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  Going Courting


  FAIRPLAY, COLORADO


  Being the only sheriff in a rough-and-tumble mining town like Fairplay keeps me on my toes, but every once in a while I need a break, just like any other man. In the last month I’d captured and hung a couple of low-down horse thieves, straightened out the town drunk, and even found a lost little girl who wandered away from her home. So I figured I deserved some time to myself. I was going courting, and the object of my affections was Sylvie, a lovely young girl living over in Leadville. She was the minister’s sister, and I was aiming to make her the sheriff’s wife just as soon as I passed muster with her brother, the preacher.


  I’d settled in Fairplay because I liked the name so much. As sheriff, it was my job to see that everyone got their fair play, so to speak. The town of Fairplay is located in the center of Colorado, at an elevation of 8,500 feet. It lies in a valley, surrounded on all sides by mountain ranges and supplied by water from the north, middle, and south forks of the South Platte River. About the time the first gold was discovered in Taryall Creek in 1859, you could still find huge herds of game and colonies of beaver, muskrat, otter, and bobcat right here in the valley. The town of Fairplay grew out of a small mining camp at the junction
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  GOING COURTING


  of Beaver Creek and the South Platte. The original inhabitants named the camp “Fair Play” because they aimed to offer the same in good measure to all comers. They were mighty angry at being locked out of the diggings in “Grab-all,” which was their name for Taryall and the other mining towns.


  I’m a lawman, not a miner, but I staked a claim in a lonesome gulch and did some panning on my days off. I even found myself some silver that I put away for a rainy day. I never mentioned my find to anyone. I don’t need much in the way of worldly goods, though when I marry Sylvie, that money will come in handy.


  A hearty greeting from my good friend Nathan broke into my thoughts. I stopped to answer him, and we chatted for a few moments before Nathan mounted his horse and rode away.


  Time was getting on. If I did not hurry, I would not have time to see Sylvie that evening. I rushed homeward through the bustling street, dodging a miner’s cart, waving to the fellows shopping at the mercantile, and tipping my hat to Mrs. Johnson as I hurried along. Just then, someone bumped into me. It was J. Dawson Hidgepath, one of the new miners in town. We teetered back and forth a bit and I steadied the tiny, round chap before he fell over completely. J. Dawson bobbed up and down on his toes and took off his hat.


  “My apologies, sheriff. This unfortunate accident was entirely my fault. I fear I was woolgathering and did not see you walking thither.” J. Dawson spoke with a hint of a Boston accent. His words were pompous but delivered with such an anxious smile that I forgave him. J. Dawson couldn’t help the way he talked. He’d been born into some la-dee-dah rich family back East and had been a less-than-successful banker before traveling to the western territories to make his fortune. I surveyed him. He was gussied up and clutching a rather battered bouquet of flowers. Apparently, I was not the only one going courting this evening.


  J. Dawson had two goals in life: to find a rich vein of gold he could stake out for himself and to find a bride. It seemed he hadn’t been too popular with the eastern ladies, and I could hardly blame them. J. Dawson was short, round, bald, and resembled a billiard ball when he slicked back the few remaining hairs on his head. So far, he hadn’t had any luck either with the gold or the western ladies. His smooth, eastern manners seemed rather sissy and irritating among the rough miners and rowdy residents of this wild western town. He’d courted the schoolteacher, the local farmers’ daughters, and even took to visiting Lou and a few of the other entertainers at the saloon in Alma. To no avail.


  J. Dawson looked ruefully at his handful of squashed flowers as he apologized to me. I grinned and said: “Who are you courting today, J. D.?”


  J. Dawson’s lips pursed in annoyance at my casual nickname. He hated to be called anything but J. Dawson. But I was one of the few citizens of Fairplay he liked, so he put up with my jokes.


  “I am paying a visit to Beth Ann Sawyer,” J. Dawson said, flushing a little. “She wanted to hear about the latest styles in Boston.”


  Beth Ann had come west with her father and kept house for him before becoming a schoolteacher in the next town. She was a pretty, flirtatious thing who showed no particular favor to any of her many beaus.


  “Have a good time,” I said, patting him on the shoulder before hurrying home to get slicked up for Sylvie.


  The minister was home that evening and was kind enough to stable my horse for me so I could spend a few moments alone with Sylvie before he joined us in the parlor. The talk became general, and I mentioned J. Dawson’s newest conquest. I’m afraid we laughed a little over his persistent courting of the local ladies.


  I was sorry later about that laughter, as harmless as it was. The next day, one of the miners came running into the jailhouse to tell me that they had found J. Dawson’s lifeless body at the bottom of a cliff. He had fallen several hundred feet off the mountain, where he was prospecting for gold. We buried him in Buckskin cemetery, and the minister said a nice service over his remains.


  I’m afraid that was the last I thought of J. Dawson Hidgepath, until two days later, when the sheriff in Alma called me out to their local saloon to view the remains of the same J. Dawson Hidgepath. J. Dawson’s body was lying in the bed of one Lou, a lady of the evening that he had courted a few months back. Lou was busy calming her hysterics down in the bar with whiskey, a process that seemed to have been taking place for over an hour. Although Lou was fairly well plastered when I interviewed her, her story was simple: She had been sleeping it off after a busy night among the miners when she awoke to find J. Dawson lying beside her, dead. Naturally, this had upset the girl a great deal. I thought it was a dirty trick played on Lou by one of her ex-suitors, and I asked if any of her callers held a grudge against her. But she swore on a stack of Bibles that none of her gentlemen would do such a thing. I didn’t believe her at the time, but there wasn’t any way I could prove she was lying. I took J. Dawson back to Fairplay with me and buried him again.


  A week later, Beth Ann’s father came storming into the jailhouse and dropped the corpse of J. Dawson at my feet. Mike Sawyer wanted to kill someone, but since the offender was already dead, he contented himself with yelling bloody murder at me, as the upholder of the law. It seemed Beth Ann, too, had awakened to find J. Dawson next to her in bed, and the poor girl had screamed herself hoarse and then fainted dead away. I promised her father I would find the culprit and have him horsewhipped. Sawyer went away, still in a rage, and I grimly set myself out to locate this trickster who was torturing J. Dawson’s lady friends.


  Naturally, no one knew anything. The miners, to a man, avowed their innocence, and the shopkeepers and businessmen who made their fortune off the miners claimed ignorance of the whole matter. They treated the matter as a joke, speculating privately on who was digging up poor old J. Dawson.


  Three days later, I was awakened by someone banging on my door. I drew on some pants and ran to open it. The local schoolteacher was standing on the doorstep, wringing her hands.


  “J. Dawson,” she gasped. “He . . . he . . .” She pointed toward the schoolhouse.


  I rushed down the road and stopped a few feet from the schoolhouse door. J. Dawson was propped against the doorpost, a piece of paper held in his hand. After being dead two weeks, he was not a pretty sight. I took the paper out of his hand and read it quickly. It was a love letter. Behind me, the schoolteacher stood looking at the ugly sight. I showed her the letter, and she readily told me that J. Dawson had courted her almost a year back.


  “I am afraid we didn’t suit,” she said primly. Looking at her, as pretty as a picture and as tough as nails underneath, I quite agreed. J. Dawson had never been enough of a man for her. I removed the corpse, had the body buried as deeply as possible, and piled heavy stones atop the grave. I renewed my efforts to find the culprit and kept watch over the graveyard a few nights, hoping to catch the prankster in the act. I guess I scared the man off, because things settled down, and J. Dawson remained in his grave for several weeks.


  Then came a spate of activity. J. Dawson was found sitting on the porch of the local advocate’s house, clutching flowers with a note addressed to the eldest daughter. Next, he was found sitting on his favorite barstool, with a box of sweets addressed to one of the pretty lady entertainers. He visited several prosperous businessmen’s daughters with love letters and bouquets of wildflowers. After spending nearly every night at the graveyard, I had to hire a couple of local boys to watch for me, since I was getting too tired to carry out my regular duties.


  One night I was roused from my bed by Jed, who had been on watch. The boy was babbling. “He came up out of the grave! I swear, sir! It was J. Dawson. He came out of the grave and started picking wildflowers. I ran right over.”


  “Don’t talk nonsense,” I said sharply, assuming the boy had fallen asleep and dreamed the whole thing. I grabbed his arm and marched him to the graveyard. The earth of J. Dawson’s grave was disturbed. I swore sharply. Jed and I started searching through the town, looking for J. Dawson and the man who had unearthed him again. He had visited just about every single woman in Fairplay. Where would he go next?


  Then I thought about Sylvie. J. Dawson had tried to court her shortly after he arrived in Fairplay. I had run him off, and he had apologized profusely, but everyone knew he had tried to court the sheriff’s girl.


  I saddled my horse and rode quickly toward Leadville. It was dawn by the time I neared the minister’s house. As I rode up to the low picket fence, I saw a figure trudging up the path toward the front porch. My horse reared slightly, frightened. I reined him in and sat staring in horror at the upright figure of J. Dawson Hidgepath as it climbed the porch steps, unaided by any human. My flesh crawled and my stomach heaved. J. Dawson held a posy of wildflowers in his decaying hand.


  Just then, Sylvie came out of the chicken coop with a basket full of eggs over her arm. She saw me by the gate and gave me a surprised wave. Then she registered the terror on my face and turned to look at the house. She saw J. Dawson raising his rotting hand to knock on the door. She gasped, dropped the basket of eggs, and swayed.


  I don’t remember jumping off my horse, but I must have, because I reached Sylvie in time to keep her from crashing to the ground. I shouted for help, and the minister came bolting out the front door and fell over J. Dawson. He gave a terrified yelp, swore—something I never heard him do before or since—and came running down to join me. Together, we carried Sylvie into the house through a side door.


  She awoke almost instantly, and we told the minister what we had seen. To his credit, he believed us immediately.


  “I have had enough of his shenanigans,” the minister said. “If he is going to behave like he belongs in a cesspool, then that is where he belongs!”


  He marched out the front door. Sylvie and I followed to see what he would do. The minister grabbed the moldering body of J. Dawson Hidgepath and dragged it down the road to an old outhouse that stood near an abandoned miner’s shanty just outside town. He ripped off the wooden seat and threw J. Dawson down into the muck inside.


  Together, we tore down the outhouse and buried the cesspool with J. Dawson inside. Sylvie insisted we erect a rough wooden cross over the grave. Then we went back to the house, and all three of us had a stiff drink. I am not sure if it was the drink or the act of burying the troublesome corpse of J. Dawson Hidgepath that broke down the barriers between us, but the minister was very friendly to me over breakfast. He was so friendly that I took my courage in hand and asked him right then and there if I could marry Sylvie. He said yes.


  After the minister’s cesspool treatment, the corpse of J. Dawson Hidgepath didn’t dare show its moldering face again. Sylvie and I were married by her brother in the church in Leadville and have lived very happily in Fairplay ever since.
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  Dead Man’s Canyon


  COLORADO SPRINGS, COLORADO


  I whistled cheerfully as I left the lawyer’s office with an official document in my hand that said I was the new owner of a ranch. I’d been working hard for the last several years as a cowboy, but I’d grown tired of wrangling cattle for someone else. I wanted to wrangle my own cattle, and I’d saved enough now to buy me a small herd to go on my new ranch.


  I hurried to the bank and put my copy of the deed in a safe-deposit box. Then I jumped on my horse and headed out of town. It was a bit late to start for Colorado Springs, but I was too excited to care. I meant to propose to my gal just as soon as I reached her house. We’d waited long enough, and I didn’t aim to wait a minute longer! My horse felt my excitement and started dancing around. I let him go for a few minutes to wear us both out a bit. Then we settled into the jog that we used out on the trail, one that we could keep up all day.


  As we headed east, the cool breeze off the mountain and the gentle murmuring of the creek calmed me down. I loved being outdoors. No desk job for me. No sir. Sitting inside four walls all day long would drive me mad inside a month. I heard a raven cawing overhead, saw him catch the breeze and soar
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  DEAD MAN’S CANYON


  up and up. Closer to earth, the smaller birds were chirping and twittering and flitting through the trees. My horse gave a funny sort of huff underneath me; his version of a happy sigh. I couldn’t blame him. I eased off, and we settled into a gentle walk, enjoying the late afternoon together.


  As the miles passed, my thoughts gradually shifted from rosy dreams of me and my gal living on the new ranch to a sharper awareness of the trail ahead. The sun was sinking fast behind Blue Mountain, and dusk was no time to be riding through Dead Man’s Canyon. Yet here I was, more fool me, doing just that. Of course I didn’t believe in ghosts. That was just foolishness. But you heard stories . . .


  It started with a murder about ten, fifteen years ago. A man named Harkins was found dead outside his cabin. He’d been killed with an ax, and that ax was still buried deep in his forehead when he was found. The murderers had stolen his white horse and robbed his homestead. They were later brought to justice, but this had done nothing to appease Harkins, at least that’s what the storytellers said.


  A few years back a traveler walking this path from Cañon City to Colorado Springs was confronted by a bearded man at dusk. At first glance the man looked like he was wearing a strange hat. Then the traveler realized that what looked like a hat was really an ax sticking obscenely out of his forehead. It was the ghost of Harkins, returned to the place where his homestead once stood. And he was angry! The phantom came straight for the traveler, arms outstretched to grab him. The traveler’s horse spooked and threw him into the creek, but that phantom kept coming.


  The traveler jumped up lickety-split and ran for it, screaming bloody murder. A couple of riders on the same trail came galloping up to see what was wrong and saw the ghost knock the poor traveler head over heels. The riders started shooting, thinking the ghost was a highwayman. Then they saw the ax in his forehead and panicked, their shots going every which way as they tried to get away from the ghost. In the melee, one of the horses was injured, one of the riders shot his own foot, and the ghost disappeared.


  When things had calmed down a mite, the poor traveler crawled out of the rocks where he’d landed when the ghost knocked him over and promptly fainted at the feet of his rescuers. He didn’t wake up till he was safe in the doctor’s house.


  Chills ran up my arms as I recalled this story. I shuddered slightly, my eyes scanning the cottonwoods by the stream, the pine and juniper trees on the ridge. There was nothing to be seen, not even a bird. We were alone on the trail, my horse and I. The creek babbled softly nearby, and my horse’s hoofbeats were loud in my ears as the sky changed from light blue to dark blue to deep indigo.


  It was getting real dark in the mountains’ shadow. It would be night soon. I wanted out of Dead Man’s Canyon before then. I urged my horse back into our working jog. Obediently he picked up his pace. Then he tossed his head and froze in place. Years of experience kept me in the saddle, but it was a close thing. I whipped out my gun and followed my horse’s gaze. Was it rustlers? Highwaymen? (A ghost, my treacherous inner thoughts whispered.)


  The wind whipped off the ridge, biting cold as it howled down from the snow line. My teeth began to chatter, but I kept my gun hand still, finger on the trigger.


  And then it came for me, a misty white figure whipping out from the bushes and traveling fast. It solidified before my eyes into the glowing figure of a bearded man with an ax sticking sickeningly from his forehead. Silvery blood gushed down from the wound. Light poured around us like some ghastly parody of sunrise. Beneath me my horse screamed, reared, bolted. I clung on with one hand and got off a couple of wild shots as my horse fled from the phantom.


  After a moment, the apparition disappeared, plunging us instantly into darkness. The ghastly light of the ghost had ruined my night vision, and I bent double along my horse’s neck, afraid a low-hanging branch might sweep me off. We were in the cottonwoods now, and then thundering across the creek. That’s when the ghost reappeared, materializing right in front of us in a blaze of blue light. He was laughing maniacally and waved his arms in my horse’s face. My horse screamed and shied. I nearly pitched off as my horse backed away on his hind legs, kicking out at the horrible phantom with his front feet. Then he whirled and raced back through the creek and up onto the path. The phantom followed us at a supernaturally fast pace, running first on one side, then the other. He was driving us like we drove cattle.


  I was gasping with terror, sweat pouring off me as I clung onto the reins for dear life. But somewhere in my hindbrain, a little piece of me was getting mad. How dare he treat us like cattle?


  The phantom swerved again, driving us to the left. And suddenly we were in a dead-end passage with no way out. My horse reared when he found his path blocked by sheer stone walls and whirled with a third scream of terror to face our tormenter. He was on his hind legs again, kicking out at the floating phantom with the obscenely gory ax in its forehead.


  “Right. I’ve had enough,” I said grimly to my horse. I fired my gun right into the ghost until I was out of bullets. Then I kneed my horse, bringing him down on all fours. We’d worked together for a lot of years, my horse and I, and I swear he could read my thoughts. “We’re going through,” I shouted, giving him an encouraging nudge. He hesitated for a fraction of a second, and then he obeyed. We rode straight at the ghost, and suddenly the phantom wasn’t laughing. Then we were riding right through his glowing figure. For a moment it felt as if my body and spirit were tangling up with his. Piercing cold shot through me like icy knives, making my lungs heave and strain. My skull felt as if it were tearing open under a massive blow. All I could see was blinding white light. All I could feel was pain.


  And then we were through, and my horse was galloping madly up the dark trail, heedless of the darkness, the trees, the rocky hillside. He leapt a boulder easily and kept going. I clung on in a daze. We seemed to have left the ghost behind us. There was no more blue light—just immense, terrible darkness and a throbbing pain in my head. Instinct kept me in the saddle, even though my body was shivering so bad my teeth rattled. Sweat was pouring down my face, into my eyes, blinding me. I fumbled my gun into the holster and wiped the sweat out of my eyes. My fingers came away dark. It was blood, not sweat. We came into an open stretch, and my horse, no longer pursued, slowed his frantic pace, sides heaving mightily. I touched my throbbing forehead and felt blood gushing from a wound up there. I swayed in the saddle and almost slipped off. But I caught myself and lay slowly down along my horse’s neck, clinging to his mane.


  “Take me to Judith, boy,” I gasped to him, hoping he’d read my mind like he had often done when we were wrangling a herd of stampeding cattle. And he did. I must have lost consciousness, because my next memory was of Judith’s voice exclaiming in alarm and her father’s hands pulling me off my horse and helping me into the house. They called the doc and he came and stitched my skull, teasing me for running into a tree. I didn’t correct him. I didn’t want him thinking I was mad or a drunk. I did tell Judith and her pa what happened though, once the doctor was gone. And before I went to bed that night, I took a good long look in the mirror. Sure enough, the gash on my forehead was in the exact place where the ax blow had killed Harkins.


  It was Judith who summed up the story for me in one emphatic sentence. “Honey,” she said to me as she bade me goodnight. “From now on, we’re taking the long way around.”


  You said it, darlin’.
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