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Daniel: Hello. I'm Daniel Zomparelli, and I'm afraid of everything. I'm on a mission to find out 
what you're afraid of, so join me and special guests as we delve into their weirdest and 
worst fears. Then, we check in with experts to try and dig into what those fears are 
really about. This is "I'm Afraid That".

Daniel: When I was young, I had a lot of experiences with ghosts. Things turning off, things 
moving around, breezes in a home that was completely sealed shut. When we later 
moved to a new home, I was what you would call a latchkey kid. One day as I was 
dancing by myself to what was probably "8 Days of Christmas" by Destiny's Child, there 
was a heavy knock on my bedroom door. Not a gentle knock, a hard, pounding knock. I 
turned off the music, opened the door, and no one was there. 

Daniel: Another evening, I was getting into bed when I heard another knock, but this time from 
my balcony window. I was used to neighborhood kids throwing stuff at our house, so I 
figured it was that. A moment later, the blinds started bouncing off the window. I ran up 
to it, opened the balcony doors. No wind. No kids. My mother told me about the 
previous house we built over, how the old lady died in her bedroom. Before the house 
was built, we went inside and found every kind of Catholic object in a room. Plenty of 
Jesuses, Marys, crosses. When we built over the home, that bedroom would be exactly 
where my room was. 

Daniel: Spooky, right? Well, maybe. The thing is, maybe the old lady didn't die in her bedroom, 
and maybe that knock was part of the music playing. And maybe, before falling asleep, I 
hallucinated the blinds moving. There's nothing that will prove that a ghost was there, 
and there's nothing that will prove my memory's false, either. That's the funny thing 
about ghosts. We can debate their existence all we want, but that won't change how we 
feel about their reality.

Daniel: Someone I know who is very afraid of ghosts is actress and comedian Jenny Slate. We 
caught up with her to find out what really scares her the most about ghosts, especially 
someone who grew up in a haunted home. Then, we chat with ghost expert and author 
of "Scream: Chilling Adventures in the Science of Fear", Margee Kerr, to find out a little 
bit more about our Caspers and Slimers.

Daniel: We are sitting with actor, comedian, and delight, Jenny Slate.

Jenny: Great intro. 

Daniel: Thank you so much.

Jenny: Thank you so much. 

Daniel: I spent several days writing it.

Daniel: And you're here to talk about your fear of?

Jenny: And now I say it?
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Daniel: You can say it.

Jenny: My fear of ghosts.

Daniel: Oh, Jenny. We've personally talked extensively about ghosts, and have flip side 
experiences of them. So, I wanted to, first of all ... The fear of ghosts is known as 
"phasmophobia". Doesn't that sound cool?

Jenny: Phasmo?

Daniel: Yeah. Phasmophobia.

Jenny: P-H-?

Daniel: Yeah. With a -P-H.

Jenny: Wow. I have phasmophobia.

Daniel: Yeah. When did you first notice a fear of ghosts, or when did it begin for you?

Jenny: I can't remember not being afraid of ghosts. I grew up in a haunted house.

Daniel: You grew up in a haunted house?

Jenny: Yeah.

Daniel: What were the ghost stories around your house?

Jenny: Well, there was one main one, which was that my parents bought the house, and my 
mom thought that the runner on the stairs was filled with dust and that it was going to 
give her an asthma attack. So, they ripped up the runner. And underneath the stairs, 
they found all these letters that were addressed to the woman who had lived in the 
house. And they were love letters, but they weren't from her husband. They were from 
the captain of a ship, the S.S. something. I can never remember. I don't even know if I've 
ever been told the name of the ship. 

Jenny: So, there are all these letters from this sea captain to this woman. And she must have 
been reading them, and then hiding them under the carpet on the stairs, not able to 
throw them out, and not able to move on. My parents found the letters. My dad took 
the letters to the top of the stairs to his study, because he was going to write a poem 
about them. Because, he was a poet. And then, a few nights later sometime after that ... 
And this is what also happens, is that if you don't know all of the details, people are like, 
"Well, was it a few nights later? [inaudible 00:05:04] at? When was it?" 

Jenny: And you're like, "I don't know. It's a story. It's a ghost story." 
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Jenny: But, my parents were in bed. My mom was asleep. She smelled pipe smoke, and she 
thought my dad was down the hall. And she was like, "Ron. Come to bed." And then, she 
rolled over, and he was there and he was asleep. So, she woke him up, and she was like, 
"You left your pipe burning. You're going to burn down our new house."

Jenny: At which point my dad was like, "I didn't smoke my pipe tonight." And so, my mom 
thought somebody was in the house, like a robber smoking a pipe. Because you know, 
you just pack a bowl of tobacco before you home invade.

Daniel: That's actually how I rob places.

Jenny: You just do that, you smoke a real fine tobacco out of a mahogany pipe.

Jenny: So, my dad went out into the hall, and looked at the stairs that ... the stairs were like, it's 
a sequence of banisters that go up, and up, and up, and up and up. And he looked up, 
and there on the stairs was just this sea captain on the carpet that the letters had been 
hidden under. My dad said that he saw him, but then didn't see him, but then saw him, 
but then didn't ... It was just like ... 

Jenny: My dad burnt the letters on the advice of someone who was a professional ghost 
buster, who was saying that the letters weren't any of his business. And then, we would 
smell the pipe smoke every now and then. It would just freak me out. And then, my 
mother and my sister at once, both of them, saw a woman float out of the last room of 
the hall, off the hall in our house, that's used as a den-library. And that this woman just 
floated right out, took a sharp right turn, and started to float towards them. Basically 
coming down the hall towards the table that they were sitting at. My sister just started 
screaming and crying, and my mom got up and started to walk towards it. And then it 
disappeared.

Daniel: Oh, man.

Jenny: Yeah.

Daniel: That is very intense.

Jenny: Yeah. It's really scary, and I've got to say, what hurts me so much on his behalf, and 
what makes me not want to see him, because his situation is so hideous to me that I feel 
like, in a dangerously empathic way, I'll take it in. I'll become possessed by his pain, 
which is that he sent his heart in a letter to this woman, and she kept his heart 
underneath the rug. She never left her husband, and then she died. And now he's a 
ghost, and even though he spends his life on the sea, he has to fucking spend eternity 
going up and down the stairs in the house of the woman that never came to him, and 
kept his heart under the carpet. And he is forced for eternity to just walk on his own 
heart, and that kills me.

Daniel: Did you ever experience anything along those lines, or ...?
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Jenny: No. I've never seen a ghost in my life. See, the thing is that I'm the only one in my family 
that hasn't. So, I just feel like it's coming for me.

Daniel: Or, the ghosts are so nice, and they're just like, "She's too scared. Don't scare her."

Jenny: That's actually the theory that I've had.

Daniel: I like that theory.

Jenny: Yeah. Is that they're like, "She'll die. She'll have a heart attack." Or, you know what my 
dad said to me this weekend, and it was so beautiful? He said, "Everybody keeps saying, 
'Oh my God, I'm having a spiritual experience.'" And he was like, "No. I'm a spirit, and 
I'm having a human experience." And I've started to think about it like that in the last 
few days, in terms of ghosts. Because I'm really afraid of them. And my house that I live 
in now is very old, and I'm sure filled with ghosts. I talk to them all the time, even last 
night. You were at a party at my home.

Daniel: Right.

Jenny: And the party was going really well, and everyone was outside. I came in, and I stood in 
the living room, and I said to the ghost, "Thank you so much for letting me be here," 
because I was so afraid.

Daniel: What does it feel like when you can sense something's around?

Jenny: Feels like there's crackling in the air, and there's crackling in me. And my body hurts. My 
whole body hurts, it hurts so bad. It aches. And I can hardly breathe, and I know that if I 
move at all, something will come to me.

Daniel: Oh, man.

Jenny: Yeah.

Daniel: What are you afraid the ghost will do if you encountered one?

Jenny: Number one thing is, I'm afraid that I'll look up and it will be there, and it will be staring 
at me. And it will smile a teeny-tiny smile. Like, "I know. Oh, I know." They know my 
doom. I'm not afraid of it ripping the sheets off the bed, or pushing me down the stairs.

Daniel: That would also be scary, though.

Jenny: Yeah. Totally. To me, I'm like, "Well, those are just silly." 

Daniel: Right.

Jenny: I don't know. It's like there's some fears that come with sex, like when you're going to 
have sex for the first time, you're like, "I don't know. What if it hurts or something?" 
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But, you're not like, "What if the penis gets stuck inside of me, and then I have to be a 
double person with this person?" You know? You don't have heightened, heightened 
fears like that. You're just like, "What if I'm bad, or it hurts or something?" That's what 
the ghost thing feels like to me. I'm not like, "What if it drags me down to hell?" I'm like, 
"It's going to disturb me psychologically in a way that gives me a truth that I can't let go 
of." It's the smiling and laughing thing that really, really scares me.

Jenny: I have tried to write about this a bit, that the one thing I'm afraid of about ghosts is that 
they're people who are unsatisfied and won't stop staring at me, and that they're 
laughing at me. That's insane, because I'm a comedian. And part of my life is people 
staring at me and laughing at me. It's literally what I do. I don't know, I think it's useful. 
It calls attention to a lot of my parts that need to be protected.

Daniel: Yeah. We have a very different experience with ghosts. I'll quickly tell you, the listener. 

Daniel: For me, when I was really young, my sister passed away when I was about five. Her 
bedroom was next to mine, and there was this big, scary hallway between her bedroom 
and my parents' bedroom. I'd always go to her bedroom, because I didn't have to pass 
the scary hallway. She was always notorious as my protector. And then, when she 
passed at five ... Obviously, when you're five, you don't understand what's going on, just 
that protector's completely gone. You're like, "No idea what's happening." 

Daniel: Ever since then, the house always felt like there was an additional presence, and it 
always felt very protective. There's always things where I should have injured myself, 
but I didn't. There was even one point where I was almost run over by a car. She was, 
unfortunately, run over by a car, and that's how she passed away. I was riding my bike 
down a little laneway, and the bike stopped. The car and my bike stopped right at the 
point where my knee was touching the bumper, because it was both at a corner. 

Jenny: Wow, wow, wow.

Daniel: Things like that happened throughout ... Like, when we moved to the new home, I was 
at home by myself and there was a knock on my bedroom door. The alarms were set 
and everything, and I just went to the door, and there was nobody there.

Jenny: Why is that the style? But, this is a beautiful story.

Daniel: I did quite a bit of research on ghosts, and thankfully there's been no way to prove it or 
disprove it. I think that's a beautiful way for ghosts to continue to exist. Because I think 
specifically, ghosts existing and believing ghosts, to me, is partially believing in magic in 
some form or another.

Jenny: Yeah, and I have to believe in magic. And I do. Sometimes, I go through periods where I 
really believe in it, and it's crazy. It's like I'm on drugs in a good way. It's like someone 
has just given me the like MDMA in the world, and I walk around ... I described it as a joy 
bomb. Sometimes when I can really get into it, if I've read something that really, really 
opens me up, and really allows me to just be a fool for a second, and have a non-secular 

https://www.rev.com/


IAT_Ep (Completed  10/29/18)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 6 of 10

system of faith, and really start to believe in those things. Even if you only get a month 
at a time where you feel it giving you a harvest, it's worth it.

Daniel: There's different ideas of what ghosts are for different cultures. And North American 
culture seems to be that, ghosts are a lot about unfinished business, from a lot of the 
folk tales and a lot of that. A lot of revenge, actually. So, it's always interesting that 
ghosts can represent different things for different people, and that they don't 
necessarily have to be a scary thing.

Jenny: Right. But, they are so scary, how they're just like, "Bah!" That they don't knock.

Daniel: Because they're already there.

Jenny: They don't enter. That's the worst part about them, is the startling. Or, that everyone's 
always like, "They were sitting there at the end of my bed." It's like, "Just don't. Why do 
you want to do all of that stuff?"

Daniel: In other cultures where the ghost ancestor is sitting on your chest while you're sleeping? 
And you're like, "That's not the best place to sit."

Jenny: Yeah. Right. Sometimes I try to disprove it. I'm trying to disprove it now, even though 
it'll never work. But, I'm like, "That's anxiety."

Daniel: When I looked up fear of ghosts, and all the symptoms of fear of ghosts, all of the 
symptoms were actually matched up to anxiety. And that doesn't disprove or prove 
anything, it's just an interesting understanding of-

Jenny: What does that mean? What are the specifics of those matches?

Daniel: Racing heart, paranoia, and ... it was dizziness, trouble sleeping, just all the things that 
I'm used to with anxiety. And also, ghosts, it's always the middle of the night. I'm in a 
weird space of believing and not believing. In my life, enough ghost things have 
happened to me that I'm like, "Something's there." But then, every time I read a science 
book, I'm like, "Something's not there." 

Jenny: Yeah. There's a space in between, and that's where all the ghosts are, by the way.

Daniel: Yeah.

Jenny: Man, I'm so tired of binary thinkers, or there's two ways. Or, one person's right, one is 
wrong. Or any of that stuff. When I try to think of it lovingly, I'm like, "Well, ghosts aren't 
outside of us. They're ourselves if we let it bleed out, if we let our spirit bleed out." The 
body is now of the dead person. The body's in the ground, but the vapor and the spirit 
of the person, it's just like ... It's in the air now.

Daniel: Right.
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Jenny: I don't like their unfinished business stuff, first of all. I don't like that whole entire thing. 

Daniel: You love a finished business?

Jenny: I love to finish my business. But, it's also that it's ... that they're waiting. They have no 
appropriate way of entering. They remind me of people who don't know if they should 
come in or go out, like at a party. They're like the ultimate loners. The idea that I could 
go through life, and my endpoint could be heartbreak, abandonment, confusion, famine 
in some sort of emotional way. That's what scares me. It's never a businessman who 
was like, "Well, I just didn't send that last fax. I just want to send it." Maybe it is, in the 
sixth sense. There's someone who's just like, "I thought that the thing was over here." 
They're just so boring. There's no ghost that's like, "Yeah." 

Jenny: They're all either like, "Fuck you," or they're furious, or they're like, "..." Or, they're just 
staring at you silently. Or even worse, confused. Just some weird kid ghost that's like, 
"Are you here for the picnic?" Or whatever, and you're just like, "... No. No. The picnic 
was 70 years ago, and you died of TB before it began."

Daniel: You missed it. 

Daniel: Oh, my god.

Daniel: Is getting over your fear of ghosts something you'd want?

Jenny: No. 

Daniel: No.

Jenny: Yeah.

Jenny: It's not like a weird fear that's like, "I'm afraid of commitment." You know? Not that 
that's weird, that's normal. But, it's not something that's keeping me from the world or 
from myself. In fact, it's only turning me into a very gentle explorer. So, I'll keep it.

Daniel: That was Jenny and her fear of ghosts.

Daniel: Before we check in with our expert, Margee Kerr, some of you answered our open call 
for fears. Let's take a listen.

Caller 1: My name is Samuel, and my worst fear is ... well, basically, ever since I saw that movie, 
"Jumanji" with Robin Williams and Kirsten Dunst, I've been scared that that's going to 
happen to me any time I play a board game. That, basically, I'm going to be trapped 
inside of it, and that there's going to be an earthquake and a stampede, and I'm going to 
die. So, thank you, "Jumanji", for inciting a global fear of earthquake, flooding, and 
stampedes.
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Caller 2: Hello. My name is LuLu, and my biggest fear is failure. I feel like I've had my entire life, 
since I was a very young girl, I've been afraid that I wouldn't succeed. It has led me to 
suffocate myself, my ambition, and I feel like it's actually caused some big problems in 
my life. That's it. Bye.

Daniel: Hi. We're speaking with Margee Kerr, our resident expert on ghosts, and actually on all 
fears. You're the author of "Scream: Chilling Adventures in the Science of Fear". And 
you're a sociologist on fear? Is this true?

Margee: Yes. Yes, it's true. Yes. 

Daniel: We chatted with Jenny Slate about her fear of ghosts, and is there any research about 
how to deal with a fear of ghosts at all?

Margee: Well, it would be approached similar to any phobia or anxiety disorders, where there's 
lots of different therapies that have shown to be effective in overcoming irrational fears, 
fears that are inhibiting us from our daily functioning, or are so concerning that it's 
impacting how we feel. So, there's lots of different therapies out there that can be 
effective, including exposure therapy and trying to confront your fear in a safe place, in 
a place where you can redefine what it means and your reaction to it. 

Margee: We can become irrationally afraid of practically anything. If it's paired with something 
really bad and negative experience, then it might just take one exposure to something 
to create a really strong, intense fear. Thankfully, we can confront and overcome, and 
work with therapists to get over it, and find a lot of strength, really, and growth in that 
process.

Daniel: What kind of research shows up when you're researching ghosts?

Margee: I've found, and I've done a lot of research, both on ghost stories and the purposes that 
different stories have served throughout time. But, I've also had the chance to collect 
data on people while they're investigating ghosts, or looking for ghosts. What I've seen, 
both in the historical research and then just the talking to people who are out there 
looking for ghosts, is that it does generally fall into a couple of different camps. Some 
people are afraid of ghosts because of the reminder of death, of our own mortality. And 
that's a really existential, but also just huge fear to linger and hang over all of us; to 
know that one day, we will die. And so, a lot of the ghost stories really are ways to 
grapple with that. 

Margee: There's also those who have really big, intense fear of ghosts because it's linked to a 
specific person. It might be the ghost of someone who they really loved, or someone, 
alternatively, that they really were terrified of. And the idea that they could continue to 
haunt them even past their lived life can be pretty terrifying. Or, the other side. The 
people who are afraid of ghosts, but are also attracted to them. The attraction-repulsion 
dynamic, where we're afraid, but we want to see the ghosts. We want to hunt them out 
and find them. Gosh, there's so many shows now on ghost hunting. There's a real appeal 
in trying to get close to the supernatural.
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Daniel: You have researched into haunted houses, and I believe you also run a haunted house?

Margee: Yeah. I started working in the haunted attraction industry in 2008. I got into it, well, 
because I like doing scary things. But, I also was able to use my skills in sociology, 
specifically in statistics and analysis, to look at customer response data. We started 
looking at what people liked when they would go into a haunted house. What was really 
scary, what was cheesy, what was effective. So, for the past 10 years, I've been working 
with different haunted attractions. It's fascinating, because what I've seen in my 
research is that it's not necessarily the more gory, or the more violent, or the more 
extreme; but rather just things that are new and novel for whatever your demographic 
is. And opportunities to get scared, then feel like you have overcome, or that you've had 
a task and you completed it.

Margee: I use a lot of the social science, and then combine that with my own love of creepy, 
scary things, and build these cool experiences. How to build scenes that are going to be 
scientifically scary.

Daniel: This idea of going to a haunted house, or of going, watching a horror movie, there's a 
benefit to this, obviously, right? I love haunted houses and scary movies, and I get 
excited when I watch them. My husband does not like them at all. He does not see a 
benefit, or just doesn't have enough of a reaction from it. Is there a reasoning why 
people ...?

Margee: Yeah. We looked at this. My colleague is a cognitive neuroscientist, and we collected 
data for two years in a haunted house. We surveyed people, and also measured their 
brain activity before and after going through to see what was changing, and what might 
be behind the motivation to do scary things. We found that people do report feeling 
better, and their mood goes up and they're less tired, they're less frustrated, they're less 
anxious. We know that, of course, people who want to do these things, it's a self-
fulfilling prophecy. You go and dedicate time and resources in the goal of getting scared. 
If you feel like you've done that, you're going to feel better. 

Margee: But, what we were able to see too, is that it does change the way that we process 
cognitive and emotional information. When we were doing these tasks with them, 
before and after, and measuring their brain activity, we see that afterwards, it's almost 
like things just don't bother you quite as much. You're not as caught up in ... Almost in a 
euphoric state, is what a lot of people said afterwards. And in that sense, it can be 
thought of as similar to doing something like running a 5K, or rock climbing, or doing 
something where you're stressing your body. You're activating your sympathetic 
nervous system and going into that high-arousal state. You make it out the other end, or 
you survive, and in the absence of real threat, it can be physiologically very enjoyable, 
because you've got endorphins and serotonin, oxytocin, dopamine. All of the chemicals 
that are associated with states like excitement and joy are also present in voluntarily 
getting scared. 

Margee: And it can feel like an accomplishment, which I know is crazy, because we know that the 
monsters aren't real. We know that the movie is just a movie. But, the fear feels real in 
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our bodies, so the reward or the accomplishment, the feeling of success, also feels real. 
That's likely an evolutionary adaptation. Because, we're the ancestors of those who 
were curious enough to go out and explore and to survive, so there's this reward for 
survival. That's what I think a lot of people are getting out of these experiences, is a 
sense of accomplishment, and just a nice natural high.

Daniel: "I'm Afraid That" is produced by me, Daniel Zomparelli, Gabe Liedman, and Little 
Everywhere. If you have a fear you'd like to hear on the show, please share it with us at 
imafraidthat.com, where you can get more info on the guests and experts. That's 
imafraidthat.com. 

Daniel: If you enjoyed the podcast, please subscribe, review, and share. It helps other people 
find the show. And thank you for listening. 

Daniel: Next time on "I'm Afraid That" ... 

John: My fear is dinner parties. Pouring your heart and soul into a dish, the mood lighting, or 
the wine selection. The assemblage of guests. The social balance. And the social 
contract is that they're going to go, "Mm. This is so good, John." How fucking crazy that 
I've gotten all these people together, and now force them to compliment me?
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