolent spirit. And I know someone who might help.”


I was appalled at this suggestion. No! I didn’t want to exorcise the ghost. I had never thought of it as destructive, or malevolent, nor did I think of our house as haunted. There simply was this—spirit?—that hung about and moved things from time to time. And while discrete incidents seemed to have decreased—particularly, it occurred to me, since the girls had left for college—I knew it was still around.


After a thirty-year hiatus, I had resumed piano lessons, and each evening before dinner I would go into the living room, sit down at the piano, adjust the lamp, arrange my music, and begin to pick through a Bach prelude. Soon I would feel some other presence. There was always a sound, a slight creaking of wood or a soft snap such as a light bulb sometimes makes, nothing as audible or distinct as a footstep, just barely discernable noises that signaled something moving into and through the room, beginning near the small door to the back hall. I saw nothing. But I had a physical awareness that I can’t describe except in the way an artist friend once did as she talked about sculpture. “Painting is on the wall,” she had said. “It’s two-dimensional. You look at it. But sculpture is three-dimensional, and you interact with it in a different way. You share space with it.” That’s how it was with the ghost. I knew when it had arrived in the room because I could feel myself sharing space with it.


I didn’t want to scare the ghost away. The ghost was like our dog, who had come into our home one Christmas as an unwelcome surprise, a gift from my mother for the girls. I never wanted a dog, but after ten years, I was used to finding him asleep just inside the front door whenever I returned home. On those rare occasions when he wasn’t there, the house didn’t feel right. It was the same with the ghost, an uninvited but mostly benign presence that somehow kept me company. If it left, I would miss it.


As Cheryl proceeded to tell me about a woman she had worked for who had had an exorcism done at her house, I listened, but I did not write down the name and number she gave me. Perhaps the ghost heard us talking and left anyway, because for the next several years, there was little overt sign of its presence. I’d hear the odd noise—a door banging on the top floor when I knew they all were tightly shut—but the presence I felt while practicing the piano diminished, and I sensed nothing at all in our bedroom.


Then we began a project I had dreamed of for years, the complete gutting and remodeling of what real estate agents call the “master bath,” a cramped space off our bedroom with no bathtub, only a shower and a single small sink. The demolition would take almost a week.


Don and I took off for a long weekend in the country once the work began, returning late Monday afternoon. We were surprised to find a pickup truck still parked behind the house, long after the usual three o’clock quitting time. Inside, two of the workmen, Dan and Jeff, were waiting for us.


“I couldn’t leave without telling you what happened today,” Dan said. Soft-spoken and deferential, with a balding head and thick glasses, Dan is a guy you might not notice except that he is six foot five.


“I was walking up the stairs, just back from lunch,” he continued. “About halfway up, maybe eight steps from the landing, something brushed past me, gave me a push on the shoulder, and hissed in my ear, just like this—sssssssss!”


“Yeah,” Jeff broke in. “I was just behind, and when Dan stopped short, I ran right into him. Then he turned around and his face was white as a sheet!”


Dan repeated his story verbatim, describing how something passed him on the stairs, pushed him, and hissed in his ear. He jabbed his hand in the air to demonstrate the force of the push against his shoulder. The four of us stood quietly for a moment, considering Dan’s story.


“Well,” I said, “it must have been the ghost. But it’s never touched anyone!”


“Yeah, well, I remember you saying once that you’ve got a ghost here,” Dan said. “And I’m fine with that. My aunt has an old colonial house full of ghosts, and they don’t bother anyone. But this was amazing. It pushed me really hard!”


“Are you okay?” I asked, wondering if Dan would be back the next day.


“Oh, yeah, fine, just weirded out,” he said. “Well, see you tomorrow.”


And off they went, leaving Don and me to ponder this dramatic new occurrence. Clearly our renovations had upset the ghost. But who was it? Given the laundry folding and the way it seemed to prefer the back hall and upper floors, I’d always thought of the ghost as a former female servant, probably a girl from Ireland or rural New England who had died during the 1918 influenza epidemic. Now I wondered. Could it be the previous owner, the now-deceased doctor whose family had lived in our house for fifty years? To expand the bathroom, we were ripping apart what had been his dressing room, dismantling the linen cupboard where he kept his shirts, tearing out the metal cabinet that had held his toiletries. Was he angry about the changes we were making? I’d met Dr. Caner, and he was a big man capable of giving Dan a good shove.


Nothing happened after that. The remodeling proceeded as scheduled, and in six weeks we had a new bathroom, spacious and up-to-date. There were no further pushings or hissings, and Dan has continued to do work in our house. He grins broadly when Don asks him to tell us again about the time the ghost pushed him.


For me, however, this episode marked a turning point. Our ghost’s prankish behavior had become hostile, and it involved physical contact. While I had no doubt that there was a ghost or some facsimile at large in our house, I’d never given serious thought to what ghosts really are or how they behave. Dan’s experience made me want to know much more about who—or what—was living with us.





CHAPTER THREE
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MY UNDERCOVER INVESTIGATION


During the next few weeks, I searched the internet and the library for information about ghosts and their behavior. Soon I was so immersed in ghost research that I found myself spending hours reading about aspects of the nether world that had little or nothing to do with my own situation. My research topic was of a breadth I hadn’t imagined, going back to the ancient Greeks and encompassing all of the world’s cultures and religions, including Christianity. After the Resurrection, for example, there was debate among the disciples about whether it was Jesus himself or his ghost who appeared to them on the road to Emmaus.


A second discovery was how much research I could do alone, when I chose, and in the privacy of my home office. This latter feature proved critical, since once I ventured outside my family, I felt self-conscious about my topic, unwilling to have others know what I was up to. “What are you working on?” was a frequent question among acquaintances who knew I had published a book on career strategies for women and was still actively engaged in writing. “I’m doing research on ghosts” wasn’t an answer I was prepared to offer up to people who assumed that my interests pertained to something solid and useful. Fearing I’d be dismissed as having lost it, I embraced secrecy and worked quietly in my home office, huddled over my computer in safe isolation.


Entering the word ghost on Google sent me straight to Wikipedia and a daunting quantity of information. I printed sixteen pages of illustrated text and five pages of references that outlined the history and categories of ghosts, lists of spirit-related practices in various countries, and sections on their depiction in art and literature. I read that belief in ghosts and their more illustrious colleagues—angels, deities, demons—was age-old and universal, and that by far the bulk of human effort in this area has been directed toward appeasing spirits believed to have hostile agendas. These efforts ranged from sacrificial rites aimed mostly at deities thought to control some aspect of the future to annual feeding rituals intended to keep dead relatives from getting testy and obstreperous due to hunger. Halloween, which we celebrate today in a revised version—live children go to neighbors’ houses demanding candy—nonetheless retains many trappings of its origins; that is, ghost and skeleton costumes intended to evoke the dead and food offered in return for amnesty from “tricks.”


The other common theme in ghost history was tragedy and loss, often coupled with revenge, as in the many “white lady” legends that typically feature a romantic tale of rejection and abandonment. Assumed to be bereft, ghosts didn’t live in houses; they “haunted” them, lurking about the scene of some tragic and often violent event. And for the living, seeing a ghost was often a portent of death. It all seemed to me very negative and unhappy, far removed from disappearing hairbrushes and mysteriously folded laundry.


Nonetheless, I found the introduction to the language of the ghost milieu enlightening, a way of organizing the random terminology I’d absorbed from movies and novels over the years. A list of synonyms for ghosts included ones I already knew, such as spirit and apparition, but many others were new to me. Ghost is a distinct category in the paranormal lexicon, and the definition of a ghost is very precise: a ghost is the spirit of a formerly living thing. (Whether ghost as a category includes the spirits of animals and trees is not agreed upon.) Also, it seemed important to remember that ghosts, like angels and demons, were mostly invisible, but there the resemblance ended, since angels and demons and deities, despite their taking human form from time to time, never existed as physical entities and therefore cannot be classified as ghosts. Zombies, the things that clump around on shows like The Walking Dead, are not ghosts either, being the body without the spirit. Vampires, those perennially popular members of the paranormal world, are a variety of zombie that sucks blood.


There are a number of synonyms for ghost, including shade, spook, wraith, specter, phantom, poltergeist, and haint, the latter a term widely used in the southern United States, where ghost stories, or haint tales, are a popular storytelling tradition. There are other, more archaic words that I found oddly compelling, either because they prompted personal associations or because they were fun to say. Revenant is a term from medieval times for visible zombielike creatures, animated corpses who return to the scene of their death in order to terrorize the living. But when I said the word aloud, “revenant” slid through my lips like a silky whisper, a French word that sounded like “reverie.” Succubus, which denotes an evil female spirit that preys sexually upon sleeping men, is a harsh, coarse word that when said aloud sounds almost dirty. A fetch is the visible ghost or spirit of someone who is alive (though usually not for long). Somehow this word makes me grin.
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