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MY FAVORITE GHOST

LOYD AUERBACH
Probably the most common question I am asked in an interview is "Have you ever seen a ghost or apparition, Loyd?"

My answer, as I've said in previous columns, is "No, but I've been involved in cases where there was little in the way of other explanations."


The additional bit is related to a few cases I've investigated and some of the witness testimony I've heard.  While the second is second-hand and subjective, the first has led me to pause and really think about ghosts.  

Of course, I'm generally asked next about what those cases are, or to talk about my best or most convincing case.  While I've had a few cases involving apparitions, my favorite ghost story follows.


Back in 1984, I was still working half-time at John F. Kennedy University administratively in the Parapsychology Program (a program which does not currently exist at the University).  The movie GHOSTBUSTERS was out for just a short time, yet had already gained popularity.  I received an intriguing call at my office that begged to be followed up.


The call came from a woman named Pat in Livermore, a city east of Oakland, California, less than an hour drive from Orinda where JFK University was.  Pat was an attorney who lived in Livermore with her son and her husband.  Her mother lived nearby.  Recently she learned that her son had been having conversations with a ghost he identified as that of the woman who had been the previous owner.  She also learned that these almost-daily conversations had been going on for well over a year.

Pat's attitude was refreshing, as was her story.  It seems that they had purchased the 70-plus year old home in an estate sale a couple of years after the death (by natural causes) of the owner, who had lived in the house since her birth in 1917 until her death in 1980.  Since moving in the house, Pat, as well as her husband, her mother (on visits), and more frequently her son had seen the apparition of a woman appearing and disappearing in the house.


Pat had grown up in a family environment that acknowledged psychic experience and was not afraid of the apparition.  Still, she didn't voice her experience to the other family members until after her son had spoken up.  Neither had her mother or husband.  


It all came out when her 12-year-old son Chris began talking about the origins of some of the antique furniture and some of the dolls in a porcelain doll collection that had belonged to the former owner.  When Pat asked if he had found some kind of diary or letters describing the items and their stories, Chris simply replied that "Lois told me." Lois was the name of the late owner.


After Chris's revelation, Pat spoke with her husband and mother, and they all admitted to one another that they, too, had seen the ghost on several occasions.  But it was Chris that Lois apparently felt most comfortable around and appeared to every day (she told Chris this).


Did Pat want to get rid of Lois for Chris's sake?  No.  But she was curious about having a ghost in the house with a growing almost-teen.  In fact, by the time of the call to me, she had already taken her son in to see a local psychological counselor to make sure he was "okay" and that it was not damaging to have him continue conversing with the ghost.


I had lunch with the therapist who, he admitted, was a bit of an agnostic when it came to ghosts.  However, he was convinced that Chris was well adjusted and not prone to making things up, consciously or otherwise.


I agreed to come check things out myself, and I was quite excited to do so.  Pat stated that Chris was able to get verifiable information from Lois.  This was a rarity when it comes to apparition cases.

Pat did pass along a concern of Lois's about my visit, however (Lois told Chris, he told his mother...).  Apparently, Lois watched television quite a bit with Chris, had seen a commercial for GHOSTBUSTERS, and was worried we'd bring along "blasters" to get rid of her.  I assured Pat that our only equipment (at the time) was a still camera and a cassette recorder.  


Driving from Orinda to Livermore on the actual day of the investigation were Joanna Rix and one of the Transpersonal Counseling students from JFKU, Kip Leyser.  As we drove the 30 miles to Pat's place, we talked about a number of things.  A few, in particular, came back to "haunt" us in a way.  


The car I was driving was giving me problems, and I was speculating on the kind of car I was interested in getting (a Chrysler Laser). Joanna was seriously contemplating quitting her job that week.  Kip, we learned, had been a professional dancer for 10 years before coming to the University.

We arrived at Pat's house and were greeted by Pat, her mother, and Chris.  Pat's husband was out of town at the time.  We were invited in, but I got the sensation Chris was giving us the visual once over to make sure we brought none of the items he might have seen the GHOSTBUSTERS using on the TV promo (he hadn't yet seen the film itself).   We started the tape running as we walked around the house, discussing the sightings of the ghost they had all had.


Pat and her mother had seen the ghost for fleeting moments, and she always appeared as an elderly woman.  Chris, on the other hand, had been seeing her almost every day for more than a year.  He told us she didn't always appear as an old woman to him.  In fact, she often looked like a teenager, a six-year-old, a woman in her thirties, and sometimes middle aged.  

"Did her clothing change often?" I asked.

"All the time," he replied.  In fact, Pat and her mother also admitted to seeing Lois wearing different clothing.


This was important to me, as was the appearance of Lois at different ages.  I had often wondered where ghosts got their clothing.  Was there some sort of ectoplasmic department store?  Can astral forms come fully clothed in polyester?  Do I always wonder about such silly things? (Yes, actually, to that last question)


I asked Chris how that was possible.  The answer was enlightening and confirming at the same time.  Apparently, he told us, Lois believed she did not have a "form."  She believed she was some kind of "ball of energy" that was able to communicate by "projecting her thoughts" to others.  These thoughts included visual and verbal information that she would "project into the minds of others" so they would "see" and "hear" her as if she was really there.

The process by which information bypasses the physical senses and is merged with our perceptual process has been called "perceptual insertion." To me, this explanation made much sense.  It meant that Lois was aware that she was literally "telling" Chris's mind what to "see" and "hear" about her.  They were not really, visually, seeing or hearing Lois, they were perceiving her.  This concept can explain why only some people might experience apparitions (it is their perceptual processes that are susceptible to such perceptual insertion by telepathic projection) and why one doesn't expect photos or videos of ghosts (because they have no form to reflect light).

"Why was Lois appearing in different forms and clothing?" I asked.

"Because that's how she felt that day," he replied.  In other words, it was Lois's own sense of self, her perceptions about the way she viewed herself that day (at a particular age in particular clothing) that shaped her "projection" of herself.  So why do ghosts have clothes?  Because that's how most people visualize themselves...with clothing on.

We finished touring the house, hearing about some of Lois's furniture and her doll collection (purchased in the estate sale) and about Lois herself when she was alive.  For a twelve-year-old, Chris was an articulate purveyor of anecdote.  In fact, I had little trouble believing someone else was feeding him the information.


Was Lois there with us?  Apparently, she was by Chris's side the whole time.  


As we ended up in the living room, we asked whether we could ask Lois some questions.  We sat down in the living room, facing Chris who was seated next to an empty easy chair he identified as Lois's favorite spot to sit.  According to the boy, she was sitting there with us all.

So, the three of us pitched questions at an empty chair as a young boy looked and listened to "someone" sitting there, repeating or translating "her" answers.  While Joanna and Kip asked questions more related to Lois herself, I pretty much kept to questions related to her current incarnation as an apparition.  


The answers we all got were specific and to the point.  More and more information came out about Lois, giving us the picture that she was a local social butterfly, often hosting parties at her home throughout her life.  Most of her relatives had died, but she thought there might be one or two still alive.  


For me, Lois related (through Chris's excellent translation) more description of her form and ability to communicate on a telepathic level with Chris.  She declined to appear to us (she still didn't quite trust us, she said), and admitted she wasn't even sure she really could (she related that the family seeing her might also have to do with their current attachment to the house and how psychic they were).  Most of what Chris told us Lois said about her form as an apparition was more than a bit familiar, as I had read it speculated about in G.N.M. Tyrell's work on ghosts (his book, APPARITIONS, can often be found in used book stores as both paperback published by Collier Books in 1963).  This was not something I expected from a twelve-year-old boy (who, according to his mother, had never read anything on ghosts, let alone a book like Tyrell's).


One of the more enlightening questions I asked was why Lois was still hanging around her old house, why she had not passed on.  The answer was that she had done much socializing, had many parties in her life, and hadn't been an avid churchgoer.  A believer in heaven and hell, she thought too much partying and not enough church might see her to hell, so she figured why not stick around rather than take the chance of ending up there?  Besides, she told us, she liked the new family and felt very happy with them, especially Chris.


From this, one cannot conclude that there is a heaven or hell, only that Lois believed there was.  However, we could infer that her belief and her desire to stay somehow enabled her to stay as an apparition in her home.  I would not suggest that such a desire on the part of all who die could be enough to allow everyone to be here as a ghost.  I would, however, guess that if there really are ghosts (and Lois was very convincing), there were also some environmental factors and some person-specific factors that allowed Lois to stay.  Otherwise, we would have many more apparition cases than we do.


I finally asked if Lois had any questions for us.  Apparently, Lois decided to use my lead off as a way to show off.  Chris looked to the empty chair and then asked us each a question.

"Loyd, she wants to know if you've decided on a color for that Laser car you want.

"Joanna, have you really thought about the kind of job you want after you quit the one you have?

"Kip, how long were you a professional dancer?"


I think our jaws probably hit the floor at the same time.  We each, in hollow voices, answered the questions.  Then after telling Pat and the others that the questions related to our in-transit conversation, I asked how Lois knew to even ask the questions.


Chris looked over to the chair, then back at us a bit sheepishly.  "You're probably not going to like this, but Lois wanted to make sure you weren't bringing blasters to get rid of her, so she hitched a ride with you here and eavesdropped."


We all got a big (though nervous) laugh out of that.  We got up to leave, promising continued contact and follow-up.  


On the drive back, we skimmed through the tapes to listen for any indication that we somehow told them about our previous conversation.  We concluded that either Chris (or Lois) read our minds, or that my car was bugged, or that Lois really caught a ride with us.  To this day, I'm sorry it didn't occur to me to ask how Lois got to Orinda to get into my car in the first place (did she hitchhike there? Take a bus?  Fly?).


I kept in close contact with Pat and Chris for a while, learning that they had tracked down Lois's only living relative.  I spoke with the elderly gentleman, and learned that he was able to verify the tales of Lois's youth as true, as well as information about the family and Lois's house that Chris came up with.  


By the way, Pat did conduct thorough checks to see if Chris had somehow found diaries or other papers Lois might have left behind.  None could be found.


Chris continued to see Lois on a daily basis for a while, but then lost interest as he grew and discovered (and was discovered by) real girls.  According to Pat, Lois is still in the house to this day, still seen on occasion by members of the family, and still apparently happy to be staying in her lifetime home.


This case is my favorite on many levels.  First, the verified information was enough under the circumstances to convince me that normal sources of information could be ruled out.  Lois was there or perhaps Chris was some kind of super-psychic who was able to pick up the information from the house itself through clairvoyance or retrocognition.  That there were other witnesses to Lois puts heavier emphasis on the former possibility rather than the latter.

Secondly, the information about how Lois was able to appear and communicate was far beyond what most people would be able to read about easily at the time, let alone the kind of information that a twelve year old would spout about ghosts.

Thirdly, that the family called us in because they, too, were curious about apparitions (mainly, perhaps, because they had one) was refreshing and enabled us to ask the kinds of questions I like to ask about the "how" and "why" of apparitions.


Finally, that the family was well-adjusted, seemingly without psychological issues about the ghost was very encouraging to someone like me who so often encounters people whose first impulse when they see a ghost is to turn and run.


Lois showed herself to be a person first, and a ghost second.  She proved my adage that "Ghosts are people, too." 

