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  Introduction




  When I was six years old, my grandparents took me on a driving vacation across the country from New Jersey to California. Looking back, I admire their fortitude in traveling day after day for six weeks with a very active child who was more interested in fast food and amusement parks than in the scenery. (I date my lifelong love affair with cheeseburgers to this trip, since my frantic grandmother always used cheeseburgers as a bribe to make me sit still.)




  This trip was my first introduction to the American Southwest, and I still have very vivid memories of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, the Petrified Forest in Arizona, and the Great Salt Lake in Utah. I particularly remember seeing the Miracle of the Gulls Monument in Salt Lake City and listening in wonder to the story associated with it. The Miracle of the Gulls was my first exposure to American folklore (defined in this case as the unwritten literature of a culture, since it is a true story that has long been part of the oral tradition of the Mormons). In 1848 the crops of the Mormon pioneers were threatened first by frost and then by a plague of crickets. The settlers despaired of saving their harvest, until flocks of California gulls flew in, ate the crickets, and saved the crops. It was a tale of hardship, a tale of faith, and a tale of miracles. Even as a six-year-old, it enchanted me.




  Too many years have passed since that childhood vacation, but I have never lost my fascination with the Southwest. So many people from so many cultures have settled in this land. Native Americans, Spanish missionaries, Texas plantation owners and their slaves, Gulf pirates, Mormons, forty-niners, cowboys, outlaws, soldiers, lawmen, townsfolk, ranch owners, businessmen, railroad employees, and even the writer Mark Twain have all called the Southwest home.




  The Southwest is the land of the Apache and the Alamo. Argonauts with the lust for gold in their hearts tramped through this country on their way to California and braved the Sierra Nevada mountains again a few years later when massive deposits of silver were found in the Comstock Lode. Mormon settlers came to the Southwest looking for a place to practice their beliefs in peace. Jean Lafitte, the Pirate of the Gulf, had his headquarters on Galveston Island. Cowboys shifted Texas longhorns northward on the Shawnee Trail.




  The folklore that comes from the Southwest is as diverse as the cultures that inhabit it. From the mundane to the sublime, the terrifying to the hysterical, all manner of tales have been told throughout this land.




  First and foremost, this is Pecos Bill country! You remember Pecos Bill, the toughest cowboy that ever lived? Pecos Bill was such a great cowboy that he could ride any living creature that ever breathed air. Once, when Bill’s durned fool horse got its neck broke, he just whipped the tarnation out of a cougar, saddled it up, and tore off across the hills like forked lightning, using a rattlesnake for a whip whenever he needed to calm that cougar down. Then there’s the time Bill was up Kansas way and decided to ride a tornado. Yep, he just grabbed that there tornado, pushed it to the ground, and jumped on its back. The tornado whipped and whirled and sidewinded and generally cussed its bad luck all the way down to Texas. Finally, the tornado decided it wasn’t getting this cowboy off its back nohow. So it headed west to California and rained itself out.




  In Spooky Southwest, Pecos Bill has a spooky encounter in Nevada when he visits the most haunted house in the West. Of course, Bill handles himself and the haunts in the same swashbuckling style that characterizes all his actions.




  The tall tales of Pecos Bill are just one aspect of Southwestern folklore. The stories told in this region range from mystical encounters with the Blue Lady to the antics of a walking eight-foot skeleton. According to many, the Bucca still live in the silver mines, dwarfs inhabit the Superstition Mountains, and a monster sometimes threatens the locals of Bear Lake. Even the Devil has been known to visit the Southwest on more than one occasion. And for those folks searching for gold, it just so happens that I have a map I can sell you that has the exact location of the Lost Dutchman mine. Really.




  I think what I like best about Southwestern folklore is its application to real life. I have found tales to answer sticky theological questions, such as “Should miners be allowed into heaven?” (The Ultimate Stakes) and “Is it wise to test your musical abilities against the Devil? (Rattler’s Ridge). Those folks searching for true love can find answers to questions such as “What is proper post-demise dating etiquette?” (Going Courting) and “How long should I wait to marry another after my fiancé has been scalped?” (The Death Waltz). For the practical-minded, Southwestern folklore answers questions like “Which animals make the best pets?” (The Black Cats’ Message) and “How dedicated should I be to my job?” (The Posthole Digger).




  A couple of years ago, I became an inadvertent Arizonan. I blame the Grand Canyon. I was happily settled in the Northeast, until I took a whitewater rafting trip through the most beautiful hole in the ground in the world. During that unforgettable week, the Southwest grabbed me by the heartstrings and tugged. In mind-numbing short order, I was living in Arizona, surrounded by saguaro, counting coyotes, hiking through pine forests on the Mogollon Rim, and moved to tears each day by the breathtaking loveliness around me.




  Home at last.




  —Sandy Schlosser




  
PART ONE Ghost Stories
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  The Ghost on the Tracks TIMPAS, COLORADO







  The train rumbled around Jake as he adjusted the throttle. The night shift was always the toughest, in his mind. A man was not meant to be working through the night hours. It was unnatural. His wife sure didn’t like it. They had argued about it just before Jake left the house to go to work. He frowned, thinking about it. He loved Miranda, but now and then she drove him crazy.




  He stretched a bit and yawned, trying to stay alert. The train had driven through Timpas a few minutes ago and was on its way to Thatcher. It was not a bad stretch of track, and there was no better train in the entire Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad. But the night run was very boring. The darkness obscured the scenery, except for a few trees and stones that appeared in the headlights.




  Jake was new to this run. It was quite a popular shift with the other engineers, which surprised him. Normally, the men avoided the shifts through the dead of night, preferring daylight or early evening hours. For some reason, the Timpas run was different.




  Jake was deep in thought. He was startled back to the present by a movement on the track ahead. He strained his eyes against the darkness to either side of the track. Then he gasped as the lights picked up the figure of a beautiful woman with long red-gold hair and wonderful blue eyes. She was standing near the tracks. Too near! He sounded his horn to warn her away. She would be killed! Why didn’t she run?




  As he reached for the brake, he realized that there was something odd about the way she appeared in the headlights. She was wispy somehow, almost translucent. Suddenly Jake realized that the lights of the speeding train were shining right through her. His hand froze on the brake. She was a ghost!




  The beautiful woman stepped into the center of the track, facing down the train. She was laughing. The train rushed right at the ghost, and Jake closed his eyes instinctively, not wanting to see the train hit her.




  When Jake opened his eyes seconds later, the beautiful ghost was in the engine cab next to him. The scent of roses filled the air. He stared at the ghostly vision, bewitched by her beauty. All thought of driving the train left him. All he could think of was the gorgeous ghost. She came toward him with an enticing smile. Then she wrapped ghostly arms about his neck and kissed him. He let go of the brake and tried to wrap his arms around her, but she disappeared as soon as he moved. He looked back outside, but all was darkness save for the lights on the engine. She was gone.




  Dazed and disappointed, Jake finished the run to Thatcher in a trance, almost forgetting to stop at the station.




  Jake decided not to tell anyone about the ghost, fearing for his job. But he was plagued by curiosity. Finally, he confided the story to a close friend who was a fellow engineer. To his surprise, his friend had heard about the ghost before. The ghost’s appearance on the train was by no means uncommon. She always appeared on that particular stretch of track after dark, beckoning to the men on the railroad crew with a bewitching smile. Sometimes, said his friend, she would come right onto the train. No one had been able to discover who the woman had been in life.
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  “Better not tell Miranda you’ve seen her,” his friend advised. Jake didn’t need to be told twice. Miranda was the jealous type.




  Jake didn’t know whether to be glad or sorry when he found out he had been permanently assigned to a different run. In the end, he decided that it was for the best. After all, sooner or later, Miranda was bound to hear about the beautiful ghost on the tracks. If he were still assigned to the run when she heard the story, she would make his life miserable.




  And if Miranda ever found out that the ghost had kissed him . . . Jake shook his head. He’d be deader than a doornail. Jake knew he was lucky to be off the hook. Still, he felt rather sad. That ghost was quite a kisser!




  2




  The Half-Clad Ghost WACO, TEXAS







  Tess Grant stood beside the grave long after the rest of the family had gone back down the hill. Ben, her eldest son, had urged her to leave with him, but she had shaken her head.




  “I need to be alone with your Paw,” she told him. He nodded and left her alone.




  The grave diggers were shuffling impatiently a few yards away, wanting to finish the job and get home. But Tess wasn’t ready to leave. She gazed down at the flower-strewn casket in the ground, thinking about the years she had spent with her husband. Henry’s eyes, she remembered, had popped right out of his head the first time he had seen her. It had taken him a few weeks to get up enough gumption to talk to her, because he thought a classy dame like her wouldn’t want to associate with a dirt-poor farmer. She recollected the gentle way he had taken her hand in front of the minister and the solemnity with which he had promised to love her for the rest of his life. And she would never forget the amazed look on Henry’s face the first time he had held baby Ben in his arms.




  Tess chuckled suddenly, recalling the many times Henry had dragged her away from her chores to inspect his latest invention. Henry considered himself another Ben Franklin. Unfortunately, none of his inventions ever worked. He had nearly blown them all to kingdom come more than once.




  Of course, life with Henry hadn’t always been a bed of roses. He had to have the last word, no matter if he were right or wrong on a matter. And he always insisted on wearing two pairs of underwear—he called them “drawers”—every day, even in the heat of summer. It made twice as much work washing up. Tess shook her head over that memory. She had fussed and fussed at Henry, to no avail. He still wore his two pairs of drawers every livelong day. At least she had gotten the last word about those blasted drawers of his. She’d had him buried in his best suit and one pair of drawers, like a normal Christian. She could take comfort from that.




  Tess sighed. She missed Henry terribly and probably always would. Behind her, she could hear the grave diggers muttering restlessly. It was time to go.




  “Good-bye, Henry,” Tess said. “I’ll be seein’ you soon in Glory.”




  She went down the hill, and Ben helped her into the carriage and drove her home.




  The house seemed empty without Henry popping in and out to get her opinion on his latest invention or to ask for her help in the barn. Of course Ben came over each morning and evening to take care of the chores, and his wife, Mamie, and the grandkids were always stopping by to see how Grandma was doing. But Tess still felt her loss keenly. Once, she took out Henry’s second-best pair of drawers, laughing and crying over them as she remembered how often they had argued over his wearing two pairs every day.




  That night, as Tess sat on her front porch, rocking and watching the sunset, she felt a sudden breeze chill her skin. She shivered and stood to go inside. Then she froze. Coming toward her across the front yard was a man who looked just like Henry. He had the same wide-set eyes, the same graying hair, the same way of walking. The man stopped, and Tess realized with a shudder that it was Henry. And she could see right through him!




  Tess gave a shriek of fright. Henry blinked in surprise, then faded away. Ben came hurrying out of the barn.




  “Mama, are you all right?” he called.




  Tess was still shaking with fear, but she managed a smile for poor, overworked Ben.




  “I just saw a huge spider,” Tess lied.




  Ben relaxed and chuckled. Tess’s fear of spiders was legendary.




  “Want me to kill it for you?” Ben asked.




  “I reckon I already killed it with all my shrieking,” said Tess. Ben laughed and went back to his chores.




  Tess went inside and drank a cup of tea to steady her nerves. Had she really seen Henry’s ghost? She decided that it had been a trick of the light.




  Tess was jumpy for the rest of the night, but nothing happened. Mamie teased her a bit about the “huge spider,” and her eldest grandson promised to squash it for her if the spider came back.




  In the bright sunlight of the next morning, Tess soon forgot all about the ghost. But as dusk fell, the icy breeze returned, touching her skin while she washed the supper dishes. Tess turned and saw Henry standing in the doorway, looking at her. She could see the kitchen garden right through him. Tess dropped the plate she was holding. Henry frowned and disappeared. Mamie came rushing in from the parlor, where she was making up the fire.




  “Mother Grant, are you all right?”




  “That blasted plate just dropped right out of my hand,” said Tess, reaching for the broom.




  “I’ll clean it up,” said Mamie.




  “No, child, I made the mess, and I aim to clean it up,” said Tess, shooing her away. She picked up the broken shards, swept the floor carefully, and finished the dishes.




  “Living with Henry was enough to drive anyone stark raving mad,” Tess muttered to herself as she dried the last dish, “and now he’s dead and buried and still driving me crazy! That was one of my best plates.”




  The next evening at dusk, Tess sat down on the porch with her knitting and waited for Henry to show up. Sure enough, she felt a cold breeze touch her skin, and a moment later Henry came walking toward her across the lawn and stopped at the foot of the steps. They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Henry frowned and disappeared.




  Tess had no idea why Henry kept coming back to haunt her. If she’d gone to Glory, she sure wouldn’t want to come back to earth. No sir! Tess wondered if Henry would stay put in Glory if she moved to another house.




  That night, Tess told Ben she was feeling a bit lonely in the big house. Would he mind if she spent the next few nights with them, just until she got used to being alone? Ben was so happy, he gave Tess a hug. He’d wanted to invite her to stay with them but had been afraid she wouldn’t want to leave her old home. Tess packed a bag and went home with Ben.




  After supper, while Mamie was tucking the kids into bed, Tess took a stroll around the backyard with Ben. As they stood beside the swing, talking about Henry, Tess felt a familiar cold breeze touch her skin. Beside her, Ben gave a shiver and said, “It’s getting chilly, Mama. We’d better go in . . .” Ben stopped, his mouth frozen open in shock. Tess knew even before she turned to look that Henry was coming across the yard toward them.




  “Paw,” gasped Ben.




  Tess shook her head as Henry’s ghost stopped in front of the swing. He stared at Tess, and she stared right back at him. Ben looked back and forth between both his parents, one dead and one alive. Tess could tell Ben wanted to speak but didn’t know what to say.




  Tess was beginning to find the situation annoying. If Henry was going to haunt her, at least he could tell her what he wanted. Tess put her hands on her hips and said, “What in the name of the good Lord do you want, Henry?”




  Henry cocked his head, considering her question just as he had often done in life. Tess began to tap her toe, a sure sign that she was getting ready to box Henry’s ears if he didn’t speak up. Henry flinched a bit and said, “Honey, gimme another pair of drawers, please. I feel naked up here in heaven, wearing only one pair.”




  “For mercy’s sake!” gasped Tess. “You came all the way back from heaven for another pair of drawers?”




  Henry grinned sheepishly and nodded.




  “Well, all right. Ben will put another pair on you tomorrow morning. Won’t you, Ben?” Tess turned to glare at her eldest son.




  Ben swallowed hard. He didn’t want to dig up his father’s grave, but he knew better than to argue with his mother when she spoke in that tone of voice.




  “Yes, Mama,” he said.




  “There! Does that suit you, Henry Grant?”




  “Thanks, honey,” Henry said, starting to fade away.




  “Henry Grant, you come back here this instant,” said Tess. Henry’s ghost solidified immediately. He too knew not to mess with Tess when she spoke in that tone of voice.




  “What you want, honey lamb?” Henry asked soothingly.




  “Are you done hauntin’ me?” Tess demanded.




  “Yes, ma’am. Now that I got me my second pair of drawers, I’ll be fit for company up in Glory. I’ll be waiting for you there,” said Henry.




  “Good. I’ll meet you there by and by,” said Tess.




  “You’ll like it there, Tess my girl!” Henry cried enthusiastically, becoming almost solid in his excitement. “I’ve got a great big laboratory and all kinds of chemicals and tubes and wire and things. I’ll be the greatest inventor in heaven, wait and see.”




  “Lord have mercy,” said Tess. “You’d best be getting started then.”




  “Yes, indeed!” Henry said. “See you later, honey lamb!”




  Henry disappeared, and Tess sat down on the swing.




  “Mama!” gasped Ben. “Was that really Paw?”




  “It was your father, all right,” said Tess grimly. “No one else would come all the way back from heaven for a second pair of drawers!”




  Ben helped Tess off the swing, and they walked back to the house.
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  “Now, don’t you forget to put that second pair of drawers on your father tomorrow,” Tess said to Ben as they entered the house. “Or he’ll be a-hauntin’ us ’til kingdom come.”




  “I will, Mama,” said Ben.




  Tess shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t know what the good Lord was thinking when he gave Henry that laboratory. Ben, my boy, I just hope the good Lord put Henry in the farthest corner of heaven, or there won’t be any pearly gates left by the time we get there!”




  3




  The Death Waltz FORT UNION NATIONAL MONUMENT, NEW MEXICO







  Johnny and me (my name is Jacob) grew up together on a ranch owned by his daddy. My pa was a cowboy turned ranch manager who handled the everyday duties of the ranch. Me and Johnny used to run wild when we were little. We loved to pretend that we were soldiers, and we always said we would join up as soon as we were old enough.




  Johnny’s daddy wasn’t too happy when his only child joined the military. My pa didn’t care what I did, as long as I was a credit to the family. My mam was so proud, she cried when she saw me in my uniform.




  Johnny’s money paved the way for him, and he soon achieved the rank of lieutenant. I didn’t advance as high as Johnny, since I had to work my way up through the ranks. But Pa always said I had a good head on my shoulders and I was a survivor. I saw quite a bit of action in the wastelands beyond Missouri, and I did my duty to the best of my abilities. It was a pretty rough life. You never knew which of your friends might be shot or when an Apache war party might surround you and you’d have to fight for your life.




  Then one day my captain promoted me to sergeant, and the next thing I knew I was stationed at Fort Union. Fort Union was a mighty fine place to be. It was the only place for miles around where there was any kind of social life. I saw some very pretty women the first day I arrived.




  It didn’t take me long to discover that Johnny was also stationed at Fort Union. Johnny came to the barracks as soon as he heard I had arrived, and we talked ’til sunset and beyond. Johnny was still the same eager boy he had been when he joined the military. My mam had worried that having too much money might make the military too easy for Johnny. She always said he would have a hard time growing up. I’d laughed over her words at the time, but I could see she was right. I felt a hundred years old next to Johnny, who’d not seen any heavy action. Johnny laughed at me and called me a grizzled old soldier. I laughed back and called him “sir.”




  As soon as Johnny mentioned Celia’s name, I knew he had it bad for her. To hear him talk, Celia was the most amazing woman who had ever walked God’s green earth. She was the sister-in-law of the captain, and all the young men on the base were infatuated with her. Celia was the prettiest of the eligible ladies that graced Fort Union society, and she was filled with a spirit of adventure.




  Johnny alternated between elation when Celia talked with him and despair when she flirted with another man. I watched their courtship from afar, finding it difficult to spend time with Johnny since he outranked me. The other men would think I was courting favor with the high-ranking officers if Johnny and I were too friendly. I don’t think Johnny really noticed the distance between us. He was too taken up with Celia.




  There was something about Celia that I didn’t like. I never mentioned it to Johnny, but I thought she was too much of a flirt. I wished Johnny had fallen for a nicer woman. I confided my thoughts to Marge, one of the other girls who attended the socials at Fort Union. Marge was rather plain and didn’t sparkle at the dances like Celia did. But she was real smart, and her eyes were beautiful when she smiled. Marge agreed with my assessment of Celia, but she didn’t reckon there was much we could do for Johnny. She thought that Celia might marry Johnny, since he was rich.




  One night at a dance, I asked Marge to marry me. She blushed as red as a rose and said yes. Well, sir, our engagement became the talk of the party. Celia didn’t like it one bit. She’d always supposed that she would be the first of her set to marry.




  Then the dance was interrupted by a messenger reporting an Apache raid, and Celia clung shamelessly to Johnny. She begged him not to go, even though he was the lieutenant put in charge of the mission. Well, sir, Johnny proposed to her right then and there, and Celia accepted, going as far as promising that she would wait for him, and that if he didn’t come back, she would never marry. It was a touching scene, and it completely eclipsed Marge’s and my engagement, not that we cared. I doubted Celia’s sincerity, but Johnny just ate it up.




  I was assigned to Johnny’s troop, so I had to leave too. Marge and I had a private good-bye. I told her real firm that if I didn’t come back, she was to marry a good man and be happy. Marge laughed rather tearfully and told me I’d just better come back.




  We started out the next morning and had a rough week tracking down and fighting the Apaches. Johnny split up the troop and gave me command of the second group. My group reached the rendezvous point with no casualties, but only half of the other group arrived, and Johnny was not among them. They’d been ambushed by the Apaches. I had to take command of the troop. We searched for survivors but never found Johnny’s body. As soon as I could, I ordered the men to turn for home.




  Celia made a terrible, heart-rending scene when she found out Johnny was missing. It turned my stomach. Marge made no scene when I came to her door, she just held me close for a long time. We were married a week later, in a small wedding at the minister’s house. I moved into married quarters and was as happy as I’d ever been, except when I thought of Johnny.




  The captain promoted me to lieutenant and said he was proud of the way I’d handled the troops. He let me take some leave to report Johnny’s death to his family in person. I took Marge with me and introduced her to Pa and Mam. They loved her right off, and so did Johnny’s folks. We told them Johnny had been engaged to a woman named Celia but didn’t tell them what she was like. Johnny’s mama cried and said she was glad he’d found someone to love him.




  About a month later, a rich, handsome lieutenant from the East arrived at Fort Union. Celia took a real shine to him. Johnny was apparently forgotten, along with her promise to him. It wasn’t long before Celia and the lieutenant were engaged and started planning a big wedding. Nothing but the very best would suit Celia, and her bridegroom had the money to indulge her. Everyone in Fort Union was invited to the wedding. I didn’t want to attend, but Marge said it would look strange if I didn’t.
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