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DEDICATION

To my father, Bob Nordhaus, who gave me this story, 

and so much more








EPIGRAPH

If thou hast any sound, or use of voice Speak to me.

—William Shakespeare, Hamlet








one

 AURA OF SADNESS 
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The Staab mansion, Santa Fe.

Paul Horgan, from The Centuries of Santa Fe, 1956, Courtesy of Special Collections and Archives, Wesleyan University.

It began late at night, as these stories do. It was in the 1970s, at a hotel in Santa Fe, New Mexico. A janitor was mopping the floor in an empty downstairs room. He looked up from his bucket and saw a dark-eyed woman standing near the fireplace. She wore a long, black gown, in the Victorian style of a hundred years earlier, and her white hair was swept up into a bun.

She was also translucent. Through her vague outline, the janitor could see the wall behind her. She was there and yet she wasn’t. She looked into his eyes, and the janitor worried that he might be losing his mind. He looked down and told himself to keep mopping. When he looked up again, she was gone. She had possessed, he told a local newspaper, an “aura of sadness.”

The janitor’s account was the first the world would hear of the shadow woman in the hotel, but it would not be the last. Some days later, a security guard saw the same woman wandering a hallway. He took off running. A receptionist later saw her relaxing in an armchair in a downstairs sitting room: there, then gone.

Strange things began to happen in the hotel. Gas fireplaces turned off and on repeatedly, though nobody was flipping the switch. Chandeliers swayed and revolved. Vases of flowers moved to new locations. Glasses tumbled from shelves in the bar. A waitress not known for her clumsiness began dropping trays, and explained that she felt as if someone were pushing them from underneath. Guests heard dancing footsteps on the third story, where the ballroom once had been—though the third floor had burned years earlier. A woman’s voice, distant and foreign-sounding, called the switchboard over and over. “Hallo?” “Hallo?” “Hallo?”

The woman was seen all over the hotel—in the oldest part of the building, the newer annex, and even the modern adobe casitas that dotted the gardens. One room, however, was a particular locus of activity. It was a suite on the second floor with a canopy bed and four arched windows that looked out to the eastern mountains. Guests who stayed there reported alarming events: blankets ripped off in the middle of the night, room temperatures plummeting, dancing balls of light, disembodied breathing. Doors slammed; toilets flushed; the bathtub filled; belongings were scattered; hair was tugged. People sensed a “presence.” Some also saw a woman—the same wan, sad woman—in the vanity mirror, brushing her disheveled white hair.

The hotel was called La Posada—“place of rest”—and it had once been a grand Santa Fe home. The room with the canopy bed had belonged to the wife of the home’s original owner. The employees of La Posada were certain that this presence was the spirit of that woman, and that she was not at rest, not at all. Her name was Julia Schuster Staab. Her life spanned the second half of the nineteenth century, and her death came too soon. She is Santa Fe’s most famous ghost. She is also my great-great-grandmother.
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Julia Staab occupies a distant point on my father’s family tree—my paternal grandfather’s maternal grandmother. She came from Germany with her husband, Abraham, a Jewish dry goods merchant who made his living selling his wares on the Santa Fe Trail. Julia was the young bride he brought over from Germany after he made his fortune. It is said that he built his house—which became the hotel after it passed out of our family—for her. It was a graceful French Second Empire–style home on Palace Avenue, a few blocks off Santa Fe’s main plaza—a brick structure in a city of mud and straw, with a green mansard roof ridged with elaborate ornamental ironwork. Julia, too, was formal and elegant, imported from Europe and equally out of place in the rough West: perhaps the house was Abraham’s way of making her feel more at home.

I visited La Posada from time to time as a child. My father had moved as a young man from New Mexico to Washington, DC, where I spent my childhood. But we would return each August, when the afternoon drama of mountain thunderstorms painted the desert grasses a gentle green. My parents, my brother, and I would roam through downtown Santa Fe, testing out cowboy hats in the novelty shops that lined the Plaza in the 1970s before the city became fashionable. The hotel was just a few blocks from Santa Fe’s ancient heart; we would stop in and look around. The old brick veneer had been covered by stucco to match the rest of the city, and the lush gardens were now pocked with guest casitas. But the interior was little changed from how it must have looked in Julia Staab’s time—dark against the brash high-desert sun, cool, filled with Victorian flourishes that still impressed: molded ceilings, ornate brasswork, gleaming mahogany.

I knew, as a child, that Julia had lived in that house, and that the Staabs had once been a prominent family in Santa Fe. They were historical figures in the city, who had brought money and European manners to a place that lacked both. Abraham hosted lavish soirees in the house; Julia played the piano beautifully and spoke many languages. The family had been written up in regional history books; there was even a street named after them in downtown Santa Fe. The mansion was a local landmark. I knew from my father, who was proud of his family’s long history in New Mexico if not terribly interested in the details, that Julia and Abraham had raised seven children in the house. His grandmother, my great-grandmother Bertha, was the third.

Beyond that, I knew little of Julia’s life. She had lived and died long before I was born, long before even my father and grandfather were born. Although I knew that she had come from Germany, and that her husband had arrived in Santa Fe after New Mexico became a US territory in 1850, I didn’t know exactly when or from where. I knew neither how old Julia was when she came to America, nor when she had her children, nor when she died. I knew nothing about her personality and temperament. And I didn’t particularly care—I was a child; hers was the story of someone old and dead.

It was around the time I was ten or eleven years old—in the late 1970s—that Julia stopped being quite so dead. A cousin who lived in Santa Fe began hearing stories from neighbors about the shadow woman who popped up in the La Posada sitting rooms and pestered guests in Julia’s former bedroom. And accompanying those tales were intimations of a more dramatic nature about Julia’s life. Our New Mexico relatives reported hearing rumors around Santa Fe about how Julia had been sickly and deeply depressed, an unhappy bride in a mail-order marriage, shipped against her will or against her grain from the civilized land of her European childhood to the sun-baked hinterlands of the New World.

Julia had suffered in the house, according to the gossip that floated, ghostlike, from Santa Fe bar to restaurant to gallery to stuccoed home. She had lost a child in the room above the La Posada bar and had shut herself in her chamber for weeks. When she emerged, her once black hair had turned completely white. The child was her undoing, the rumors said: after the loss, she became a shut-in. She took to her room and stayed hidden away until she died. Nor was her death peaceful: she killed herself, the stories said—hanged from a chandelier, or overdosed on laudanum. Perhaps she was murdered.

If she died at the hands of another, it was likely her husband, Abraham, who had killed her—and whose persona also underwent a revision. My family had always thought Abraham Staab to be an upstanding immigrant businessman and pioneer. But in the books and articles my aunts and cousins copied and mailed to us in Washington, he became an altogether less appealing character. Now, he kept mistresses and engaged in shadowy business transactions. He frequented gambling halls and bordellos. He was ruthless, “the Al Capone of the territory of New Mexico,” explained one article, and he treated his family no better than the victims of his shady deals. Julia was inventory to him, like so much else he bought and sold and owned. He imprisoned her in her room and chained her to the radiator.

My family had once remembered Julia as a cultivated frontier lady married to a daring, civic-minded local millionaire. But now, as my adolescence approached, she became a tortured Victorian wraith imprisoned by a heartless scoundrel. Her story had been remodeled, like the hotel in which she lived. Her life now conformed to the conventions of a ghost story: the sad woman in a high-necked dress, roaming the creaking passageways of a Victorian mansion.
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Of course I found these long-dead ancestors much more interesting now that there were ghosts and crooks and suffering involved. I had become a teenager; it made perfect sense that my family—parents and on up the line—were tyrants and criminals. Julia’s legend appealed to my adolescent sense of melodrama. This was not because I believed in ghosts. I didn’t; I came from a family of rationalists. No, I gravitated to her story simply because it was such a good one. I could now claim my own piece of the past: a mail-order German bride dragged west, married badly, driven insane, and trapped forever as a ghost in her unhappy ending. I loved to tell her tale to my East Coast friends as evidence of my deep Western roots.

Indeed, New Mexico had always felt like home to me, even though I had never visited for longer than a few weeks. So at the first opportunity after college, I moved there, into a dust-sloughed adobe in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, where I read book after book about Western history and frontier women. I chopped kindling and tended a garden for the first time in my life, and I began to think of myself as something of a frontierswoman, too. I reveled in the chamisa and the sunflowers that climbed the mountains in late summer, when I would sit in my landlady’s meditation garden and watch the tarantulas migrate. It was a quiet life—too quiet, after a time, for a twenty-two-year-old with ambitions in the larger world. After a couple of years, I moved to New York City, where I planned to become a writer and tell other people’s stories. I wore small skirts and big platform shoes and got a job at a weekly newspaper. I published my very first article a few months later. It was about Julia.

“I am descended,” I wrote, “from a long line of bitter women.” The story told of Julia’s ghost and of her suffering at the hands of men. It was light on historical detail, and heavy on self-dramatization and feminist surmise. In the article, I imagined Julia the same age as I was, confronted with the limits of a woman’s opportunity in the world. I was struggling in New York and at the paper. It was run by men and full of big egos and go-getters; I felt terribly sorry for myself—and also for Julia. I was certain that she had been disappointed by her choices in life. I was certain that she had been a victim, and that this victimhood lay behind her ghost story. She was a restless, unsatisfied soul, like me—a specter of my twentysomething angst. I wrote in the article that I feared that I exemplified yet another “generation of disappointment,” years upon years of women who never got the chances they deserved. After I published the story I decided that the chances I wanted probably lay elsewhere.

I left New York and landed in Colorado, where I felt more at home—and put all thought of Julia to rest.
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Nearly twenty years later, I was visiting the summer house my great-grandfather had built in the mountains northeast of Santa Fe. One afternoon when I was looking for something to read I found, in a leaded-glass bookshelf, a photocopied booklet—a family history. My great-aunt Lizzie had written it in 1980, shortly before her death, and had made copies for her children and nieces and nephews.

I pulled the book from the shelf, whisked off the dust, and sat to read it on the screened-in porch that faced Hermit’s Peak, a lonely wooded crest on the eastern flank of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, its granite face lurching sharply from the plains. Those same stony cliffs had greeted Julia and Abraham Staab on their journey from Germany to New Mexico. Lizzie was Julia’s granddaughter, but Julia had died long before Lizzie was born, and Lizzie discussed her only fleetingly in the manuscript. “Grandmother was an invalid most of her life due to difficulties encountered during her many pregnancies,” she wrote. She briefly mentioned that Julia was reputed to haunt the hotel, and that Julia’s bedframe could still be found in her old room.

About Julia’s husband and the seven children, Lizzie had much more to say. There, Xeroxed and spiral-bound, was a tale of a family ecosystem deeply out of balance—forbidden love, inheritance and disinheritance, anger and madness. There were drug addictions, lawsuits, brother against brother, madhouses, penury, and suicides. There were fatal wounds to the “bosom.” These were Julia’s children; their story branched from hers. And it was clear to me, from Lizzie’s book, that the family was haunted well before Julia became a ghost. I wondered what had gone so wrong.

When I was a younger woman, I imagined Julia to be young as well, struggling as a new bride, frustrated and angry, beset by men. Now that I was older, Julia seemed to be aging alongside me. So many women’s stories trail off, in the books and the movies, with the happy ending of finding a mate. But I was married now, and I understood that the wedding is only the beginning. I had children of my own, and I knew the terror of having so much to lose. I knew, too, the daily sturm und drang of raising children. And as I entered middle age, I had come to understand the dread of decline. I would wake up in the night sometimes, gasping, and lie there, terrified of all the loss that lay ahead—the people who would leave me behind, and how as we age we leave ourselves behind, too, and wake up as somebody we don’t always recognize.

Motherhood rarely allows for solitude, yet it begets its own kind of isolation: from one’s past, from one’s youth, from the women we once thought we were and would become. I had, in the years since I’d last written about Julia, gone from heroine to auxiliary, from Fräulein to Frau. I wondered if this was how Julia had felt. She lived in a time before granite-countered subdivisions colonized the empty land, when husbands were masters and women and children were property. But no matter the era, certain inevitabilities remain—we move unremittingly through life from youth to death. I understood this now. Perhaps Julia did, too.

Julia was first an ancestor for me, sepia-toned and indifferent; then a roaming spirit, titillating and abstract; then a symbol of women oppressed. But reading Lizzie’s book on the porch swing, facing out to the same mountains that Julia saw as she first approached her married home, I realized that she was also a woman—a specific, particular woman, who courted and married and emigrated and raised children in a rough and unfamiliar world, and then began to grow old far from home and family. Her life was real, and it had traversed the same hurdles and milestones from girlhood to marriage to motherhood to middle age that I was now passing in my own journey. And as I read about Julia’s troubled family, I realized that I wanted to know so much more: How had Julia come to New Mexico? How had she found life there? Had she loved Abraham? Had he loved her? Was he the tyrant that the ghost stories made him out to be? Was she ill? Depressed? Insane? Did she kill herself? Was she murdered?

I wondered about the world that she and Abraham had left behind in Germany—why they had left it, and whether their lives were better in this unforgiving land, a place that nonetheless seemed willing to forgive the fact that they were Jews. I wondered what had happened to those who stayed behind. They were Jews in Germany, after all—another story that haunts; whole families erased. In her book, Lizzie described a congenital fragility in Julia’s offspring, a tendency to nervousness. I wanted to know how the family had suffered, and why, and whether my ancestors’ afflictions might be prone to seeping down through genes and generations.

I didn’t think I believed in Julia’s ghost, but she was nonetheless starting to haunt me.
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This, then, became my plan. I would set out on a ghost hunt—a metaphorical one, and a literal one, too. I would come to know the world in which Julia lived and died. I would disentangle the life from the legend, the flesh-and-blood woman from the ghost, the history from the surmise, the facts from the fictions. I would learn about the world Julia inherited and the world she created, and about the children she raised and marked and left behind. I would try to rescue her from the prison of other people’s reductions. I would make her real.

Julia would be a difficult quarry—I knew that. Although she was, in her ghost story, a “presence,” her life story was riddled with absence. She was a nineteenth-century woman, after all—sequestered in the home, invisible then as now. And I knew of no love letters, no missives to the old country, no diaries written in her hand, no admiring biographies. She had died more than a century before; anyone who had known her was long gone. I could get only so close. To reconstruct her world, I’d have to see her through the eyes and lives of others, in the concentric circles that radiated from the small plot-point of earth she had once trod. I would try to trace those circles—relatives and acquaintances who had once known her and whose own marks on history may also have been light—ever farther from Julia’s unobtrusive center.

Her husband, Abraham, was closest. Through Abraham’s story, I could surely gain a glimpse into Julia’s. Their children, too, had left imprints and memories that had trickled down to us. Like an archaeologist, I could burrow into the layers of evidence my relatives had left behind. I could rummage through Julia’s world, and hold those long-buried shards up to the light. And perhaps by reassembling the confused fragments, I could make Julia whole. I could, perhaps, retrieve her from the dark place in which she dwelled.

In this age of information—ones and zeros tracking lives into infinity—there are ways to seek the dead that are more accessible now than they were thirty-five years ago, when Aunt Lizzie wrote about Julia, or twenty years ago, when I did. There are the tools of history: newspaper archives, government records databases, immigration rolls, memoirs, and journals. There are the tools of genealogy: websites, chat rooms, DNA services, online reminiscences, distant relatives blowing around the Internet like dandelion spores and probing shared pasts. For me, there were also living relatives—a few—who remembered Julia’s children.

There are, too, more subjective methods available for seeking the dead. I am a journalist and a historian. By temperament and training, I believe in a world that can be measured and tested. But perhaps there was some truth to be mined from the gothic tales floating around Santa Fe: the lost baby, the unhappy marriage, the laudanum, the radiator, the suicide, the ghost in the hotel, stories Western and dark. To unearth Julia, I would explore my Victorian ghost in the company of modern ghost hunters: mediums and psychics, tarot card readers and dowsers and intuitives. Perhaps they could help me find the truth I was seeking.

And finally there was the house. There was her room. She had lived and died in that room, and her ghost was said to dwell there. I would have to visit, of course.

It wouldn’t be my first time in her room. I spent a few minutes there once many years ago, soon after I wrote the article about Julia’s ghost. My cousins and I had been at a nearby restaurant celebrating my grandfather’s eighty-fifth birthday, and we ended the evening in the plush Victorian bar on the first floor of Julia’s old home. Someone convinced the manager to let us in to see her room. It had high ceilings, dark woodwork, heavy rust-colored drapes, and complicated furniture. We turned out the lights and stationed ourselves in the armchairs and in the rocker and on the four-poster bed, feeling tipsy and silly and daring at the same time. We called for her as we thought one should when beckoning a ghost. “Julia! Jooooolia!” We sat still for a minute or two, felt nothing, and went back to the bar.

Now, though, I would visit with more earnest intentions. I wanted to see Julia’s room again. I wanted to spend the night, and wait patiently and quietly for her. I wanted to find her.

But I didn’t go right away. I didn’t for a while—not until I had hunted across the American Southwest and Germany, rifled archives and history books and the Internet, grilled relatives and mediums and ghost hunters, and learned a lesson about living itself that I hadn’t known I was seeking. Nearly one hundred and fifty years after Julia Staab followed her husband into an unfamiliar world, I found myself, finally, back in her room. It had the same four arched windows that looked out to the eastern mountains, which blackened into sky as dusk bled into night. I perched on the end of her bed, and wondered what the night would hold for me.








Misha

THEY SAY THAT JULIA lives in the afterworld: in the documented one—history, the remembered past—and also the unaccounted one. I had set out to look for her in both of those places, and while I was comfortable with facts and dates and documents, I had no experience in the world of spirits. I was distrustful and embarrassed.

I decided to start my search with a phone psychic, with whom I could commune from the relative safety of my home office. Searching online for psychics in Colorado, I found myself confronted with a choice: I could select my seer from a website called bestpsychicdirectory.com, or alternatively, from a list provided by the American Association of Psychics. The association sounded more authoritative, so I browsed through the headshots of angel readers, animal communicators, medical intuitives, psychic detectives, shamans, clairvoyants, and Rosemary the Celtic Lady ™, who seemed to be all of the above, until I found someone who caught my eye.

Her name was Misha, and I picked her because she did phone consultations and was affordable—and because she was also very pretty. In her headshot she looked slightly edgy, with china-doll skin, dark, straight hair, and a heart-shaped face. The “About” page on her website explained that her passion was “to bring ALL into LIGHT and to help reveal and heal all that is still in the darkness.” The site was built against a starry background with a dormant, witchy-looking tree in the foreground and these reassuring words: “I am real. Accurate. And accredited.” That is what I wanted. I made an appointment, shelled out fifty dollars via PayPal, and waited by my speakerphone.

Misha called me right on time. She had a sensible voice—a touch girlish. She told me that she channeled her psychic abilities through tarot and soul cards, holding them in her hands and letting them drop one by one onto a table in front of her, where they would convey messages to her from the beyond. She avoided “full-contact medium work,” however—speaking directly to the dead. When she was a child, the dead often contacted her, and this had caused her problems, especially in high school, when it was hard enough for her to speak to living people, let alone the dead. But she assured me that her cards were every bit as accurate. She would watch the cards fall, and tell me what they meant.

This wasn’t my first visit with a psychic. I had been once before, when I was in my twenties, late at night after leaving a party in downtown Manhattan. We wandered by a storefront shop and decided, on a whim, to go inside. The psychic looked the Gypsy part: dark hair, dangly earrings, a flowing skirt, scarves. She asked me what I wanted to know. I asked her—of course—if I would find a mate. That was my main concern then. She told me that it would happen, but not soon. She was right about that.

But back then I was speaking—rather tipsily and on a lark—to the future. Now it was the past that concerned me—Julia’s past, my family’s, this hidden world of memory and myth.

I didn’t know quite how to begin. I had trained in graduate school as a historian, and in the years that followed, as a journalist. I was accustomed to matter-of-fact phone interviews: here’s my question, quick and concise; tell me the answer; we won’t waste each other’s time. But my queries now involved dead people floating around in a hidden world that I could neither see nor hear nor understand, and in which, until quite recently, I had had very little interest. How does one interview the dead?

Since I had paid my fifty dollars, I plunged ahead. I offered Misha a vague description of Julia and a haunted hotel. As I spoke, Misha let a card drop. “Well,” she said, “the first card that has fallen out is an upside-down temperance card, and the main message with that is that she left this earth in a not peaceful manner.”

I heard another card slap down. Misha explained that it was the hermit card. “She’s hiding out. She’s definitely there and it doesn’t look like she’s going away anytime soon.” She dropped another card, then another. Julia was angry, Misha said. “Her dark side is very much present.” The cards kept falling, faster than I could formulate questions. Julia still haunted the hotel because she was missing a piece of herself, Misha explained, and she was going to wait around until it came back to her. “It’s like she’s quote-unquote stuck in the mud, so to speak”—Misha said “so to speak” a lot, and also “whatnot.” Julia had felt trapped in her life. She had wanted to escape.

“What other questions do you have?” Misha asked.

I had so many—who she was, how she lived and died, what it felt like to walk in her shoes—but I didn’t quite know how to formulate them. Better to be specific: I asked Misha about Julia’s marriage. “Did she love her husband?”

A card dropped. “She definitely loved her husband,” Misha said. “But there were other people in her life that she loved as well. She believed that she didn’t do anything wrong by loving that person and wanted to have her cake and eat it, too.”

A lover?

Yes, a lover. But it didn’t last, Misha said. And the cards told her that Julia felt betrayed because of this. There was someone, a trusted close companion “who she thought was safe and whatnot,” a male, definitely a male, somebody very close, who “didn’t approve of her way of being,” and who hurt her in some way.

This was Abraham, I assumed—Abraham, who built a trophy home for his trophy wife, and expected her to be demure and self-sacrificing. Had Abraham driven her into the arms of a lover? Had his disapproval destroyed her in some way?

The cards were silent on this question.

Our half hour was running out. “Is there anything else you want to know?” Misha asked.

I consulted my list of questions. I had only a few left. But they were important ones, concerning the sad events at the end of Julia’s life.

“Was she insane?” I asked.

Misha paused. The thing about speaking to ghosts, she explained, is that you get only the perspective of the ghost. The dead don’t surrender their subjectivity. So if a ghost doesn’t think herself insane, she won’t tell you otherwise. “For her it’s no, of course not.”

I asked her to ask Julia what had happened to her baby—the one she was said to have lost late in life, the one that turned her hair suddenly white.

Misha let a card drop, and gasped. “Oh. Oh my gosh, wow, there are very dark messages coming through,” she said, falling silent for a moment. “These are very dark images and cards and messages—that this child was not of the light, so to speak.”

Misha said she had rarely received such dark words in all her years of reading cards. “I would say that in ten years this is the second time I’ve had that, where it’s basically pure evil that’s come across.”

I sat at my steel-and-maple desk, alone with Misha’s voice, looking at my world of objects: the burgundy couch against the wall, the books sorted and stacked on the shelves, the afternoon light flooding through the west window. On her end of the line, Misha saw other things—a sad woman and a baby who was evil, or who made the sad woman feel evil, or who had had evil cast upon her.

Through my speakerphone, we contemplated this long-dead woman and her baby. Misha continued. It was like the baby had “psychically killed a piece of Julia,” Misha said.

She hesitated a moment before she spoke again. “This baby,” she told me, “was seriously of the darkest stuff that there is.”
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 A DRESS OF BLACK SATIN 
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Julia Schuster Staab as a young bride.

Family collection.

Julia wore black at her wedding—German brides did then. She married on Christmas Day, and a day or two later, she left her home forever.

In a photo of Julia from around the time she married, she wears a black satin dress with a subtle floral pattern on the arms. Lace cascades down her chest, and a large brooch holds a bow around her neck. Perhaps this is a bridal photo: she is young, barely a woman, and she sits uncomfortably and looks away from the camera. Her expression is somber, the way people were in early photographs—to be photographed was a serious occasion meant to capture one’s image for eternity. Her nose is aquiline and a bit severe. A dark coil of thick, twisted hair is piled high on her head, a frothy fringe of curls circling her forehead.

I first saw that photo when I visited the home of my aunt Betsy, in a winding, rock-and-cactus-littered adobe subdivision thrust up against the Sandia Mountains in Albuquerque, the city in which my father and his siblings grew up. Betsy and her French husband had returned to New Mexico after twenty-five years of living in Europe. She had moved to France after she married—the reverse journey that Julia had taken. Betsy found it difficult to live as a stranger in France and equally difficult to return home after living away for so long. Like Julia, she felt she no longer belonged in either place.

Perhaps that was why our family history had become so important to Betsy: she focused instead on where she came from. She was the archivist of her generation—deeply organized, brusque and businesslike, a tenacious seeker and keeper of photos and stories and newspaper clippings, with no-fuss short hair, a Cleopatra profile, and a thunderous voice. The road to Julia, I was quite certain, traveled through Betsy, who took me in with a big hug and set me up with a pile of files in her spare room, a south-facing rectangle with a trundle bed and a desk. “THERE YOU GO!” she boomed, and she whisked off to wipe the counters, drink her coffee, skype with her children abroad. I leafed through a blizzard of paper: maps and photographs—diminutive strangers in old-fashioned clothing—memos, photocopies, faxes.

It was in that pile that I uncovered a family tree of Julia’s kin, the Schusters—nine sisters, two brothers—a large Jewish family. The tree consisted of four pages stapled together to accommodate all the marriages and far-flung offspring, full of odd German names—Emilie, Amalie, Regine, Sofie, Bernhard. Julia was third from the left—“Julie,” the German spelling, pronounced Yul-ya, born in 1844. Betsy had received the tree from a distant relative she had found on the Internet, a great-nephew of Julia’s from Germany. With that many siblings, Julia would have had many great-nieces and -nephews, and until this moment I hadn’t realized that I cared to know about them. Betsy gave me copies of the emails she had exchanged with these relatives whose names I had never heard before, whose stories I’d never contemplated as part of my own.

From these exchanges, I learned that Julia’s family had come from a village named Lügde—Luuech-da—which was then a quiet, compact town of some three thousand people on the Emmer River, in the forested hills of Westphalia in northwestern Germany. The floodplain on which Lügde perches—a set of parallel meadows—offered a clearing in the forest, an interlude of light for those floating downriver toward the Weser and the North Sea. The village was named for that light: Licht, luuech-da, Lügde. It was tucked in the bottom of a valley between two mounded hillsides, and hemmed in by green patchwork fields and conifer forests—untamed, shady places, full of wild orchids and mushrooms.

There was a roundness to the countryside around Lügde, an alluvial smoothness interrupted by stone farmhouses and solitary castles and gentle watercourses. Lügde was green in the summer. Winters were long. The rock doves, common nightingales, and eisvögel—kingfishers—would fall silent around Saint Hedwig’s Day on the sixteenth of October, and Julia and her neighbors wouldn’t hear the birds sing again until Easter. Saint Hedwig’s Day happens to honor a German saint who married young, bore seven children, buried a child, and rose after death—as Julia would.

Julia’s family, the Schusters, had been in Lügde for many generations. In her time, the villagers had farmed and produced linen, lace, and cigars. Today it’s a still-small factory town best known for its Osterrad, a fiery oak “Easter wheel” that is stuffed with hay, set aflame, and rolled down a nearby hillside. The Easter wheel has been flaming downhill for a thousand years or so—in their own blazing moment, the Nazis embraced it as a true Teutonic ritual. The wheel burned before the Jews arrived in medieval Lügde, peddling their wares from their backs, then from wagons, then from stores. It burned each Easter when Julia was a child; it burned in 1865, the year she married.

The wedding likely took place in Lügde. Julia was twenty-one years old, Abraham twenty-six. Her father, Levi, was a wealthy local merchant, and the wedding would have been a festive affair. There was no synagogue in town—none was permitted. Instead, Lügde’s Jews worshipped in a rented house with ten rows of seats left and right of a central aisle, and a ceiling decorated with a starry sky. Perhaps Julia and Abraham made their promises there, or perhaps in her father’s large half-timbered Fachwerk home in the south quarter of the village, under a pitched roof on a cold Monday evening in December. There would have been feasting and dancing well into the night, the men on one side, the women on the other. In the ketubah—the marriage contract—Abraham would have vowed to provide Julia with food, clothing, and children. In those respects, at least, he kept his promises.



[image: ]





Here is how Abraham looks in photos from his youth: clean-faced and compact, with a tightly trimmed beard, a light spray of freckles, deep-set eyes, and a stubby nose. He looks alert and attractive; there’s a potency to him. This is the man who took Julia away from Lügde.

Abraham must have known Julia before the marriage, because he had grown up in Lügde, too. His father, Moses, was a merchant there as well—though not, like Julia’s father, a particularly wealthy one. In a history of Lügde’s Jews sent to me by a historian from the area, I found the Schuster name scattered throughout the document; the family’s presence in the village dates back at least to the eighteenth century. But I could find no mention of Abraham’s father until 1868, when he served on the village’s Jewish council. It seemed the Staabs were relative newcomers to Lügde.

Nor did Abraham stay there long. Born in 1839, he departed in 1854 at the age of fifteen—Julia would have been ten, still a girl. He left in a great wave of migration that swept Germany in the middle of the nineteenth century. The emigrants were young men, mostly, running from the general woes of being a German at that moment in the country’s history—famine, conscription, political disillusionment—and the more specific insults that came with being a Jewish German at almost any time: laws and taxes and tolls and proscriptions, reminders at every turn that Jews didn’t and couldn’t belong.

There was no good reason to stay in Germany, so Abraham left. He would have traveled the Weser River down through the cities of Hameln and Bremen and north on to Bremerhaven, where the Weser emptied into the North Sea and the ships sailed to America. The young emigrants from Lügde went by steamboat if they could afford it. If they couldn’t, they drifted downstream for two weeks on floating trees strapped together and sold as wood for shipbuilding at the North Sea ports. From Bremerhaven, Abraham sailed to New York. There’s no record of his arrival or of how long he stayed there—according to Aunt Lizzie’s family history, he found a position at a merchant house in Norfolk, Virginia, where he stayed for two years, learning bookkeeping and the ancient art of buying low and selling higher. Then he joined his older brother Zadoc in Santa Fe.

They went to work for a cousin, Solomon Spiegelberg, who had come to Santa Fe in 1846 as a sutler, a civilian merchant selling supplies to the US Army, traveling with a column of a thousand poorly trained Missouri volunteers when they invaded Mexico and claimed Santa Fe for the United States. Spiegelberg stayed on afterward, bringing his brothers, five of them, as well as his cousins Abraham and Zadoc. The Staab brothers worked for the Spiegelbergs for two years, learning Spanish and traveling the length and breadth of the territory. In 1859, they opened their own dry goods store and began hauling supplies and capital from east to west over the Santa Fe Trail—brides, too, eventually.

This was Abraham’s story—and thus Julia’s. By the time he married, he was a rags-to-riches success, a man of business and the world, and his public doings provide one of the few windows through which we can peer into Julia’s life. The company he founded with his brother Zadoc, Z. Staab & Bro., was a prominent one in Santa Fe. Wherever I searched in newspapers of the territorial era, I found the house of Staab: multiple ads in each issue advertising new shipments from the “States,” lists of wares in full columns and colossal typefaces.

The Staabs sold “stuff,” anything a Southwest-bound settler could want or imagine. “Hats Boots & Shoes, Hardware, Groceries &c. &c., all of which will be found as well as sorted, carefully selected and compiled, at the lowest rates.” Fur, wool, corn, coffee, sugar, butter, lard, “Common whiskey,” “splendid whiskey,” beer (Schlitz, exclusively), pianos, razors, saddles. They sold castor oil, calico, “fine custom made clothing,” the latest ladies’ fashions—though the wagon train across the prairie took so long that the fashions might have changed several times before the clothes arrived—linen cambric, mohair, and garden seeds “at Eastern prices.” They sold it all, from first one, then two, then four large storefronts on the Santa Fe Plaza.

Within a few years, Z. Staab & Bro. was the largest wholesale company in the Southwest. The brothers booked hundreds of thousands of dollars—1860s dollars—of revenue each year. Their safes overflowed with silver; what wouldn’t fit in the safes they kept in empty ax crates in their office. They made loans, dispensed promissory notes, even issued their own currency.

When the Confederate army invaded Santa Fe in 1862, the Staabs and their Spiegelberg cousins sided with the Union. I could find no evidence that Abraham served in the Union army during the Civil War, though people sometimes called him “Colonel.” His campaign was commercial, keeping the Union forts stocked with grain and uniforms. A Confederate soldier who took part in the occupation of Santa Fe wrote of “smooth-faced Jews, that are our bitter enemies and will not open their stores or sell on confederate paper,” and suggested that “they ought to be run off from town themselves.” Perhaps the Jewish merchants sided with the North because of an antipathy to slavery—or perhaps they simply knew how to pick a winner.

The Confederates didn’t hold Santa Fe long. In late March 1862, they fought the Union troops to a bloody draw at Glorieta Pass, twenty miles southeast of Santa Fe. Technically, the Confederates won the battle. But while they were fighting, a battalion of Colorado soldiers happened upon the Confederates’ lightly guarded supply train. The Union soldiers looted and torched sixty Confederate wagons, blew up ammunition, spiked a cannon, and slaughtered or drove off five hundred horses and mules. Soon after, the Confederates, lacking ammunition, shelter, blankets, and food—and without smooth-faced Jews willing to supply them with more—straggled back to Texas.

After the Civil War’s last shot was fired, Abraham decided to become a US citizen. I found this information in the New Mexico state archives, which are hidden in an industrial cul-de-sac off Santa Fe’s busiest thoroughfare. I had driven down from Colorado, following a long stretch of highway that paralleled the route of Julia’s own voyage to New Mexico. It was an uncannily hot day. The birds and the flowers were confused, the crocuses lured out of the ground and returned to stalk, the tulips soon to follow. It was painful to go inside and install myself in the archives—a stale, windowless place, as many public archives are. But I hoped that those lightless shelves might shed some light on Abraham, who left Lügde an inconsequential teenager and returned triumphant to claim his bride.

I sat down in the collections room, put on the required pair of rubber gloves, and riffled through a box of folders dedicated to the Jewish “S” pioneers in New Mexico: Seligmans, Spiegelbergs, Staabs. The box was packed with material, but I could find only one disappointingly slim folder on the Staabs. It contained some ledgers detailing corn sales to the army, and an envelope addressed from Abraham to a son. The envelope had the words “Valuable Papers” scrawled in the lower left corner, and when I went to look inside it, the outer flap crumbled in my gloved hands. Carefully, I coaxed the two sides of the envelope open and pulled out a list of names and dates and numbers: “Militia Warrants,” it said. The list meant nothing to me. I would learn only later how these warrants had come to obsess Abraham, a dream of easy wealth that nearly destroyed him.

What charmed me at the time, however, was Abraham’s citizenship declaration, dated July 10, 1865—four months before his marriage to Julia, who waited in Lügde for her new life. Abraham hadn’t, if his meager folder in the archives was an indication, kept much by way of documents to memorialize himself. But he had kept this one piece of paper all his life. It was proof of how far he had come from Lügde, proof that he belonged, and he had tended the paper carefully. A hundred and fifty years later, the parchment was still only slightly off-white. His age, when he signed the declaration, was twenty-six: his “stature” was small—five foot two, the declaration stated—his forehead “low,” eyes gray, nose “straight,” mouth “small,” chin and face “round,” hair brown, complexion “fair.” His signature was deliberate, an almost childish script, with a big looping “S.” With that forceful, fastidious flourish, he secured his status as an American citizen, and promptly went back to Germany to look for a bride.

Was the marriage a family arrangement? A love match? A bald transaction? I imagine that he and Julia had known each other casually before he left Germany, when she was a child and he a teenager. I picture their families greeting each other in the cobbled street after services at Lügde’s rented shul, the children awkward in their Saturday finery. Or perhaps their fathers did business together, or the children met in the meadows alongside the Emmer on a windless day, tossing stones that shattered the still reflections of the riverside’s willows. Or maybe Abraham didn’t remember Julia at all, since she was five years younger and one of many sisters. Perhaps he had simply hired a marriage broker to assist him in his bridal interviews—his Brautschauen—and Julia had been the right age and possessed the right dowry. Or maybe she had played the piano for him and had learned a word or two of English, and this endeared her to him.

For the Schusters, Abraham was no doubt an easy sell: poor boy goes to New Mexico, makes a success of himself, promises a glorious American future. In whatever way Abraham arranged the marriage, he worked quickly, as I imagine he always did. The Civil War ended in April 1865; he became a citizen in July; he married Julia five months later. She folded away her high-necked dark wedding dress; packed her steamer trunks with stockings, jewelry, and bridal gifts; said good-bye to her parents, her sisters and brothers; said good-bye to everything and everyone she knew; and departed: Lügde to Bremen, Bremen to Liverpool, Liverpool to New York.
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They sailed on the RMS Scotia, a double-masted, double-smokestacked, red-hulled paddle steamer of the Cunard Line. It was a new ship, only four years old, the fastest on the Atlantic at the time—the journey took nine or ten days. This is the very ship (a fictional version of it, anyway) that Captain Nemo’s submarine strikes in Jules Verne’s 1870 book, Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, leaving a triangular perforation in the hull—but the ship, being so well built, survives the blow. It was considered the Cunard Line’s finest steamer. There was no steerage on the real RMS Scotia, only first class. Theodore Roosevelt and his family traveled on the Scotia to Europe for their first grand tour there, three years after Julia’s passage.

The cabins were located on the main deck, nine feet in height. Two bright and spacious plate glass and mahogany-paneled “saloons” provided dining space for three hundred passengers. Guests on Cunard’s luxury ships could expect everything one might order at a fine hotel: halibut, oranges, petit filets de boeuf à la parisienne, French beans, littleneck clams, ox tongue, boar’s head, galantine of game, mince pie, roast potatoes, neapolitan ice cream, champagne jelly. There was a bakery, a butcher, an icehouse. An onboard medical office was available to treat sick passengers. Above decks, a promenade extended from stem to stern. But Julia’s was a January passage, and she was new to the rough winter sea. She may not have needed the doctor’s attention, but she probably didn’t spend much time out of doors.

Of course, she must have gone above decks as the ship approached New York, to catch her first view of the American coastline: farms, forts, forests, telegraph pylons, homes, the lighthouses of Long Island, and finally New York Harbor and the spires of the city. Julia disembarked on January 12, 1866, and paused in the city to arrange her trousseau, buying clothes and furniture for her new home in New Mexico. Word of her arrival reached Santa Fe soon after. On January 20, this item appeared in the Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, with their name misspelled but unmistakable:

Married:—Our townsman, Mr. Abraham Stabb, who went to Europe last year, took unto himself a better half. . . . He went to the Father Land for the purpose of visiting his friends and relatives, but he did more than he expected, he lost his heart and found a help meet for life.

He has our best wishes for a full measure of happiness in his new estate.








Lynne

IN AUGUST 2012, I spent a night with my husband and children at La Posada. We didn’t stay in Julia’s room; I wasn’t yet ready for a night with the dead. We slept instead in a casita set well away from the house, a thick-walled adobe duplex with a stone patio. We saw no ghosts that night; we heard the groan of a water heater and the snores of our congested daughter—that was it. In the morning, we wandered through the reception area and past the entrance to the old house on the way to breakfast. The grand entry vestibule was dark against the brilliant morning sun, and the children ran quickly past it to the restaurant’s patio and the gardens beyond. My husband, Brent, and I ate breakfast while the kids played hide-and-seek among the coreopsis and sunrose, climbing a gnarled apricot tree that, a nearby sign informed us, Julia had planted a hundred and thirty years before.

After breakfast, the hotel’s marketing director joined me for a cup of coffee and offered to put me in touch with a writer named Lynne, who had developed an interest in Julia’s story while visiting the hotel on a junket for travel journalists. Lynne had done quite a bit of genealogical research on my family, the marketing director explained, and I was thrilled to hear that there was somebody else tracing Julia’s path.

When I returned home, I emailed Lynne. She sent me an article she had written about Santa Fe and the hotel, with a sidebar that mentioned Julia’s arrival on the “ship ‘Scotia’” in 1866. I hadn’t known until then which ship Julia had taken. How, I asked her, did she find this out?

Thus began my introduction to online genealogy—ships’ logs and passport applications and death records and third and fourth and seventh cousins, online family trees of unstable configuration and dubious accuracy, as gnarled as the apricot trunk on which my children had clambered. Lynne was a talented guide to this labyrinthine world. She located census records that placed Julia in New Mexico in 1870, 1880, and 1885 with a rotating cast of children and family: cousins, clerks, servants, a bachelor uncle. She traced the Staab family tree from Germany to the United States and located Zadoc’s descendants in New York; she even tracked Dutch relatives from the other side of my family back to their arrival in New York in the 1660s.

And Lynne also found the Scotia’s log, which included a handwritten list of passengers—Julia among them. “There she was,” Lynne wrote in her email, “married name and all.” The ship’s documents were all scanned and posted online; she told me I could see them myself. Which I did, and sure enough, there Julia was, her name scrawled in thick cursive. “Julia Staab,” age twenty-one, hailing from Prussia, the German kingdom into which Lügde had been absorbed in 1807. Listed right above her was a companion—not Abraham, as I’d expected, but rather an “Adolph Staab.” A name I had never heard. A brother? A cousin? “I find it interesting,” Lynne wrote, “that her husband left this duty to someone else.”

I needed to know who this Adolph was. I went back to my growing sheaf of records on the Staabs—the papers my aunt Betsy had given me and the documents I’d located later in the archives and on the Internet. I dug around in the pile until I found yet another family tree that covered Julia’s and Abraham’s descendants in the United States. This one was created by my great-aunt Lizzie, and at its top sat Julia and a man named Adolph—Julia’s husband, patriarch and progenitor of the rest of the family. Abraham’s official name was Adolph. Though many nineteenth-century German Jews still addressed each other with Hebrew names in their households, they gave their babies proper German names for use in the world—Karl, Heinrich, Maximilian, and also Adolph, before Hitler rendered the name permanently unfashionable. Thus, Adolph was Abraham’s German name. Abraham was his Jewish one.

Still, it was fitting that Julia’s husband had been given a name that was loaded, in hindsight, with such malignant associations. Julia’s ghost story had started as whispers in the halls of La Posada and the houses of Santa Fe, then migrated to the newspapers and from there to the ghost books and ghost tours and the Internet. And as Julia’s tale grew and morphed, Abraham’s ill repute did, too.

Abraham had, in the years after his death, been remembered as a leader and a builder. But now people thought him a far less upstanding man. He was a tyrant and a grasper, who treated Julia as a possession—“arm candy,” said one website devoted to the ghosts of Santa Fe. He imprisoned and murdered her, explained another, “so he could resume his powerful position and social standing in the community.” This was not the Abraham I had learned of as a child. This was an entirely different creature—the kind of predatory male that all modern women fear.

Lynne certainly believed Abraham to have been such a man. She and I hadn’t ever met face-to-face, but our emails grew more and more personal. I learned that she was divorced, not at all amicably, and that she had some bitterness toward her ex-husband. I learned that she lived in Arizona, suffered from neck pain, and had three blond granddaughters. I found her picture online as well—she looked trim and adventurous; in her sixties, probably, with sporty blond hair.

As we shared our histories and information, I came to understand that Lynne’s engagement with my family’s history was a passionate and visceral one. Through these dry genealogy websites—the census records and ships’ logs and family trees—she constructed a far fleshier life for the dead than I dared to imagine. I parsed dates and tidbits, turning them over and over like stones, hoping for a small glint of insight. But Lynne looked at the same stones and built castles—gothic constructions with plots and passions, demons and dungeons, moats and parapets and matrons in distress.

Lynne believed, she told me, “on a psychic level,” that Abraham was responsible for Julia’s decline. This speculation had “no foundation in any document,” she readily admitted. But this is what she concluded: Abraham had chained Julia in her room at the end of her life. He may also have chained her in the basement, because a hotel employee told Lynne that Julia had left “clawed marks in the walls.”

This was after Julia had become utterly undone—though Abraham was, Lynne believed, responsible for that earlier unraveling as well. Lynne thought that the “pivotal assault” on Julia’s sanity was the death of her child—that same dark baby whom Misha had found so disturbing. Abraham, Lynne told me, had arranged the child’s death.

Lynne had arrived at this belief after staying at La Posada the year before—in a casita on the grounds, as I had on my recent trip. In the dark hours of the night, she had had an encounter, and she left the hotel “feeling convinced,” she wrote in an email, that something terrible had happened to the baby. Not just its death—something worse.

Three men came to Julia, Lynne explained. They told Julia that
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