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			Introduction

			Davey stood motionless on the dock, staring at the man in the fancy white suit standing dramatically with one hand raised toward heaven and the other holding the leash of an invisible dog. Watching my nephew’s face, I knew he was wondering: Is he a statue, or is he real?

			Davey’s stillness was noteworthy amid the hustle and bustle of the New Orleans waterfront. Tourists came chattering down the gangplank of the Steamboat Natchez docked directly behind us. Seagulls called and soared over the mighty Mississippi River. A jazz band played welcome home music in the park off to our right.

			My sister tried not to laugh as she watched Davey struggle for meaning to the complex puzzle presented by the actor. “You can go closer if you want,” she said.

			I was watching the character actor, who kept his face perfectly still even though he must be squirming with delight inside. Apparently Davey’s baffled expression was too much, even for him. Suddenly, the “statue” came to life and Davey gasped in astonishment. The actor walked over to us and recruited my nephew for his game. He set Davey up in the same dramatic pose––one hand raised toward the sky, one hand on the leash of the invisible dog. Then the actor joined him, mimicking my nephew flawlessly, right up to the look of confused delight on Davey’s face. Passing tourists stopped to stare at man and boy. Were they statues? Or were they real? My sister almost fell over, she laughed so hard.

			Davey soon grew tired of the game, so we thanked the actor, gave him a big tip, and took my worn-out nephew to our hotel to have dinner and get some sleep. It was a fitting end to our first day in New Orleans.

			What can I say about New Orleans that hasn’t already been said a thousand times or more? The mysterious French Quarter with its narrow streets and colorful history was a delight to my eye and a source of keen interest to the folklorist in me. The ghost of Father Dagobert, the priest who defied the Spanish governor to see justice done, still walks the alley beside St. Louis Cathedral. The pirate Jean Lafitte haunts the old blacksmith shop he once used as a front for his smuggling business. As for the haunted LaLaurie house with its secret experiments . . . Well, I won’t go into that here. There are some things you just have to experience for yourself (“La Maison Mal”).

			Marie Laveau, the famous Voodoo Queen, made her mark on New Orleans; as did General Andrew Jackson during the Battle of New Orleans (“The Zombie”). The supernatural community is also well represented in New Orleans. Tales of ghosts, vampires, loup-garous, and the deadly coquin l’eau abound in the region.

			There are many reasons to visit New Orleans: Mardi Gras parades, the food, the culture, the history. But I promise you, what you will remember the most are the wonderful people––present and past––who have made New Orleans their home. I thank each and every one of them for making me feel so welcome south of the Salt Line.

			––Sandy Schlosser
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			Counting Roses

			St. Roch Cemetery, New Orleans

			There was a new fellow at church on Sunday. He was awkward as young men go, with too-big ears, a cowlick that wouldn’t stay down, a goofy grin, and freckles across his nose. He reminded Carrie of a loose-limned scarecrow. The young man turned bright red and stammered when the reverend introduced them. His name was Jimmy, and he intrigued Carrie more than she cared to admit to her parents, who quizzed her about the young man over dinner.

			On the third Sunday after they met, the youth asked if he could walk Carrie home after church. She accepted his invitation out of sheer curiosity. Would their walk be spent in silence, or would Jimmy muster the courage to talk to her? The invitation was the longest sentence he’d uttered in her presence.

			To Carrie’s surprise, Jimmy was quite erudite once he recovered a bit from the glory of her company. She found herself laughing until her sides ached. And many of his comments returned to her mind over the course of the next week. So she walked home with him again the next Sunday. And the next.

			Soon her parents were inviting Jimmy to stay for Sunday dinner. Then he started dropping by the house after work on Tuesdays and Thursdays to play chess with her father and gape at Carrie when he thought she wasn’t looking. Her parents gently teased her about her beau, but they liked Jimmy, even if he wasn’t descended from New Orleans Creole aristocracy.

			All of the New Orleans upper crust was invited to Carrie’s come-out ball in October. Jimmy arrived in formal garb that looked strange on his lanky figure. He presented her with twenty-four white, red, and pink roses. “Can you guess their meaning?” he asked teasingly. Carrie did not guess correctly and was annoyed that her beau refused to tell her their meaning when they danced together at the ball. It was only when they parted for the night that Jimmy whispered in her ear: “A hint: The number of each rose corresponds to a letter in the alphabet.”

			Just before bed, Carrie counted the roses; nine white, twelve red, and three pink. ILC. What did it mean? Exasperating man! As she drifted to sleep, she suddenly realized that ILC meant “I love Carrie.”

			Jimmy proposed on Mardi Gras, going down on both knees and presenting her with a small diamond ring, which was all he could afford, though he swore he would earn a million dollars and cover her in jewels. Carrie didn’t care. Her small diamond was enough.

			Then Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was shot to death by a Bosnian Serb nationalist in Sarajevo. Within weeks, a war to end all wars was declared in Europe. Jimmy enlisted in the American army when there was a call for volunteers, and she bravely watched him march away, her heart breaking.

			Every week Carrie would write to her hero, and every week he would write to her, funny, cheerful letters with just the barest hint of the horrors he was encountering. Then a heart-stopping silence came; three weeks without a letter, followed by official notification of a terrible injury. They were sending Jimmy home to recover.

			Carrie sat at the military hospital with Jimmy day and night, fighting for his life. But ultimately death claimed her betrothed. Carrie thought she would die, too, of a broken heart.

			They buried Jimmy in the St. Roch Cemetery, and on his grave Carrie laid nine white, twelve red, and ten pink roses. ILJ. She also planted three small rosebushes––one of each color––beside his tombstone in memory of the night Jimmy first told her of his love.

			Many months passed. Carrie visited Jimmy’s grave each evening at dusk and talked about her day with her lost lover. But time heals even the brokenhearted. When a handsome young man came courting, Carrie started smiling again, if only faintly. The man could make her laugh a little, though not as Jimmy had. And he was rich and aristocratic and claimed to be Creole, though her parents had never heard of his family before he arrived in New Orleans. Still, it was deemed a good match, if only Carrie could reconcile her heart to this newcomer.

			The day came when the young aristocrat proposed marriage to Carrie. She liked him well enough, but her heart was still buried with Jimmy. Her parents wished her to marry this man, but Carrie was not so sure. Her instinct told her that something wasn’t right, though she had no reason to doubt him.

			Carrie begged for twenty-four hours to think about it, and the young man graciously consented to the delay. He swaggered away, already sure of her answer. His cocky manner irritated Carrie. She threw a cloak over her dress, for it was the coldest part of winter, and went to St. Roch Cemetery to sit beside Jimmy’s tombstone.

			“I don’t know if you can hear me, Jimmy,” Carrie said, a tear rolling down her cheek. “I miss you so much, and I need your advice. There is a young Creole man who wants to marry me, and Papa approves of the match. But my heart still belongs to you, and I don’t know how to answer him. Please, love, please send me a sign.”

			Carrie buried her face in her hands, overcome by frustration and fatigue. Suddenly, a warm breeze caressed her cheek like the touch of a hand. Carrie looked up and saw that two of the rosebushes were full of blossoms where none had been a moment before. Slowly, she plucked them one by one. There were fourteen red buds and fifteen white buds. N.O. Carrie gasped and burst into tears of relief. Jimmy wanted her to refuse the proposal! She would not go against the wishes of the dead. “Thank you, love,” she whispered, pressing the flowers against her wet cheek.

			The aristocrat was incredibly rude when she refused his proposal. In the end, her father threw him out of the house and forbade his return. Two days later, their neighbor came around with shocking news. The young aristocrat had just been arrested by the New Orleans police. It seemed he was wanted for bigamy . . . and for murder. The young aristocrat had married two different Creole girls from wealthy families and then killed them after they made wills in his favor.

			Carrie’s mother fainted when she heard this news and her father clutched his heart, ashamed that he’d urged his only child to marry such a brute. Carrie picked up the vase of red and white roses from its place of honor on the table and whispered a thank-you to her beloved Jimmy, who was still taking care of her from beyond the grave.
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			Fatal Staircase

			San Francisco Plantation, Garyville

			It was the last day but one of our Louisiana trip, and we woke to a sparkling morning full of sunshine and promise. After a leisurely breakfast, our travels took us downriver to tour the San Francisco plantation near New Orleans.

			As we drove down the road, my sister Karen told us the history of the Steamboat Gothic plantation home. According to the literature, Edmond Bozonier Marmillion built the mansion along the Mississippi River but did not live long enough to enjoy it. He died suddenly, shortly after he completed the home, and the plantation was inherited by his sons.

			Valsin, the elder son, married a German woman named Louise, who spent a fortune lavishly decorating the new mansion. Creoles in the area jokingly called the house “Sans Fruschin,” an expression that means “without a penny,” because of the high cost of the furnishings. The house was later renamed San Francisco Plantation, as it remains to this day.

			The two sons, Charles and Valsin Marmillion, managed to survive the post–Civil War economy and grew a successful sugarcane business. Sadly, the two brothers died young, within a few years of each other. Valsin’s German bride sold the plantation in 1879 and returned to Europe with her three daughters.

			As Karen finished reading the story in the brochure, I saw the sign for the plantation and turned into the parking lot. We exited the car and went toward the entrance gate. I could see the fancy painted mansion rising up from a beautifully kept lawn. The house looked like a layered birthday cake. It was a lovely scene, but for some reason to me the mansion felt lonely and desolate, as if it had been abandoned.

			I followed my sister and nephew through the entrance gate and recoiled as soon as I set foot on the property. The air around the plantation felt dark and slimy. I rubbed my suddenly cold arms; my stomach was roiling with sudden nausea. Good Lord, what was wrong with this place? I glanced ahead. My sister and nephew were waiting for me to catch up. Reluctantly, I forced myself forward. It felt like I was walking through thick molasses as I crossed the garden to join them.

			When I reached Karen, my psychic sister glanced from me to the mansion and nodded, silently confirming the fact that the plantation was haunted.

			“I know,” I whispered, hoping that Davey wouldn’t hear me. My nephew was a bit young for ghost hunting, although his sixth sense was as strong as his mother’s. “I don’t like this place at all. Do you think we should take him in?” I nodded toward Davey.

			“It’s probably all right,” Karen said. “Anyway, we’re here now, so let’s take the tour.”

			I felt a bit dubious, but she was the mom, so I went with her decision.

			We entered the gift shop to purchase tickets. I lingered among the books and toys as long as I could, but soon we were walking along the path that led to the house. I wanted to run away, but Karen and Davey went inside, so I followed them. It took an act of courage to step over the threshold. As soon as I entered the mansion, I felt the heavy presence of a ghost on the upper floor. Yikes.

			A friendly woman in period garb greeted us and smiled sweetly at my cute little nephew as I drew several deep breaths for control. Concerned, I glanced at Davey to see how he was responding to the house, but he seemed okay. Karen wasn’t okay. She’d gone very pale and kept glancing uneasily around the room. My sister is clairvoyant. I wondered if she was seeing a different, older version of the house than the one in which we currently stood.

			To me, the mansion felt worn out, and I sensed something evil lurking in the walls. I don’t know how the tour guides could stand it. The only way I was going make it through this house was to shield my sixth sense as strongly as I could. Ye gods, let this be a fast tour.

			My sister drew the guide into a discussion of the paranormal. The guide told us some of the folktales that were circulating about the plantation. According to the stories, visitors and guides alike have encountered the figure of a man in various rooms; particularly in the younger son Charles’s room upstairs. One tour guide said she saw a man staring at her through an outside window. At first, the guide thought the man must be a curious tourist. Then she realized she was standing on the second floor of the plantation house and that the man gazing through the glass was floating in midair!

			Little Davey guffawed when he heard that story, a reassuring sound. I only wish it made me feel better about this haunted place. As we talked, the tour guide escorted us through the kitchen and the storage rooms. I gazed in fascination at several large jars that were sunk into the brick floor, where workers could put perishable food to keep it cool.

			We entered a room with a long steep staircase at one end. As soon as I saw it, I stopped with a gasp. Something terrible had happened here. Overwhelmed by a sense of dread, I fought to keep my breakfast down as the air darkened around me like a cloud covering the sun. I heard a faint buzzing in my ears, and then someone screamed in fear. For a split second, I saw a small body toppling down the steps, skirts flapping wildly. It vanished in a heartbeat, and I stood frozen in horror, staring at the empty staircase.

			The guide herself had no hesitation in climbing the haunted staircase, and Davey followed on her heels. Like me, Karen was staring at the stairs in horror, as if she sensed that something bad had happened on the stairs. Motherhood propelled her up the stairs after her son, but I could see she was trying to get up the steps as fast as she could.

			Last in line, I hesitated at the base of the stairs. “I am so sorry,” I murmured aloud to the little figure I’d seen falling down this steep stairwell. Then I grabbed the railing with trembling hands and walked up to the second floor. By the time I reached the top step, I felt feverish and ill with stress.

			We walked through one incredibly gorgeous room after the next. Influenced by Louise’s German heritage, the rooms burst with vivid colors, hand-painted ceilings, and period antiques.

			Everywhere I looked, I saw hand-carved trim and the lavish use of faux wood-grain painting.

			Everywhere I walked, I sensed an invisible man with a cigar wandering about the rooms.

			There was something else, something darker, that lurked in the background of this lavishly decorated plantation house. I had no idea who or what it was, but I didn’t like it one bit.

			When we reached the boudoir at the center of the house, my nephew grew restless and wouldn’t stay in the room for more than a moment. I couldn’t blame him. The room was suffocating. I sensed a dying child; a woman’s terrible grief. My mind flashed back to the little girl falling helplessly down the stairs. I blocked the memory and focused my attention on the tour guide, hoping to heaven that we could get out of this room as quickly as possible.

			When we finally stepped across the hallway and into the next set of rooms, I found Karen standing motionless in the doorway of a small study that seethed with a cold, restless breeze. She stared wide-eyed at the ledger on the desk as the tour guide swept past her. The woman’s presence broke my sister’s trance. Karen blinked as if she’d suddenly stepped into the sunlight and then shook her head as if to clear it.

			“What did you see?” I whispered to her.

			“There was a man in a blue velvet coat sitting at the desk chair, paging through his ledger,” she replied.

			We were at the end of our tour––thank God––and I couldn’t wait to get out of this haunted house. But our tour guide had taken a fancy to us and wanted to tell us more stories about the supernatural. To my chagrin, we were hauled downstairs for a final supernatural discussion instead of escaping through the front door, which was customary. When Karen asked about the staircase, the tour guide told her that a little girl had fallen to her death down the steps. “Most people believe it was this steep inside staircase, though a few claim that it was the grand staircase at the main entrance,” she said. “There have been reports of people being scratched on this staircase as they walk up to the second floor.”

			Eventually, Karen managed to stem the tide of storytelling and get us out of the mansion. The guide pressed a lovely souvenir book upon us as a farewell gift. I think she paid for it with her own money. Karen thanked her and we finally (finally!) limped off the grounds as fast as humanly possible, glad to leave this haunted spot behind.

			“Did you see the man watching us from the top of that long staircase?” Karen asked me quietly as Davey trotted across the lawn toward the entrance.

			“No,” I replied shortly. “I saw the little girl falling down it.”

			Davey skipped back to us at this juncture, effectively ending our conversation. Thank goodness. I’d had about as much as I could take.

			The slimy feeling followed us the rest of the morning. Just before noon, I stopped the car and we threw away every last piece of documentation we had about the plantation, including the souvenir book that we were given by the guide. This action convinced whatever negative vibration that was haunting us that we seriously wished to be left alone. Once the literature was out of the car, the nasty feeling finally abated.

			As I returned to the car, I noticed a long scratch on the bottom of my right arm. Was that scratch on my arm before we arrived at the mansion this morning, or did I get it while we toured the house? I shuddered. I didn’t want to know the answer.

			I got back into the car and told Karen that I was never going to set foot in San Francisco Plantation ever again.

			“Me, neither,” my sister replied.
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