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  Introduction




  I walked along the marsh path in the predawn light, my SLR camera heavy around my neck and the smell of the sea washing over me. It was a warm January morning and I was up betimes, hoping to locate one of the “Island Treasures” hidden each day by Jekyll Island Authority volunteers. The island treasure hunt took place throughout the month of January, and the hidden “treasures” were collectable glass floats, replicas of the floats used by fishermen in the early 1900s. I’d read about the floats in the island newspaper over dinner last night and was eager to put my detecting skills to work.




  As I neared the beach, I saw a distorted figure looming against the dawn. My pulse gave a little jump of fear, and then I realized I was looking at a dead tree, worn to smoothness by wind and waves. I must have stumbled inadvertently upon the famous Driftwood Beach! I’d heard it was on the north end of the island, but who knew it was right next door to my condo?




  Glass floats forgotten, I hauled up my SLR and started shooting photos of the driftwood silhouetted against the rising sun. A fishing boat riding through the sun-licked waves amid a cloud of seagulls completed the lovely picture. I sighed in sheer delight and took a seat on a fallen giant, leaning my head against the silvery wood.
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  When the sun was well and truly up and gulls and grackles had taken possession of the beach, I tore myself away and headed back to the condo. If found my sister and five-year-old nephew awake and raring to go, so I hustled them into the car and drove north to St. Simon’s Island, our spooky destination for the day. We were booked on a historical tour and then planned to climb the lighthouse, which we had seen when we wandered the north beach earlier this week. What we hadn’t planned was a close encounter with the dead lighthouse keeper (“The Lighthouse”). I really shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, the three of us descended from a Pennsylvania Dutch Powwow Doctor. Supernatural encounters are to be expected.




  My tour of spooky Georgia began in Atlanta, where a musical ghost once stalked a murderer (“Bell Ringer”) and Civil War physicians still haunt the suburbs (“The Operation”). The ghost of a Civil War soldier helped bring his killer to justice in the town of Cuthbert, and a Revolutionary Patriot led a homeless old lady to his buried treasure in Chatsworth.




  Ghosts aren’t the only supernatural residents in Georgia. A werewolf once plagued Talbot County (“Isabella”), and a railroad engineer encountered Bigfoot in Lawrenceville (“On the Tracks”). Then there was the nineteenth-century doctor who saw a UFO on his way home from a difficult birth (“Silver”), not to mention Abram’s close encounter with the devil (“The Devil Is Going to Get You”).




  The culmination of my Spooky Georgia research trip came on my last night in Savannah, when a very active ghost paid a dramatic visit to my hotel suite (“Shave and a Haircut”). Scared the dickens out of my sister and me. My nephew slept through the whole thing!




  Georgia is a mysterious and lovely state. When I close my eyes, I can still see the sun rising over Driftwood Beach and feel the warm breeze caressing my hair. And I can still hear the voices of my friends, young and old, eager and frightened, relating the supernatural stories that are as much a part of their Georgia heritage as the land and sea.




  I hope you enjoy their stories as much as I do.




  —Sandy Schlosser








  PART ONE




  Ghost Stories
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  Burnt Church




  LAKELAND




  She was sophisticated, poised, and cultured. In retrospect, this should have made them suspicious. A teacher like her should be presiding over a girl’s school in London or New York, not seeking a position in a small town in Georgia. But at the time they were too delighted by her application to ask any questions.




  “It will be good for our daughter to learn some culture,” the attorney’s wife told the pastor’s wife.




  “And our boy may find some table manners at last,” the pastor’s wife responded with a smile.




  School was called into session in the local church shortly after the arrival of the teacher. And soon the children were bringing glowing reports home. “Teacher” was special. Teacher taught them manners and diction as well as reading, writing, and arithmetic. All the children loved Teacher.




  The parents were delighted by the progress their children were making at school. Teacher had been a real find. A godsend, said the preacher’s wife.




  But not everyone in town was so satisfied. The local ne’er-do-well, called Smith, had more sinister stories to tell.






  “That woman ain’t natural,” he told the blacksmith, waving a bottle of whisky for emphasis. “I seen her out in the woods after dark, dancing around a campfire and chanting in a strange language.”




  “Nonsense,” the blacksmith retorted, calmly hammering a headed iron bar on his anvil.




  “They say she’s got an altar in her room, and it ain’t an altar to the Almighty,” Smith insisted, leaning forward and blowing his boozy breath into the blacksmith’s face.




  “You’re drunk,” said the blacksmith, lifting the hot iron to bar the man from coming any closer. “Go home and sleep it off.”




  Smith left the smithy, but he continued to talk wild about the teacher in the weeks that followed. During those weeks a change gradually came over the schoolchildren. The typical high jinks and pranks that all children played lessened. Their laughter died away. And when they did misbehave, it was on a much more ominous scale than before. Items began to disappear from houses and farms—valuable items like jewelry, farm tools, and money. When children talked back to their parents, there was a hard edge to their voices, and they did not apologize for their rudeness, even when punished.




  “And my daughter lied to me the other day,” the attorney’s wife said to the pastor’s wife in distress. “I saw her punch her younger brother and steal an apple from him, and she denied it to my face. She practically called me a liar!”




  “The games the children play back in the woods frighten me,” the pastor’s wife confessed. “They chant in a strange language, and they move in such a strange manner. Almost like a ritual dance.”




  “Could it be something they are learning at school?” asked the attorney’s wife.
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  “Surely not! Teacher is such a sweet, sophisticated lady,” said the pastor’s wife.




  But they exchanged uneasy glances.




  Smith, on the other hand, was sure. “That teacher is turning the young’uns to the devil, that’s what she’s doing,” he proclaimed up and down the streets of the town.




  “Don’t be ridiculous,” the preacher told him when they passed in front of the mercantile.




  “I ain’t ridiculous. You are blind,” Smith told him. “That teacher ought to be burned at the stake.”




  The pastor, pale with wrath, ordered Smith out of his sight. But the ne’er-do-well’s words rang in his mind and would not be pushed away. And the children continued to behave oddly. Almost like they were possessed. He would, the preacher decided reluctantly, have to look into it someday soon.




  That day came sooner than he thought. The very next Monday his little boy came down with a cold, and his mother kept him home from school. When the pastor returned from his duties for a late lunch, his wife came running up to him as soon as he entered the door. She was pale with fright.




  “I heard him chanting something over and over again in his bedroom,” she gasped. “So I crept to the door to listen. He was saying the Lord’s Prayer backwards!”




  The pastor gasped and clutched his Bible to his chest, as goose bumps erupted over his body. This was positively satanic. And there was nowhere the boy could have learned such a thing in this town, unless he learned it . . . at school.




  At that moment the attorney’s wife came bursting in the door behind him.




  “Quick, Pastor, quick,” she cried. “Smith is running through town with a torch, talking about burning down the school. The children are still in class!”




  The pastor raced out of the house with the two women at his heels. They and the other townsfolk who followed them were met by a huge cloud of smoke coming from the direction of the church, where the schoolchildren had their lessons. The building was already ablaze as frantic parents beat at the flames with wet sacks or threw buckets of water from the pump into the inferno. Smith could be heard cackling unrepentantly from the far side of the building, which was full of the screams of the trapped students and their teacher.




  The fire blazed with a supernatural kind of force, and the pastor thought he heard the sound of the teacher laughing from within the building when it became apparent that no one could be saved.




  The church burned for several hours, and when the flames were finally extinguished, there was virtually nothing left. Mourning parents tried to find something of their children to bury, and Smith wisely disappeared from town, his mission against the works of Satan completed.




  The teacher’s burnt body was buried deep in the ground and covered with a brick tomb. The children’s smaller bodies were interred beneath wooden crosses. Of all the students in the school that fall, only the pastor’s small son survived.




  To this day voices can be heard in the graveyard of Burnt Church, chanting unintelligible words, as the school children and the teacher once chanted in the woods outside town. Sometimes apparitions are seen, and dark walkers roam the graveyard at night. And they say that a brick taken from the grave of the evil teacher can set fire to objects on which it is placed.
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  Lightning Brigade




  CHICKAMAUGA BATTLEFIELD




  I don’t do ghosts. Never believed in any of that rot. Which makes the story I am going to relate very difficult to explain.




  I was staying with friends in Fort Oglethorpe for a week. Tim was a buddy of mine who’d been in the same platoon in Iraq. We’d mustered out about the same time but kept in touch. He invited me down to his place to celebrate Thanksgiving with the family, and naturally I was interested in visiting Chickamauga Battlefield, having studied it when I was in the military.




  I was out of bed before dawn and out for a jog not much later. Tim suggested taking a route through the battlefield park, and I couldn’t think of a better way to see Chickamauga.




  It was one of those misty mornings you sometimes get before a gorgeous day. I could tell there was bright sunshine coming behind the fog, but when I started out, it was hard to see anything but billows of white mist. I didn’t see many cars about so early, and when I turned onto Lafayette Road, I was the only one there.




  My skin prickled as I entered the park. I thought it must be excitement. I’d always wanted to visit Chickamauga Battlefield—scene of the second-bloodiest battle in the Civil War. The battle was lost by the Union because of misinformation and a coincidence—something that could happen to anyone.




  The mist was still thick as I jogged past the visitor center with its big guns out front, remembering all I’d learned about the battle. A second shiver ran through me at the sight of the canons. I could almost hear the huge boom of those guns, and the mist around me could have been smoke.




  Following the tour signs, I swung a left onto Alexander’s Bridge Road and then took a right on Battleline Road. Monuments rose out of the mist, honoring the fallen and the valiant battalions that fought on both sides. The mist was thicker under the trees, and the solemn stone eyes of the soldiers carved in stone made the back of my neck itch. I was jogging the battle line, and I could almost sense the two forces massed against each other on either side of me.




  The battle started late because the Confederate General Bragg’s orders went astray. The Confederates attacked the northern flank of the Union Army in midmorning, and things didn’t look so good for the Southern forces. Then, in one of those unforgettable moments in military history, Union Brigadier General Rosecrans received a missive claiming that a gap had formed in the Union line. Not taking time to verify the report, Rosecrans scrambled to fill it...




  I rounded a bend and saw the Georgia monument looming out of the mist. There was an open field here, and the mist was burning off rapidly. The air seemed lighter somehow as I came to the intersection with Lafayette Road. I turned right and almost immediately saw the replica of the Brotherton cabin. I felt another shiver run right down my spine. The Brotherton cabin—and the gap. . . .




  In an attempt to fill the mythical gap in the Union line, Rosecrans created a real one—with disastrous consequences. In one of those crazy coincidences that litter history, right at the moment that the Union general pulled his men out of the line to fill a nonexistent gap, Confederate troops came sweeping out of the woods and rushed to attack the Union line. I could almost see them rising from the mist and barreling past me as I jogged past the Brotherton cabin. The Confederates were probably mystified when the expected enemy firing did not commence, and they rushed unhindered through the gap. I shuddered at such a tactical error on the part of the Union forces. The Confederate attack broke the Union divisions, creating complete chaos.




  A short way down the road, I veered for a moment into Viniard’s Field as the mist around me Lightened with the rising sun. This was the scene of the bloodiest action in the battle. Fighting went back and forth across Lafayette Road, and the record claimed that a person could walk across the field on the bodies of the slain without setting foot on the ground. I swallowed hard. I’d lost a few comrades in Iraq, and something about this mist-shrouded field with its canon and monuments to the fallen brought it all back. I turned abruptly and headed back to the road, my mind alive with memories.




  The fog was white and patchy as I swung a right onto Glenn-Viniard Road. I was now heading toward a short tower at the top of a small hill—the monument honoring the Wilder Brigade. Trees closed around me again for a moment, and the mist thickened as I drove away painful thoughts of my personal past with historical remembrances about this part of the battlefield.




  The only Union troops left intact when the Confederates swarmed through the gap were members of the Lightning Brigade under Col. John T. Wilder. The Lightning Brigade—so named because they rode their horses as swiftly as they could into the battlefield and then dismounted to fight as infantrymen—were armed with brand-new seven-shot Spencer repeating rifles, purchased with their own money. The brigade occupied a hill at the southern end of the battlefield and kept the Confederates at bay long enough to cover the chaotic retreat of the routed Union soldiers.




  On impulse, I turned into the parking area below the tower on the hill and jogged through the lot to a path that led to the monument at the summit. The mist had gone white again and thinned under the heat of the early-morning sun as I jogged out of the parking lot onto the path.




  And found myself in the middle of a huge cloud of smoke, gunpowder stinging my eyes as a thunderclap of canon fire deafened me. I gasped, coughing and sputtering, and stopped in my tracks. What in the name of all that was holy?




  As the smoke cleared I saw a boy in Union blue loading a Spencer rifle with seven shots. He aimed at something behind me and fired repeatedly. I heard gunfire behind me, and I hit the ground, bullets whizzing all around me. My eyes stayed on the boy. Surely he wasn’t old enough to be a soldier, I thought, dazed. I became aware of men in blue all around us, shooting and reloading. I rolled over, sat up, and stared across a sea of gray down below, surging determinedly toward this summit. Bodies were strewn everywhere. Almost beside me lay a gray-clad figure with half his face blown away. One of his eyeballs hung by a thread. My stomach roiled at the sight.
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  I lurched to my feet and pushed my way through the rapidly firing soldiers. None of them saw me. My foot kicked a half-filled canteen fallen from the hand of a dead soldier. It bounced away. The canon fired again, sending smoke everywhere. Instinctively I headed for the summit of the hill and found myself looking up at a soldier on horseback. His was a face out of the history books—Col. John T. Wilder, looking grim, haggard, and too thin. The troops didn’t have enough food, I recalled. Our eyes met.




  Then a beam of sunlight shot down from overhead, piercing the smoke from the canon fire, which was not smoke at all but mist. And the sounds of battle were replaced by the early-morning twitter of birds.




  My shoulder was aching from where I’d hit the ground, and I had plant debris and dirt clinging to my jogging pants. I stared around me, shocked by the return of normalcy after such an encounter. My heart pounded madly, and every nerve in my body twanged. What just happened? Without conscious thought, I found myself fleeing the hilltop at speed, my mind a roaring white blankness. Around me, the mist burned away as full daylight brought the world awake. I loped past a herd of deer in Dyer Field, barely registering their presence, and didn’t take the planned loop up to Snodgrass Hill where General Thomas, the “Rock of Chickamauga,” held off Confederate attacks all day while Union forces retreated back to Chattanooga.




  I was vaguely surprised at how fast I was going, considering how far I’d already jogged that morning. But adrenaline can do that to a person. I only slowed when my legs started shaking with fatigue. I dropped to a walk as I reached the end of the loop and turned onto Lafayette Road again. It was considerably busier now. Blessedly so. I needed a strong dose of reality after those shocking moments on the hill. I picked up a jog again, wondering if I should tell my buddy about the ghostly encounter. Nah, I decided as I entered the driveway. Why bother? Tim didn’t believe in ghosts.
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  The Headache




  RICHMOND COUNTY




  It was one the slaves who found my grown son lying dead on his bed and his former nurse, lila, who came into my dressing room to tell me the news. Lila was wringing her hands and weeping, so I knew something was wrong. My son, Paul, who oversaw the running of the plantation, had not appeared at the usual time to give out the daily work assignments. The man sent to check on him found him lying lifeless in his chamber.




  I gasped, pulled on a robe, and rushed to see for myself. Paul lay unmoving on the bed. I could tell at once he wasn’t breathing, and when I touched his body, it was cold. I sent one of the servants for the doctor, though I knew he could not help us. Then I sat numbly in the chair beside the bed, staring at my son’s handsome face, so still in death, and thinking about all the sacrifices he had made for his family over the years.




  My husband died while Paul was still attending university, and I had no one to tend the plantation except for my husband’s overseer, whom I did not like. Rand folsom bullied the slaves and was surly with me. My husband could manage him—just—but he ignored my orders whenever he thought he could get away with it. So my son left his dearly loved university to take over the running of the plantation.




  It was the perfect solution, and my son made the sacrifice gladly. The slaves loved Paul. They had watched him grow up, ride his first horse, tell his first joke. When Paul, on his first day home, reprimanded the overseer for his cruel methods right in front of the slaves, their loyalty was assured.




  My son and Rand folsom argued daily. Paul and I had discussed dismissing the overseer over dinner a few nights before his death. It would be a hassle, training a new overseer to our ways, but in the long run it would work out much better for all of us. But now . . .




  I reached over and took my son’s cold hand in mine. I couldn’t think about the future right now. It was too much for me to cope with.




  The doctor could not account for Paul’s sudden death. Paul must have had a heart attack or a stroke, he told me sadly, shaking his head. He found it strange that Paul had shown no symptoms of either before dying so precipitously.




  The arrival of the doctor triggered the tears that I had held in abeyance all morning. I collapsed into my daughter’s arms and was taken to my room to lie down while the servants and the doctor did what they must for my poor dead son.




  But the work must go on. While I lay in my room, ill from grief, Rand folsom took over the work of the plantation. I came down briefly for the funeral and then retreated again to my misery. Even in my aerie, I heard that the overseer had resumed his cruel bullying. The slaves were miserable once more, as they often had been before Paul came home from university. I would have to do something about the situation—as soon as my strength returned, I decided.
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  The thought brought me out of my grief enough to rise the next morning and make my way downstairs. I had barely sat down to breakfast when lily, Paul’s old nurse, came to see me.




  “Miz mckellam, something is wrong,” she said, wringing her hands. “I don’t like to trouble you, but you got to know about this. I was praying in the church yesterday, kneeling before the altar, and I saw mr. Paul sitting on the steps before me, holding his head in his hands like he had a terrible headache. Something is wrong ’bout his death, and he won’t rest in peace until it is righted.”




  I went pale and swayed in my chair. She’d seen Paul’s ghost? that seemed impossible. I shook my head to clear it and said, “I understand you are upset about mr. Paul’s death, lily, but I don’t want you to spread stories like that.” our eyes met for a heartbeat, and I knew she was telling me the truth. I didn’t know what to do about it.




  “Yes ma’am,” she said.




  I thought the matter had been dropped, but that evening big Jim, my son’s personal servant, came to see me.




  “Miz mckellam, I saw Paul today,” big Jim said without preamble. “He was pacing back and forth under the big water oak and holding his head in his hands like it hurt him something terrible. He looked straight at me, and his face was crumpled in pain.”
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