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This book is dedicated to my parents for a lifetime of unconditional love and support.


And to my sister, the strongest person I know.









    
INTRODUCTIONMY LIFE BEFORE GHOSTS
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What I remember about my life before ghosts is basically family, Halloween, Star Wars, and cartoons! When I was growing up as a child of the eighties, the decade that’s now peak pop culture nostalgia, ghosts were a hot-ticket item, including a long list of films featuring spooky spirits. Movies like Ghostbusters made me think, God, that would be fun to do. Poltergeist made me consider, Okay, maybe it’s not so fun, and the House film series made me wish there was a spirit world ready to visit right then and there. The mainstream was lightning quick to jump on the paranormal craze. Television’s Unsolved Mysteries dedicated entire episodes to ghosts. Time Life, along with other publishers, released numerous books that showcased the inexplicable… and many of those titles sold frighteningly well.


While all of them played a part in creating the ghost-loving—and ghost-hunting—person I am today, it was the 1982 movie The Entity that burrowed real fear and intrigue into my brain and started my path in the field. The film was scary for adults, but it was pure nightmare fuel for younger kids like yours truly.
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My mom let me watch more age-appropriate movies like The Goonies or Raiders of the Lost Ark alone in our living room on weekend nights, but one particular evening I fell asleep on the couch just before The Entity came on. When I awoke, I had a blanket over me and the light was off—my mom had let me sleep, knowing I would shut the television off and go to bed when I was ready. Groggy and with heavy eyes, I sat up and looked at the screen to see a happy family about to eat a big bowl of ice cream. It seemed innocent, and the massive dessert had me excited. But then, just as the on-screen mom (played by Barbara Hershey) said, “Don’t start without me,” she was violently grabbed by an unseen force, thrown onto a couch, and brutally attacked over the next minute and a half. The mom’s teenage son tried to help her, but invisible hands held him back as well. Then, out of nowhere, vibrant blue bolts of electricity hit the son, shocking him repeatedly.


I don’t think I even breathed during that entire scene; my little heart clenched and cried out for me to run. But I couldn’t move—I was scared out of my mind, especially since I was also on a couch and in the dark. I wanted to bolt out of the room but didn’t dare put a foot on the floor for fear that the same unseen force might come after me as well. To make things even worse, the remote control had fallen off the couch during my slumber, making it too precariously close to the four-inch gap under the sofa, which I just knew had to be a hiding spot for supernatural trouble. I was stuck watching the movie, my legs pulled tight to my body and my blanket clenched in a death grip.


It wasn’t until my bladder was ready to burst, when I knew that one more scare would make me wet myself, that I dared to think leaving would be safer than staying. (Though by that point I think I had watched almost the entire movie with my mouth agape, like a driver unable to look away while passing by some horrific accident.) That’s when Mom suddenly walked into the room, her own sleepy eyes squinting from the glow of the television. She saw the fear on my face and immediately raced to hug me as I blabbed on about how horrible and scary the film was. Mom told me not to worry and that it was only a movie.


Trying to suck in a deep breath, I repeated what she said. However, my new mantra was quickly smashed to pieces when the words “The film you have just seen is a fictionalized account of a true incident…” appeared on the screen before the end credits. Panic-stricken, I made my mom look at the television; she just let out a sigh and reiterated that it was still only a movie and that Hollywood makes things up… but I could tell by the goose bumps forming on her arm that she was a bit uneasy as well.


As Mom held my hand and brought me to bed, my tiny brain was shooting off fireworks about those two words: true incident. I thought of everything I saw in the film—the horrific assaults, the moving objects, the electricity… and the scientists investigating the haunting. That all happened? I said to myself. People really research ghosts, like in Ghostbusters? This seemed rather bizarre but also incredibly fascinating to me.
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My sister, my dad, and me on Halloween
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Me and my mom




The Entity made me think not only about the paranormal researchers but also the real ghosts outside of books and films and television. Up until that point, I didn’t take any of it too seriously, but those haunting words—true incident—changed everything. I remember them sticking in my head like a popcorn kernel wedged between your teeth that you can’t get out no matter how much you floss. It became a constant annoyance that couldn’t be removed. The idea that the events dramatized in that terrifying film really happened forever transformed how I saw the world.


Afterward, whenever I walked through my house, I was on the lookout for ghosts (as if they would just suddenly be hanging around). Whenever the temperature changed in my room, I wondered if it was a paranormal event. If I felt an unexpected breeze on my legs or heard a noise I couldn’t place, I considered whether it was really a spirit trying to mess with me. What if my own house was haunted? It was a terrifying thought for a kid, and for a person of any age really. I hadn’t had any significant life experiences to make me think this was the case, but post-Entity every creak and odd sound in my home was something that needed investigating.


There were nights when I would lie with the blanket and sheets pulled up over my head, as if they were some sort of magic shield protecting me from spirits who could be haunting my room. Sometimes I would get so scared that I’d race into my parents’ room, jump into their bed, and curl up next to them, warm and safe as I looked around to see if I’d been followed. Thankfully—or maybe not so thankfully now—I didn’t have any experiences in the homes I grew up in. Being five years older than my sister, Holly, I did my best not to scare or torment her with my ghostly thoughts, but it was hard to always keep them to myself.


One might associate being afraid of ghosts with a fear of the dark, a phobia many kids develop at a young age. That never happened with me, though, and I think I know why. Dad moved the family from Massachusetts to Pennsylvania, so that he could take a job as a district manager of a major jewelry chain. Shortly after that, I think Mom saw that living in a new state was a bit hard for me. So, one evening, she woke Holly and me out of bed and took us on a nighttime mission at the local shopping mall. I couldn’t believe so many people were out shopping after my bedtime—I’d always thought the world shut down when I went to sleep. But here we were, pushing our way through dozens of people to stand in line at Hills Department Store.


When my mom got to the counter and asked for a Nintendo video game system, I screamed and hugged Holly. My parents were amazing (and still are); they made sure we always had what we wanted and gave us a great childhood, without ever spoiling us outright. But sneaking us out at night to buy the coveted item that every kid wanted—and without it even being a holiday or birthday—was absolutely mind-blowing. Looking back, there were several factors stemming from that very special evening that made me fall in love with the night: The after-hours surprise. The beauty of the lights reflecting in the rain that fell that evening. Seeing a world buzzing with life after I thought it had shut down. The association of elation and astonishment with a nighttime adventure. Since then, I’ve been drawn to the so-called witching hours. I love nothing more than being out in the dark, walking around and just enjoying the vibe the evening brings, whether I’m exploring the gloominess of an abandoned building or strolling around the Disney theme parks after sunset—being obsessed with the night obviously helps my career.


Meanwhile, my interest in the paranormal continued to increase. Though the film Poltergeist came out before The Entity, I didn’t actually see it until about a year or so later, when it was broadcast on HBO. Back then, it was easy to sneak-watch movies at home that were geared toward adults; they ran all day and there was no such thing as parental controls on a television. If your parents were doing yard work, busying themselves in the house, or had simply fallen asleep before you, you could watch anything that was on… including Poltergeist.


I remember my mom was making dinner and my dad was still at work and there I was, alone in the living room and pushing the buttons on a big brown remote, changing the channels to find something to watch on our massive, 27-inch cabinet television. At that time, HBO was one of the first channels I would flip to, as there was always a movie on… and usually one that I probably wasn’t supposed to watch. (The cable channel was a game changer back then, allowing home audiences to see movies uncut and uninterrupted by commercials.) There I saw a little girl kneeling in front of a static-filled TV screen. It was a position I knew very well, having taken it so many times myself while watching Saturday morning cartoons. I could also tell something ominous was going to happen.


Quickly flipping through the TV Guide, I saw that the film was called Poltergeist, and my heart started to race. I’d heard about how terrifying it was from other kids at school and around the neighborhood, and this was my golden opportunity to watch it. I realized that the middle of the film would cut into dinner, but TV Guide showed that it would run again that night at 11:00 PM—way past my bedtime. On occasion, I would secretly watch late-night movies on my bedroom television with the volume very low, sitting close by so I could shut it off if I heard my parents get up. I was ready to do that later with Poltergeist and catch anything I might miss during dinner—my backup plan was set.


An hour into the movie—which seemed like seconds as I clutched an orange-crocheted throw pillow to my chest—I was finally called to eat. Having just watched the rotting meat and maggot-filled chicken scene, I couldn’t touch my plate. Mom asked if I was getting sick, but I told her I was fine, just not hungry. She was concerned, then slightly annoyed, as she thought I had snacked before supper, but eventually she let me go back to the living room—none the wiser about what I was watching—as long as I took a dinner roll with me.


Poltergeist had me enthralled. It was much more fantastical and big-budget than The Entity (even at that age, I understood that), and again my thoughts lit up with excitement and fear over the idea that an unseen force could manipulate our world. After the film ended, I brushed my teeth, kissed my parents good night, and went to my room… where I immediately popped on my own television, turned the volume to a minimum, and got ready to watch the 11:00 PM showing in its entirety—I just had to see it again.


During that second viewing, I really focused on the team of scientists that investigated the haunting. I found that vocation simply fascinating, and to this day I’m amazed at how close that film is to my real life (minus any face peeling and evil clown dolls that drag people under the bed). The way those scientists looked for answers with a command center, their endless patience, the way they’d marvel in awe when they saw or experienced something… it’s exactly what I do now. A seed was planted in the fertile soil of my mind, and thankfully, with such eighties entertainment as Poltergeist, it got regularly watered.


As the years ticked by, that little seed sprouted and started to reach for its own sunshine, which I’d often find at the local library and bookstores. When we made family trips to the library, I’d race to the “New Age” section, which I called the “Paranormal” section, as most of the books were themed around that subject. It was small, but at least they had one, and I took out every book there. When they didn’t have anything new, I would simply read the same books over and over.


Although I knew about works by Ed and Lorraine Warren, Dr. Barry Taff, and others, the one book I read the most was ESP, Hauntings and Poltergeists: A Parapsychologist’s Handbook by Loyd Auerbach. That was my bible, and I read it religiously. I studied every word and carried it with me everywhere I went. It was this book that made me realize that I could investigate the paranormal… and not only that, it told me how to do it too. It also taught me how to take the field seriously and focus my work on scientific structure, to respect the craft and the spirits, and to always be professional. It was an absolute life changer for me.


By the end of the decade, as my preteen years vanished, the seed inside my head had matured into a strong sapling that needed more than just books and films to help it grow. Like Audrey II in Little Shop of Horrors, it could no longer survive on drips of blood—it needed the real thing. So, when I was about fifteen, after having moved with my family back to Massachusetts a year earlier, I decided to start investigating on my own. At first, I did little experiments and explorations, but I never caught anything because the places I tried weren’t haunted. As soon as I got my driver’s license, though, I went to every place that I thought might be worth checking out. Yet even with my shiny new laminated license, there weren’t many places that would allow a teenager to just wander around the grounds at night calling out to ghosts. So, I often ended up in public places, where I did my best to investigate in secret.


Now, aside from some friends with whom I would rabidly talk about the unexplained, I hid my love of the field. I hate that I had to do that, but back then I didn’t want to have to defend myself from the people who thought my passion was odd, so I kept it to myself. If people found out that I “hunted ghosts” as a hobby, I was often subjected to criticism and mockery, or people would say dumb things like, “You don’t really believe in ghosts, do you?” Of course, there were always the Ghostbusters comments and constant laughs at my expense. The real knuckleheads would yell out stuff like, “Hey, Steve, have you seen Casper lately?” and much worse things that aren’t worth repeating here. I quickly learned to talk in hushed tones and feel out whom I could confide in regarding my dark and weird hobby. (Ironically, now that investigating the paranormal is mainstream and Ghost Hunters became a huge success, the same people who used to tease me ask for autographs and pictures. It’s truly amazing how times can change.)


Worrying about crap like that made me so thankful that my parents were understanding about my passion and let me go out after dark to investigate, provided they knew exactly where I was going. I must give them credit—not many parents would let their kid go sit in a graveyard or an abandoned building at night, let alone not judge them or their desire to do that in the first place.


One night, I decided to follow in the footsteps of famed paranormal investigators Ed and Lorraine Warren, and I waited in a cemetery near where I lived, all night long, in the hopes of seeing something like they had seen. I’d visited this particular graveyard a few times before and hadn’t experienced anything, but I was determined to keep going back until I did. Heading out after saying good night to my parents, I made my way across town and sat in the cemetery, which had headstones dating all the way back to the late 1600s. Having done this for a while, I knew to bring a flashlight, some water, a few packs of Pop-Tarts, and a lawn chair (sitting on damp ground wasn’t much fun after a few hours). It was a bit cloudy, but I could still see rather well. It was so peaceful just sitting and listening to the crickets and tree frogs sing their nightly songs.


Hours went by and I almost nodded off a few times, but to my disappointment, I didn’t see or experience a single thing. Then, as I prepared to leave, a wave of… something… ran over my body. Every inch of my skin felt electrified, giving me an overwhelming feeling that I had to leave, fast. It was as if my physical being knew something was wrong and it was screaming at the top of its lungs to get my brain’s attention. At that point, it succeeded. I grabbed the chair by its scratchy nylon straps and ran, dodging headstones like an Olympian as I hurried to the exit, not daring to look back. With every step and leap I took, I could have sworn something was an inch away from grabbing my ankle and keeping me there for good.


By this point in my life, I had already sat in graveyards numerous times and never experienced a single thing. I had never gotten scared or felt fear or even the slightest worry. That made the overwhelming feeling I had at that moment mean so much more to me. I was certain that something paranormal had to have been close by or was trying to communicate or warn me. Looking back now, I’m still not sure what it was; it’s possible that it could have been more environmental or physiological than paranormal. It didn’t matter, though… the sapling in my brain instantly grew into a tree that night.


It was a pretty lonely tree, though. One of my good friends, Ken, was also really into the paranormal. The two of us would talk about ghosts and that field of fringe research for hours—but I was needing much more. Unfortunately, back then there were maybe seven to ten paranormal teams across the entire country—numbers that a single town can have today—so I didn’t have a group of like-minded investigators to work with. The closest one I could find was called RIP (Rhode Island Paranormal Society), which was almost two hours from home. It was run by Jason Hawes, a serious but warm investigator. Jay (as I would later tend to call him) and I chatted frequently and became fast friends, but we were just too far apart at that time to work together regularly. So, when I was twenty years old, I started my own group: New England Paranormal.


We were small at the start; with the internet in its infancy, it was hard to get the word out, but we were able to build a solid team of investigators. I quickly set up a set of stringent protocols and procedures, and all members had to do a series of trainings to ensure that everyone followed the same methods in the same way. This type of consistency helped us to know that any evidence we collected and examined could be trusted. At the same time, I was developing a reputation for being well-read in paranormal theory, to the point that I earned myself a teaching position at the Boston Center for Adult Education, where I lectured on the paranormal.





Whereas movies showcased paranormal research here and there, unless you were a full-blown scientist with a grant, the concept of making a living in the preternatural world wasn’t even a thought in any of our minds. (Besides the Warrens and a tiny handful of other investigators, there was pretty much no one who actually made a living doing it.) In fact, back then we lost money on every investigation. Before digital photography, we had to take photos with film cameras; on any given night, we would burn through ten to twenty rolls of film, each of which cost around seven dollars to buy and another four dollars to develop. Most of the time, we were eager to find out if we’d caught anything on film, so we would go to the sixty-minute photo centers and pay extra for speedier service. Those kinds of places loved people like me, as I was a steady source of their income.


It was an expensive hobby, which meant I had to make extra money to support my passion. Throughout those years I taught classes, worked in a restaurant, and went to school to become an EMT, with a long-term goal of becoming a police officer. At one point, Dad asked if I’d be interested in helping him with his growing jewelry business, so I went to New York City’s Gemological Institute of America and became a diamond grader and GIA-certified appraiser and designer. I was a regular jack-of-all-trades. Balancing two budding careers on top of speaking at the Boston Center was exhausting and took away from my free time to investigate the paranormal. I was good at designing jewelry, but I excelled at appraising and selling diamonds. I enjoyed working with Dad, but the corporate sales world didn’t sit right with me and I couldn’t see myself doing that for the rest of my life. Plus, I certainly didn’t enjoy wearing a suit and tie every day, so I eventually made good on my original plan and got hired by a local police department, which sponsored me to go to the police academy. (Unlike a lot of states, in Massachusetts you need to be hired first by the police department in order to attend the academy.)


Not long after, I was sworn in as an officer and started patrolling the streets of western Massachusetts. Serving the community and helping those in need was amazing and rewarding, but it could also be extremely stressful and emotionally taxing at times. Seeing someone hurt and in need of protection or being at their worst, not knowing what could happen during any given shift… all of it weighed on me. Thankfully, I had a small music career on the side, as a drummer in a local band, and my passion for the paranormal as an escape when I was off duty. Plus, I’d still work for my dad occasionally, picking up shifts when I needed extra cash for my expensive paranormal passion.


To be fair, even though being a cop was a trying occupation, I really did enjoy it. In fact, I thought I would live out my entire life as a cop with a hobby of doing paranormal investigations and playing gigs with my band. But all of that changed when Jason Hawes met Grant Wilson, and the two of them grew RIP, which eventually became TAPS (The Atlantic Paranormal Society). They started doing more investigations farther out, making it much easier for me to meet up with them. Whenever the three of us got together, everything seemed to click. We really had the same mind-set and ethics when it came to the craft, which helped us learn to trust one another almost instantly. We truly felt like we were starting a new method of investigating, where we focused on disproving or debunking things before anything else. (If you find out what caused something and it’s not paranormal, that is disproving; debunking is the same thing, only with the intention of exposing fraud behind the claim.) It worked well, and despite our busy schedules and the distance between us, we started regularly investigating together.


In the early 2000s, after we’d gotten attention nationwide, producers from various TV production companies started to approach us about creating a show around ghost hunting. I was both surprised and thrilled that producers were taking the concept seriously enough to take it to that level. Then again, the collective memory of ridicule for being passionate about the paranormal was deeply ingrained in all of us. Besides, most of our clients wanted to remain private, as they didn’t want anyone to know their house was haunted. So, the team declined all the offers for a show. Eventually, though, the producers at Pilgrim Media wore us down, convincing all concerned that the show would be done aboveboard and that they would not make light of the craft.


While Jason and Grant were the founders of our group, I was considered an integral part of the team, which meant I would be a major part of the show. The team and the producers all wanting me to appear on-screen was a genuine honor. It meant that I was trusted to represent our field and the team on a global platform. I’ll always be grateful to Jay and Grant for wanting me to be a part of the group. At the time, I was still a police officer and making jewelry but was able to move my busy schedule around enough to film the show… which turned out to be a rude awakening. Sure, I was good at being a jeweler who became a cop who also studied the paranormal, but I didn’t know television at all. Filming the first episode was truly a unique experience.


By the time production on Ghost Hunters started, Jay, Grant, and I had done close to a hundred investigations together; we were in sync and knew what we were doing. Now, suddenly, there were strangers accompanying us—a film crew and producers, as well as the ever-seeing eye of a camera that was always focused on us instead of any spiritual activity. It made me uncomfortable, though mostly because I worried that it would take away from the work. At one point, I wasn’t even sure if being on television was the right fit for our work. Ultimately, we all agreed that showing how we investigated would, we hoped, start a conversation about the field in a larger, more productive context, so we pushed forward.


Since all of us were worried about a Hollywood crew telling us what to do and that they wouldn’t legitimize our work despite their promise, we made a pact to present the field in the best possible light. This was our collective life’s work and we didn’t want anyone trashing it. Besides, none of us thought the TV thing would last long anyway, so we wanted to make sure that when we went back to our normal process of investigating, our reputations would remain intact. We were a bit uneasy, but by the end of the first week of shooting, we were pleased to see that the crew really only wanted to observe us. Other than occasionally stopping us to explain things here and there, it was almost like they weren’t around. No worst fears realized.


The first time I had to sit and talk in front of a camera was weird and off-putting. I had never done it before, unless you count that one time a local news station interviewed my third-grade class about our pinecone self-portraits. I had hosted dozens of lectures and classes, yet I couldn’t help but wonder why anyone outside the paranormal field would want to watch or hear from me. Little by little, though, I realized that every time the camera was focused on me to speak, it was an opportunity for me to talk with people at home who might not get to investigate on their own or perhaps didn’t even know that what we did existed. So, I ignored the camera and producers, and I thought of the lens as a fellow paranormal enthusiast. To this day, I still think that way.


Another tricky part, not only for me but also for the entire team, was getting used to making sure the camera could see us when we talked among ourselves. It’s natural for people to circle around or huddle up to look at something, but that doesn’t translate well on television. We had to learn to be “open” to the camera, meaning we had to face it whenever we talked as a group or showed something. We had to stand next to one another so the cameraperson could get a good shot. It took some getting used to, but it became second nature quickly enough.


During our first filmed investigation, in Altoona, Pennsylvania, I was impressed by how much the crew stayed out of our way—it was rather easy to pretend that they weren’t there. The few times they accidentally hindered us or made a noise while I tried to listen to some audio, they’d quickly apologize or speak up that it was them, so we wouldn’t misinterpret anything. This method is called “tagging,” basically noting anything that isn’t paranormal so we don’t misinterpret it later. Any time I felt a bit distracted by them, I reminded myself that our entire investigation was being documented for the world to see, which was a rare opportunity (at that time at least). Not only that, but we also had the added benefit that their cameras and sound equipment might actually pick up things that we didn’t. As the night wore on, the film crew and the investigators found a way of almost dancing around each other. The crew quickly learned to anticipate how we moved and found the best places to stand in a room while we did our jobs. It became a very synergetic relationship; once we got to know the crew, it felt like they were a part of our team, as they were also invested in capturing evidence.


After that first investigation, we were all amped up and excited to see what would become of the show. At most, I hoped we would get a handful of episodes, and maybe a few people would watch it and become inspired to take up paranormal investigating themselves using similar protocols and procedures. I remember that the first episode premiered the day after we finished filming the first season. In fact, the crew was still in Rhode Island, so Pilgrim set up a unique viewing party for us. Jason and his wife had infant twin boys, and like any good father he didn’t want to leave them to go to a wrap party. Hearing this, Pilgrim rented a blow-up movie screen and set up an outdoor party in Jason’s backyard, complete with fire barrels, food, and lights. As we sat watching on the big screen, with the fires crackling next to us, we cheered and laughed while the opening credits rolled; it was a bit awkward watching myself on-screen, but we were all thrilled to see that the producers stayed true to their word. They really showcased what we did, and they even highlighted our personalities. It was a surreal experience, and the second the end credits rolled I wondered if Ghost Hunters would be a onetime thing (especially when many new shows are canceled before there’s even any discussion of having a second season).


Boy, was I wrong. As the season went on, Ghost Hunters became a surprise hit, with over 3 million people tuning in every week. And it just kept growing. Before we knew it, the network wanted us to do a second season. We all saw how the show was helping the paranormal community rapidly grow and expand, so we were more than happy to oblige. However, between the investigations and filming schedules, there was simply no way I could continue working as a police officer, a jeweler, and a weekend musician. I was faced with the decision of leaving a band I loved, a secure career with my dad, and another career as a cop to take a chance and follow my passion on a show that I thought would be lucky to last another year.


The pressure to make such a life-changing decision weighed heavily on me, so I turned to my parents and had a heart-to-heart talk with them. Unlike many parents who wouldn’t encourage fantasies over a steady job, Mom and Dad both agreed that I was still young and didn’t have much to lose if I stayed with the show. Dad even noted, “You have to do this; it’s awesome.” He wasn’t a big believer in the paranormal, but he saw the potential both in the show and in his son. I think he understood the importance of following dreams, and he knew how dedicated I was to the field of paranormal study. I trust him so much that if he’d said no back then, I know for certain I would have turned down the show and followed a different path in life.


Leaving my law enforcement career behind was definitely a risk, but thankfully it worked out great, as Ghost Hunters became an international sensation. At its peak, it was one of the highest-rated reality shows in history and aired in over 150 countries—and it was a big hit in all of them. It was surreal. We were in magazines and on talk shows. South Park was parodying us. Fans suddenly started to show up with shirts and signs wherever we were investigating. I felt like a real-life Ghostbuster, which was great but would sometimes leave me wondering if I too was going to be hired to work birthday parties when the TV phenomenon was over. I’d experience bouts of imposter syndrome, where I just didn’t feel like the success was real or that I deserved any of it, despite putting in so much time and effort. Fortunately, I’m happy to say that after almost twenty years, four different shows, eighteen seasons, and hundreds of episodes, the team and I are still investigating together, representing our field in the best way we know how.


At this point, I have done investigations in well over a thousand locations across the United States, completed countless hours of research, studied and consulted with some of the greatest minds in the industry, lectured, and accomplished a lot in the paranormal field. I couldn’t be happier or more grateful to be a part of such a vibrant, enthusiastic, and welcoming community of like-minded people. This field has afforded me an amazing life, one I’m thankful for every day.





In this book, we’ll travel throughout the United States to some of my favorite large-scale investigations, the ones that have given me the greatest paranormal and personal experiences. Believe me, it wasn’t easy narrowing down such a huge list, but the investigations I’ve selected here have truly left an indelible impression on me. I’ll also admit that despite the insane experiences my colleagues and I have shared together, we haven’t been able to prove beyond a doubt the existence of ghosts. We’ve collected dang good evidence and encountered things that I believe can only be attributed to the paranormal, but there will always be people who think ghosts aren’t real. Until we can gather solid, irrefutable evidence, those skeptics will remain just that, and that’s fine with me. It’s not my mission to convert anyone; the paranormal is personal to me, and what matters is finding the truth for myself, for those I work with, and for the clients I help. I didn’t get into this field to change the world or even anyone’s mind. I simply wanted to satisfy my own curiosity… and maybe see a ghost.


And speaking of which…


There are a ton of terms we tend to throw around: Ghost, spirit, entity, apparition, haunting, spook, phantasm, phantom, soul, specter, and others are all used rather interchangeably, even by people in the field. However, for myself and some of my closest colleagues, we differentiate the words to help us be more specific. As an example, a ghost is technically only a ghost when we know the name or identity of the entity with whom we’re interacting. Although we have these definitions, for the sake of variety—and so you don’t get sick of that one word or have to try to recall the definitions—I’ll use the terms interchangeably within these pages.


In addition, please note that in most of the locations I’ll refer to in this book I was accompanied by my TAPS teammates Jason Hawes and Grant Wilson, and my best friend, Dave Tango. While there have been numerous other vital team members over the years, these three have been my ever-present companions. Though Grant moved on to other ventures a while back, Jay, Tango, and I have been through just about everything together. However, my goal with this book is to share my experiences with you in the most personal way I know. Therefore, even though you’ll hear their names thrown around here and there, most of the time you’ll read about what I personally felt, saw, and thought.


I hope you enjoy reading about my experiences, and that they inspire you—regardless of your level of interest in the paranormal—to find the answers to your own questions, get a few goose bumps, or just simply enjoy the journey.










NOT JUST ANY HOMETOWN HAUNTTHEODORES’ BOOZE, BLUES, AND BBQ RESTAURANT/BAR AND SMITH’S BILLIARDS
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SPRINGFIELD, MA


OPENED 1902


In 1902, businessman Fred Smith opened a billiards academy in Springfield, Massachusetts, to teach the game of pool to all levels of students. Renting one floor of a five-story building, the school quickly became popular. With the number of people showing up for lessons and games, the facility was quickly expanded to offer additional entertainment. At one time, the building housed a bowling alley above the billiards floor and a two-floor bar below it. Although the billiards and bar never closed, the bowling alley was eventually shut down due to newer venues with more lanes being introduced in surrounding areas.


Theodores’ and Smith’s has enjoyed constant business for over a hundred years, yet very little history about this New England location has been recorded. Thousands of stories, laughs, fights, and tragedies that occurred within its walls have been lost to time; only whispers and rumors about gambling bets and Mafia involvement remain. Stories of fingers being cut off for not paying debts, pool cues being broken over heads, frequent players disappearing forever, and organized-crime figures hiding out in the attic have all been told without any verification. Though the true tales have faded, both the owners and employees claim that some of those who frequented the location are still there… despite the fact that they have long since passed on.
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Front entrance of Theodores’




While cleaning up in daybreak, some workers have heard the sound of a bowling ball rolling down the old wooden floor in the abandoned alley above them, then what sounds like a strike followed by mumbled cheering and happy voices. In other instances, employees have ventured into the old, dank basement and discovered that items have fallen off their shelves, and not due to poor placement. While attempting to restock the goods, the employees have passed through temperature fluctuations and cold spots that chilled them right to the bone. On more than one occasion, workers have responded to a voice, only to realize that no one was there. But perhaps the most disturbing claims of all are the numerous sightings of a little boy sitting on top of a pool table, looking forlorn and expectant, as if waiting for a parent to scoop him up and take him home.


The claims at Theodores’ and Smith’s are consistent and frequent, but with the bar open for hours on end most days, the loud and exciting atmosphere makes it difficult to verify these experiences. Who knows how many times these apparitions could have been seen by patrons, only to have them brushed off as other customers?





There’s no bar I feel more comfortable being in than Theodores’ Booze, Blues, and BBQ restaurant/bar and Smith’s Billiards, colloquially known simply as Theodores’.
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I grew up just a few miles away; the blues and barbecue joint has been a part of my life since the day I turned twenty-one. When I’m not traveling, hardly a week goes by when I don’t visit at least once, as it’s my go-to place to have dinner or a few drinks. In my early twenties, I was the drummer for a band that often booked gigs there; I have to say we’d pull in a good crowd and typically sell it out. I enjoyed the vibe and people there so much that it felt like a second home. It still does. And even though I’m a regular, the paranormal activity at Theodores’ adds a layer of intrigue that just can’t be beat.


Long before I became known as “that guy from that show,” the staff and owners found out that I was into the paranormal. Mind you, I didn’t talk about my passion openly; as I mentioned earlier, I was careful to keep such conversations to a minimum, and only with like-minded people I trusted. Yet I was always so comfortable in Theodores’, I guess I didn’t realize that one employee was listening intently to a discussion I’d been having with a friend. I could certainly understand why they wanted to listen, since the subject of my conversation was none other than Ed and Lorraine Warren.


The Warrens are arguably the greatest paranormal team in history. Today’s generation of moviegoers know them as the main characters in the Conjuring cinematic universe that’s based on their cases, but for me while I was growing up, I knew this husband-and-wife duo from their books and their work on the legendary Amityville haunting. The Warrens truly dedicated their entire lives to investigating the paranormal and collecting evidence of the supernatural. Along with Hans Holzer, there was no one bigger in the field. They frequently appeared in the media, interviewed as authoritative figures on various shows; wrote numerous books; and were even called as expert witnesses in trials.


With the Warrens based in Connecticut and me living just over the border in Massachusetts, I was lucky enough to go to many of their local lectures. When I was younger, my parents would actually drive me to their appearances—my mother loved the stuff too, but she thought it was important for me to have my independence, so she always graciously dropped me off. When I was old enough, I would simply drive myself anywhere the Warrens were scheduled to appear, even if it was hours away.


At the conclusion of one lecture in Connecticut that I went to with my friend Ken, I wiped my sweaty palms on my pants and mustered the courage to make my way to the front, introduced myself to the Warrens, and joined a few other attendees in chatting with them. I was a bit timid, so I couldn’t believe I was actually talking to them, not to mention having a good conversation about all sorts of paranormal topics. Then, out of nowhere, Ed announced to the small group that he and Lorraine were heading to the Union Cemetery, which was part of the White Lady investigation and the subject of a book they had just released called Graveyard: True Hauntings from an Old New England Cemetery. At first, I thought that was his way of saying they were leaving for the night; I was a bit disappointed that my face time was up but still happy that I got to talk to them at all. Then Ed continued with: “It would be all right if a few of you wanted to join us.” I looked over to Ken and saw that his mouth visibly dropped before I realized that mine had as well.


Not even a half hour had passed before Ken and I found ourselves standing smack in the middle of one of New England’s most haunted cemeteries, side by side with the one and only Ed and Lorraine Warren—a dream come true. Ed had gotten permission from the cemetery and the police to investigate the location. Seeing that ethic early on was an important factor in my learning to respect property and locations in this field. I was so nervous and excited, I’m surprised I didn’t faint, crack my head on a gravestone, pass on, and turn into a spirit right then and there. Thankfully, I didn’t cross over, and I joined the group in doing some casual investigating. Those of us who kept flashlights in our vehicle glove boxes, which included me, grabbed them and led the way to check out the grounds. Taking slow steps, we asked questions into the air while the Warrens told us stories and pointed out where they’d had encounters. We also spoke about some of their most famous cases, ranging from the Amityville haunting, to their experiences with the haunted doll Annabelle, to theories on the afterlife and, oddly, cheeseburgers. They were incredibly kind, welcoming, and more than happy to hear our opinions just as much as they offered theirs.


When the night was over, I couldn’t believe what I had just experienced—the two most famous people in the field invited me, some kid with a passion for the paranormal, out on their investigation. For a budding young investigator, that evening was the definition of a mind-blowing experience, and it really cemented my love for what I do.


I kept going to their events and eventually, a few years later, they gave me the number to the New England Society for Psychic Research, which they ran. I kept the number in my desk drawer, but despite having their blessing, I just couldn’t bring myself to use it, at least not right away. At that point, I was taking my investigations very seriously, but I didn’t want to reach out to them until I came across a situation for which I needed help, which came about quicker than I thought. I was working on a case in which I concluded that a person, rather than a location, was haunted. I hadn’t come across this in the past, so I pulled out the Warrens’ number and started dialing. My stomach turned; I had no clue if they would even remember who I was, let alone be interested in helping me. No one picked up, but after hearing Ed’s gruff voice on the answering machine, I left a message. To be honest, I didn’t expect a call back.


An hour later, the phone rang, and it was John Zaffis, their nephew and fellow investigator. He asked about the case, and I gave him all the details. After taking notes, he told me to stay by the phone and hung up. For the next two hours I hardly dared go to the bathroom as I sat staring at the phone. Thankfully, Ed and Lorraine themselves called back. I lost my breath so rapidly it was like I had taken a punch to the gut. The way Ed spoke, the fact that he was treating me as a fellow investigator, put me at ease and got me talking about the case. Over the next hour, Ed asked questions—as did Lorraine, who had been listening in the background—and I answered them as best I could. It was so thrilling; at that moment, it felt like my interest in the paranormal was becoming something so much more. Toward the end of the call, Ed and Lorraine asked if I would pass the case on to John. I immediately said yes, then realized that I was cutting myself out of something I’d been working on for weeks. Thankfully, before I could speak up, Ed said, “Great, I’ll have you talk to our nephew, John Zaffis. You can coordinate with him so you can help us out and be there for the initial investigation.”


Looking at all of the Warrens’ books on my shelf in that moment and then having Ed Warren tell me that I’d help them out… that feeling was indescribable, unforgettable.


Over the next several weeks, I worked with John, a world-renowned investigator and demonologist. I can’t provide any real specifics about the investigation here—it was a private matter and is not my story to divulge—but I can say that what impressed me the most was how much John and the Warrens cared for the client. They genuinely wanted to help the person first and get the evidence second. While their expertise certainly helped shape my own career, I think I was most influenced by their heart and their kindness. Not only did they take me, some random teen with very little experience, under their wing, but they truly did everything they could to help the afflicted person. Thanks to them, whenever and wherever I investigate a case, I make sure that the client always remains my main focus.


Over the years, I’d go on to spend a decent amount of time with the Warrens, and every moment with them was an invaluable experience. Not only did I get to work with my idols but I also made a trusted colleague in John Zaffis; the two of us still work together to this day. I see him at a few conventions every year, and we even appeared together alongside Josh Gates on Larry King Now, and John also did an episode of Ghost Hunters. Try telling that nervous teen with sweaty palms sitting in the audience at a Warrens’ lecture that one day he would work alongside these paranormal icons, and he couldn’t have fathomed any of this.


In later years, the Warrens would come under scrutiny, with some of their detractors declaring that evidence and cases were exaggerated and possibly fabricated. People can say whatever they want, but there’s no denying what the Warrens did for the field. They brought the world of the paranormal to a new level of popularity and gave people like me much-needed support and encouragement. And let’s face it—with blockbuster movies about their cases starring fictionalized versions of themselves regularly released in theaters, seven decades after they first started, I don’t think Ed and Lorraine’s legacy is going anywhere.


So, that all being said, you could understand why telling my friend about my experience with the Warrens might attract an extra listener or two at Theodores’. In this particular instance, it was one of the bartenders who overheard me and got excited about it. Before I knew what was happening, the whole staff suddenly wanted to talk to me about the paranormal—and they were dead serious, embracing what I did. They told me all about Theodores’ history and stories about the location, and they even gave me a tour of the basement, long before I was known as a paranormal investigator, simply because they knew the history of the place would interest me.


The staff’s kindness and the experience that evening always stuck with me, so when our team began planning out Season Four of Ghost Hunters I recommended that we should investigate Theodores’. It was rather ironic that I’d spent years investigating locations all around the country but never the one place where I’d enjoyed so many nights. At the same time, it was nice waiting until we had a full crew and were in a position to properly document such an investigation.





Even though the bar was open seven days a week, Theodores’ closed exclusively for us so we could investigate without any interruption. I’d known and frequented the place for nearly a decade, but with five full floors, there were entire areas that I’d never seen. Fortunately, unlike the abandoned buildings we sometimes found ourselves in, setting up in the restaurant was easy. There were already bright lights, power outlets, and plenty of places to secure the cameras. If only all our investigations could run so easily.


Tango and I started our investigation on the fourth floor—the old bowling alley that was now a barren, somewhat-cobwebbed chamber used for storage. Every step we took on the hundred-year-old wooden floorboards registered a wailing creak beneath our feet. We tried to make as little noise as possible so we could listen for the sounds that many of Theodores’ patrons and workers had claimed to hear—like the bowling ball rolling and pins getting knocked down. Those aren’t unusual noises in a bowling alley, mind you… except this one had been closed for decades. It was operational long before automated alleys came into play—that meant men were poised at the end of each lane, waiting to roll balls back to bowlers and set up the pins by hand after every set. I wandered around, trying to picture what that must have looked like: sharply dressed individuals pitching marbled globes down lanes under the dull glow of gaslights. It was pretty much the same game across the years, yet the mood and atmosphere were drastically different from what one experiences in the music-thumping, neon-glowing alleys of today. Back then, it was considered a man’s game (though women were allowed to play together on certain days and at certain times): cigar and cigarette smoke permeated the air, bets were made, and legs were sometimes broken if debts weren’t paid.


My train of thought was interrupted when I found something via my flashlight beam around some boxes stored near the end of the lanes. At first, the quick flash of a light color made my heart beat a bit faster. As I moved the beam back again, I saw this shape that instantly made me think of Disney’s Silly Symphonies skeleton dance, in which things were far from scary but they were certainly spooky fun. There, standing in front of Tango and me, was a human skeleton.


Tango and I were awestruck and confused. We kept our lights on it as we walked over; we could tell right away that it wasn’t some plastic Halloween prop or even a replica. It was a legitimate human skeleton, like the ones used in medical schools. In the past I’d heard workers say that there was a real skeleton stashed away somewhere in the building, but until that moment I hadn’t believed it was true. I never discovered the reason why a skeleton would be there to begin with, but one employee speculated that it was used for an old promotional display back in the 1930s. We did some research but couldn’t find anything specific at the time. The idea that these bones once belonged to a living, breathing person may feel a bit surreal and macabre for some people, but since medical skeletons typically come from companies using donated bodies, we had no reason to believe any paranormal activity was at play here.


Bones are a vital part of our physical structure and we can’t live without them (obviously), yet for centuries skeletons have been associated with death and used to scare or warn people. Throughout history, bones have adorned pirate ships, castles, and other objects and locations as a warning for those who come near. Since bones are the only things left of a human after passing on, some of you might think that spirits would be attached to them (especially if you’ve watched shows like Supernatural, where usually the best way to stop a vengeful spirit is to “burn the bones”). Personally, though, I don’t think spirits tend to attach themselves to bones as much as they do to objects and places that someone treasured. Also, why would you want to stay with your bones? Wouldn’t you want to be in a place you loved? It’s not like we see our bones or think about them much… at least not until we break one.


Some find bones creepy, but I personally find beauty in them and I have my own collection—as I’m a horror fanatic and ghost hunter, what do you expect?—and currently, I have seven skulls, five mandibles, a skullcap or two, and a few full skeletons on display in my house, but they’re all ethically sourced from reputable dealers who get them from museums, medical supply chains, and such. If you ever decide to buy some yourself, please make sure you do your research beforehand—the last thing you want is something that ends up having been stolen from a loved one’s body before or even after they were buried (sadly, this atrocity still happens).


And for full transparency, I have never experienced anything paranormal with these bones in my home. I just find them beautiful and stunning to look at—the patina that forms naturally as they age, and the uniqueness of each one. Skulls are ominous, thought-provoking, Halloween-esque, and constant reminders that we’ll all end up like that one day. Each skull and bone has a story to it, and I can’t help but be curious about whom the people were behind them. Some of you may be thinking I’m a little morbid, but trust me, I give these bones a good home—I say hello to them, admire and respect them, and don’t treat them just as grim ornaments. In a way, I try to keep their spirits alive… which, to me, is better than just having them rot in the ground. To me, I am honoring them and still giving them a purpose and meaning.


Almost fifteen years after our experience at Theodores’, while doing research for this book, I finally found out the truth, and a bit of mystery, behind the skeleton. Stopping by to eat dinner and to chat with Keith, one of the owners, I asked about the skeleton. Come to find out, it was a medical display used at the University of Massachusetts, which is only a thirty-minute ride away. How it ever got to the bar they don’t know. I find that part a bit intriguing myself, as a medical-grade, fully articulated real human skeleton costs upwards of $8,000. That the school would have gotten rid of one in perfect shape does not make sense. The only thing I can think of is that it was no longer needed and passed through several hands until it finally landed there. Keith said it was used for window displays for some of the other properties in the building over the years. Since our initial visit, I found out that the skeleton’s name is Mr. Bones. But what I found most interesting… the skeleton has now disappeared. Keith said that just a few years ago someone noticed Mr. Bones was missing and they have not seen it since. Obviously, it’s worth money and an attractive item to steal, but walking out of a bar with a full-size skeleton would be a tricky feat. I’m not sure if knowing the truth of Mr. Bones has appeased my curiosity or if I am even more curious now, knowing that he is gone.


While at the time we did not know the purpose of the bones at Theodores’, Tango and I didn’t have long to ponder over it—a few moments later, something flew past my face and shot toward the ceiling. I pointed my flashlight up toward the rafters and expected to see a bat. Almost instantly, I felt a slight panic; bats don’t freak me out like spiders do, but I still don’t want to get in the way of one of their flight patterns. The last thing I wanted was one of them flying down at my face and attacking me, causing a spontaneous Tippi Hedren reenactment from The Birds.


I hunched over a bit, pulled my hat down to protect my face, and began to sweep my flashlight back and forth, trying to find the black mass that I saw darting around. Tango also pointed his light up toward the ceiling and moved it about. When it became clear there was nothing present anymore, I stood up, calmed myself, and checked our thermal-imaging camera. I was surprised that it didn’t pick up any heat signatures to show there was a bat. Which meant… there was no bat. It had to be something else. After a few more minutes and no further sightings, Tango and I shut off our flashlights and focused our attention on the rest of the area.


While we stood there in the darkness, I realized that what we’d just experienced echoed several accounts already made by Theodores’ employees—reports of dark masses zipping around the building and disappearing before anyone could discover what they were. As Tango and I started to discuss the similarities, the darting movement occurred again, and we switched our flashlights back on. A strange, dark shape scurried around the rafters. Its movements appeared similar to those of a bat, but it was more graceful, floating like some underwater creature in a nature documentary. I tried to get a better look, but the second my beam was on it, it would change direction and avoid the light. I’ve had many experiences with creepy, crawly critters in my career, but I can tell you there weren’t many that were as fast as whatever this thing was.


Between the darkness in the room and the speed of the anomaly, our cameras were unable to catch any concrete footage. Tango and I shared some theories, but ultimately we couldn’t come up with any solid explanation for the experience. After a while of no further movement or sightings, we decided to take our investigation downstairs. I was a bit disappointed that we didn’t hear any bowling sounds, but I was also rather happy that we did experience for ourselves one of the staff members’ other common claims. Experiencing something unexplainable like that was exhilarating. To this day, it is hard to know if it was a spirt or an energy. If you think about why a human spirit would be darting around a rafter, it doesn’t make much sense, which leads me to think it was something else. When you’re investigating, it’s always important to consider the intent of an experience. It might not give all the answers, but the thought process of why something happened could lead you down the right path.





Tango and I made our way down to the basement, where employees reported that items often spontaneously fell off shelves or that they’d sometimes walk into strange, drastically hot and cold spots. Several times we felt slight temperature changes as well, but they weren’t anything dramatic that couldn’t be explained by simple science. For instance, when an empty room with little airflow sits stagnant, hot air rises and cold air lowers to the floor. When a person enters the room, the sudden movement stirs and pushes the still air around, and that person can feel like they’ve walked into a “cold spot.” That being said, it’s worth noting that it’s only a cold spot if the air actually isn’t moving; otherwise, it’s just a breeze or a draft, which tends to always feel colder when it hits the moisture on your skin. This issue causes a lot of confusion with new investigators, who might sometimes mistake a common draft for a paranormal cold spot.
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