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1

Antoinette “Toni” Rose Lobo had never seen a ghost, but didn’t think it was unusual that her father did. Antoinette was born on September 9th, 1974. She was the only child of Melvin and Charlotte Lobo. Every local resident and ghost knew when she was born. They knew who she was, and more importantly, who her father was—Melvin Lobo, the Wolf of New Orleans.

At the age of five, Toni also didn’t think it was strange that she had a small, humanoid like creature who looked very much like a mythical demon for a best friend. He had red skin, two small horns, and glowing red eyes. His name was Little Wolf. His mouth featured two sharp little fangs. His body was muscular and well formed. She wasn’t supposed to let anyone see him, but if they did, all they would see was a hairless red rat. Toni liked the idea that he was her special friend that only she, Mommy, and Daddy knew what he really was.

Daddy could talk to the ghosts too. That’s how he made his living: taking tourists on Ghost Walks and writing down the stories the ghosts told him. She wasn’t sure she wanted to see the ghosts or hear their stories. Most of them weren’t very nice.

Daddy—everybody except Mommy called him Wolf, she called him Melvin—said the ghosts would never hurt her. When she asked him why, he said it was because they respected him. Mommy said it was because they were also afraid of him.

One day she asked why Daddy could see the ghosts but she and Mommy couldn’t. “Daddy’s special,” Mommy answered. “That’s why he can see them and we can’t.”

Toni thought about that and it bothered her. “How come I’m not special?” she finally asked.

“Because you’re not old enough,” Mommy answered.

“Will I be special when I get old enough?”

“Maybe,” Mommy told her. “Maybe.”

By the time she made her first solo venture into the Quarter at the age of eight, she knew where she could get the best beignets (Café Du Monde), which shops would give her a free praline, and the places she had to stay away from (strip clubs and bars). She also knew “where she got her shoes.” It was a bet local kids would make with tourists—“I bet you a dollar I know where you got those shoes.” The answer of course, was, “You got those shoes on your feet, on the street, in New Orleans, Louisiana.” Some tourists laughed, some got pissed, but eventually, most of them paid up.

She also knew that she would find out if she was “special” when she got her first period.
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Toni thought the day would never come, but the event they had all been waiting for finally happened when she was fourteen. She woke up in the morning with Little Wolf sitting on the end of her bed staring at her. She had cramps, and when she looked, she found her pajama bottoms were stained with blood.

Her first thoughts were, It’s too early. I’m not ready. She lay in bed a full fifteen minutes before venturing out. The change was inevitable, she knew that. All her friends had already had their periods … some, years ago. To them it was just part of growing up. Most of them looked forward to it as a sign of becoming a woman. To Toni, it was much more. In women, if they carried the right genes, the ability to see the dead was triggered when they had their first period. It had happened to Grand-mère Rose. Would it happen to her too?

Dreading what she might, or might not, see, Toni went to her bedroom window and peered out into the courtyard, her stomach turning over with nervous anticipation. Except for the fountain with its constant burble of water, cast iron furniture and copious amounts of greenery, it was empty. No ghosts, but she didn’t know if that was usual, or unusual.

Her mother knew something was wrong as soon as Toni came into the kitchen for breakfast. “What’s the matter, honey? You look like something’s bothering you.”

“I got my period this morning.”

“Oh,” Charlotte answered, and Toni could tell by the sound of her voice, and the quick intake of breath, that she was as concerned as Toni about the change. Then she rushed over and took Toni in her arms.

They stood, silent, arms wrapped around each other for a minute before Charlotte told her, “We’ll have to tell your father. He can take you out when you’re ready.”

“Where is he?” Toni asked, her voice cracking.

“Out. Somewhere. You know your father. He’ll be back soon. He wouldn’t miss breakfast. Not today. We’re having gator and grits.”

Toni frowned. Normally she loved gator and grits, but this morning she was too nervous to eat. “I don’t think I can eat.”

“Why not? I thought you loved gator and grits?” Wolf asked as he walked in from the courtyard.

Toni looked at him and blushed. Then she looked at her mother for help.

“Your daughter got her period this morning,” Charlotte told him. That was all she had to say, her father knew exactly what it meant. Toni’s life could be changing today.

Wolf took a seat across from her at the table and took her hands in his. “So. What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know,” Toni answered, looking nervously at the door to the courtyard.

“Take your time,” he told her. “There’s no rush. It’s summer, so there’s no school. We can go whenever you’re ready.”

“Okay. Maybe later,” Toni agreed.

Wolf gave Toni’s hands a squeeze and turned to Charlotte. “Okay. Now let’s have some breakfast. I haven’t had gator and grits since we visited Grand-mère.”

“Not for me,” Toni told them, and she and Little Wolf retreated to her room.

Knowing she couldn’t put it off forever, Toni came back down an hour later. Wolf and Charlotte were still sitting at the kitchen table. “I’m ready. Let’s do it,” she told her father.

“Fine,” Wolf answered before standing up and looking at Charlotte. “Are you coming too?”

Charlotte shook her head. “No. I think this is something the two of you should do alone. Just remember what I said.”

Wolf nodded in agreement and turned toward the door. “Wait, take Little Wolf with you. He needs to know too. Is that all right with you, honey?” She asked Toni.

“Of course,” she answered, grabbing the canvas shoulder bag she carried Little Wolf in any time she roamed the Quarter on her own. She opened it, and he quickly climbed inside.

When they were ready, Wolf led the way from the house to the intricately designed wrought iron gate that opened onto Royal Street. When he lifted the latch and pulled, it opened soundlessly.

Before they left the courtyard, Toni asked, “What did Mom tell you?”

Wolf studied his daughter’s face for a second before replying. “She said that if you do see them, the ghosts, not to let any of them come anywhere near you until you’re ready.”

Thank you, Toni thought before taking a deep, calming breath and stepping out of the gate onto the sidewalk. She glanced around, looking for any sign of a ghost, but the street was deserted at this time of day. “Do you see any?” she whispered.

Wolf shook his head, then asked, “Hungry?”

“No,” she started to say, but then realized she was. “Yes, can we go to Café Du Monde for beignet?”

This time he smiled. “Of course. Anything you want. This is your day.”

The walk from the courtyard to Jackson Square was uneventful, but in her heightened state of awareness, everything took on a sense of urgency. Plants that hung from second story wrought iron balconies had never looked greener. The slightly sweet smell of sewage that occasionally wafted up from a sewer drain now seemed overwhelming. Sparrows searching for crumbs in the gutters looked as big as pigeons. Normally, she would have walked five feet in front of her father just in case she saw one of her friends—not today. Today she was practically glued to his side.

Toni saw her first ghost as they approached the monument to Andrew Jackson in Jackson Square. Jackson was waiving his hat astride a rearing horse, both of its front legs pawing the air. It was a favorite photo stop for tourists. Toni knew the statue was misleading. Both of the horse’s legs in the air signified Jackson had died in battle. He hadn’t. He had died from lead poisoning from two bullets left in his chest. To be correct, the statue should have had a single leg in the air. If it hadn’t been for the old-time clothes the woman was wearing, Toni would have never known she was a revenant. “Is that one?” she asked, pointing at the phantom. Her question was answered when the spirit turned to look at her. The left half of the woman’s face was missing. Toni could see bone and brains where skin and hair should have been. “Oh, my God!” she gasped, and froze, her desire for beignet suddenly forgotten. She would never forget the sight.

Wolf placed his hand on her shoulder and hurried her along. “Yes, it’s a ghost. Don’t stare. She doesn’t need to know you see her.”

“Why not?”

“Because once they know, they’ll all want to see you and take your measure.”

“What do you mean, ‘take my measure’?” Toni asked and glanced nervously at the phantom. This time the spirit was staring back at her.

“Too late. I think she knows,” Toni whispered.

Wolf turned and glared at the phantom. Fear showed on the un-ruined side of her face and she fled back into the Quarter. Toni watched her go with a sigh of relief.

“Come,” her father told her as he led her across the street to Café Du Monde. “Let’s have our beignets.”

When they arrived there, the outside seating area was filled with tourists. Wolf took the last table available. The round, white marble top gleamed in the morning light. The wrought iron chairs surrounding the table were a perfect match for the ambiance of the Quarter. Wolf seated Toni with her back to the Quarter. No sooner had they sat down than a waiter arrived with two plates of beignets, powdered sugar and a cup of café au lait for Wolf and a hot chocolate for Toni.

“She’ll have café au lait today,” Wolf told the server.

The man nodded and took the hot chocolate back. He returned a minute later with a second café au lait.

Toni looked at the coffee, sniffed it and grinned. “I’ve never had café au lait. Am I going to like it?”

Wolf smiled and took a sip of his. “You’ll never know until you try it.”

Toni took a careful sip and made a face. “It’s an acquired taste. You don’t have to finish it if you don’t want to,” Wolf told her.

“No. I’ll finish it. It just surprised me. Besides, I need something to go with the beignets.”

Toni was so engrossed with the coffee and beignets that she had no idea that ghosts were gathering across the street. At first there were just two or three, but soon the corner of St. Ann and Decatur was filled with the Quarter’s revenants.

Wolf shifted his gaze from the specters to his daughter. She was the spitting image of her mother at fourteen. Her skin looked like it was perpetually tanned thanks to the Cajun heritage. She hadn’t reached Charlotte’s height yet, but she would. Now she was all legs, like a young colt. Charlotte had worn her dark hair in the bouffant style of the sixties back in high school. Toni wore hers in a no frills pixie cut that made her cute. When she was a woman she was going to be beautiful.

This was the day they had been preparing for since she was born. He had hoped she would have been a bit older when her period finally came, but there was no denying what was happening. Now they had to see if she was going to follow in his footsteps, or Grand-mère’s. She too had been born with blood that allowed her to see the ghosts, but she didn’t have the desire to live with her power. Instead she fled to Bayou La Pointe and, rather than feed her power, she allowed her abilities to wither.

Toni caught him looking over her shoulder and asked, “Is she back?”

“Yes, but don’t look. Not yet.”

Toni nodded and took another sip of her café au lait.

“She’s not the only one. We’ve talked about this. They can sense the power in your blood. It draws them to you.”

“Will they challenge me?” his daughter asked, and he could hear a hint of fear in her voice. That was to be expected.

“Not while I’m with you. If you were alone, one of them might if the desire to feed off your power was stronger than their fear of me.”

Wolf remembered his own struggle with learning to deal with ghosts hungry for the power of his blood. If it hadn’t been for Mose, he wouldn’t have survived the battle he had had with the giant in Jackson Square. He had no intention of throwing his daughter under that bus. He would make sure her first ghost was too weak to be a danger. The “plan” was to allow Toni to face selected ghosts, one-on-one, in the courtyard of their home, with Wolf there in case anything went wrong. They would learn if she had the desire and fortitude to live among the ghosts of the Quarter, or if she would join Grand-mère in Bayou La Pointe.

“Don’t show them any fear when we leave. Don’t hide from them. If they stare, stare back, but don’t challenge any of them.”

“Are you ready?” he asked after Toni had finished her last beignet.

“Yes,” she answered. Then stood up, turned, and saw the gathering of ghosts waiting for her.
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Toni was dismayed when she saw the number of ghosts that had amassed to see her. Instead of the two or three she had expected, there were dozens. She resisted the temptation to take her father’s hand like a little girl, or use him as a shield and walk behind him. Show no fear, she thought, and started across the street. She didn’t notice that the normal crowd of tourists that should have crossed with them seemed to have melted away. Most people couldn’t sense a lone ghost, but when they gathered en masse, even the most oblivious of normals could sense something was wrong. One couple almost followed them, but at the last minute the woman stopped and turned back. The man took a few more steps, then turned and chased along behind her.

“Keep walking,” Wolf whispered low enough so only she could hear as they approached the massed phantoms that blocked their path.

Show no fear, she thought again and squared her shoulders. She had almost reached them when they began to shuffle aside to let her pass. There were men, women, and children. They were dressed, some in fine clothes, some in rags. Some showed the violence that had ended their lives, and some were unmarked. The one thing they had in common was the hunger in their eyes. The hunger for the power she carried in her blood. Power to make them feel alive again if they could possess it. Even a little girl in a party dress looked like she was ready to spring at her. Inside her carry bag, Little Wolf growled. “Quiet,” she hissed at him.

Toni breathed a sigh of relief when they made it to the end of the crowd. “Good job,” her father whispered. “Now let’s go home. I’m sure your mother is sitting on pins and needles waiting to know what happened.”

Toni wasn’t looking forward to what came next. Her mother had never come right out and said she didn’t want Toni to inherit her father’s power, but Toni knew it was her greatest wish. Without the power she would be safe from the dead. They would have no interest in her. With it, she would be in constant danger until she was strong enough to deal with them.

The walk home was nothing like the walk over. A cloud seemed to have dulled the sunlight. Colors that had been so vivid earlier were wan and washed out. Even the ever-present sparrows seemed to have fled.

When they reached the gate to their house on Royal Street, Toni gave it a gentle push. It swung open without even a whisper of metal grating on metal that usually accompanied the opening of wrought iron gates. When she reached the end of the alley that led to the courtyard she was surprised to see her mother waiting for her in one of the cast iron chairs next to the fountain.

Toni had been wondering all the way home how she was going to tell her mother she saw the ghosts. All the words she had planned to say flew out of her head and all she said was, “I saw them.” Charlotte didn’t say anything, she didn’t have to. She just stood and opened her arms.

“Now what?” her mother asked her.

“Now we teach her how to live with her gift.” Wolf answered.

Toni turned and looked at her father. “Do we have to do it now?”

“Not right now, but the sooner the better. How about after lunch?”

“If I have to,” Toni reluctantly agreed.

After lunch, the four of them, Wolf, Charlotte, Toni, and Little Wolf, gathered around the same wrought iron table where Wolf and Mose had sat when the old man was teaching him. “The most important thing you need to know is why you can see the ghosts and what it means,” he told Toni.

“Something in your blood, something most people don’t have, makes it possible for you to see the dead,” he continued. “Lots of people have a little of it. Given the right circumstances they might catch a glimpse of a ghost. The strength of yours is rare, but you’re not some kind of freak. There are others.”

“How many?” Toni asked.

“I’ve only known a few, but there must be more.”

“And,” her mother said, looking directly at Wolf.

Wolf stared back at her and then turned his attention to Toni. “It makes you vulnerable to them. If they can get into your head, possess your mind, they can take over your body and live through you. You’ll wind up hiding in some small part of your mind while they destroy your body.”

Toni was shocked. “You talk to them all the time. Why aren’t you afraid of them?”

“Because they’re afraid of him,” Charlotte interjected. “Tell her about the giant in Jackson Square and Old Ben in the bayou.”

“Well?” Toni asked when Wolf hesitated.

“Old Ben was a ghost in Bayou La Point.”

“Where Grand-mère lives?” Toni interrupted.

“Hush, let him tell it,” Charlotte told her.

“Ben tried to possess me when I was a boy, before I knew about ghosts and the power in my blood. He scared me so bad I left home and joined the Navy. A ghost managed to get on the sub I was on and I had to fight it. When I beat it, I thought I could come home and stand up to Old Ben. I was wrong. Mose showed me that and taught me how to fight them. Now, I’m going to teach you.”

Toni knew who Mose was. He had given them this house in the Quarter when he died.

“One of the ghosts here was a giant of a man and very strong. The first time he invaded my mind he almost won. He would have if Mose hadn’t stepped in and saved me. The second time, I faced him alone and destroyed him.”

“Destroyed him? How?” Toni demanded.

“The same way I finally beat Old Ben. By getting into their minds while they were getting into mine. It was a battle of wills and I won.”

Toni shivered. “Am I going to have to do that?”

Wolf took her hands and squeezed. “Yes, Honey. You will, but I’ll be there and I’ll help you until you’re strong enough to face them on your own.”

Her mother started to say something, but Wolf shook his head. “That’s enough for now. Let her think about this. Tomorrow’s another day.”

“What will we do tomorrow?” Toni asked.

Wolf sat back in the chair and smiled at her. “Introduce you to your first ghost.”

Charlotte stared up at the night sky. The walls around the courtyard blocked the lights from the Quarter, but still, light pollution from the city washed out all but the brightest stars. On nights like this she missed the star filled skies of the bayou. The wail of a saxophone from a street musician exactly matched her mood. “You’re going to tell her the rest, right?”

“Yes, but not until she’s ready. Let her get used to the idea of ghosts wanting to invade her mind for her power. There’s no need to overwhelm her with the likes of Renee LaPierre now.”

Charlotte shuddered at the thought of the
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