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Introduction


When I moved to the Blue Ridge Mountains of Appalachia a few years ago, I did not realize that I had chosen to live in one of the most haunted regions in the United States. I was too busy finding the grocery store and getting my new house painted to pay attention to apparitions.

My first inkling came when I joined the local pool club and learned that the lifeguards were being haunted by the ghost of a little boy who liked to play pranks on them in the pool house after hours. The pool house was a modernized colonial-era stable, and the little specter was believed to have perished there in the 1700s. Also appearing in this very modern setting was a phantom woman in colonial working garb. She was said to be the former nanny of the little boy. All summer long, there were happy splashes and shouts without the clubhouse, and ghostly giggles and slamming doors within.

Things just got spookier from there. With Appomattox courthouse and its ghostly soldiers a few miles down the road and Thomas Jefferson’s Poplar Forest—complete with the former president’s apparition still in residence—just around the corner, paranormal manifestations were taken for granted around here. The local Civil War graveyard was so haunted that many life-long residents refused to set foot in it, day or night.

I quickly discovered the Blue Ridge Parkway just a few miles from my home. A short drive along this famous byway brought me to an infamous gap where a ghost hound haunts the place where his owner was murdered. (“The Black Dog”) In the town below, the apparition of a mad witch is rumored to lurk in the woods, bringing death and destruction to all who encounter her.

Driving north to visit relatives, I often found myself in coal country, where musical miners return from the dead (“The Minstrel”), the sound of a clock ticking warns of impending doom (“The Death Watch”), and a Vampire Hermit lurks in the back woods.

When I headed south to visit friends, I passed Wise County, where a household was once bewitched by a neighbor seeking revenge, (“The Witch’s Shoulder”) as well as the Cumberland Gap, where colonial settlers were said to have sold their souls in exchange for special powers (“The Devil’s Book”).

A weekend trip to the Smoky Mountains of Tennessee found me hiking the same trails as the ancient stone giant called Spear-Finger and driving slowly along the road where a worker once encountered a Boojum in the vicinity of Chattanooga (“Boojum”). (Alas, Bigfoot was too busy to hitch a ride with me that day.)

And on a recent family vacation, my sister, nephew, and I visited a natural bridge where the spirit of a native chief lingered, watching over his land. Just another day in the life in Appalachia, apparently.

So, readers, take note: If you stop at an abandoned house anywhere in Appalachia, do not—I beg you—Wait Until Emmett Comes. You have been warned.

Happy Hauntings!

—Sandy Schlosser




Part One

Ghost Stories
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Hot Steel

Pittsburgh, PA

His lame leg prevented him from serving in the army when World War II broke out in Europe. That didn’t stop him from trying to help out in any way he could. For decades, his family had worked a farm just outside Pittsburgh. One day shortly after the United States joined the war, the farmer packed a satchel full of clothes and went to town to find a job in Jones and Laughlin Steel Corporation’s Number 2 Shop at the Southside steel mill complex. Pittsburgh had become the Arsenal of Democracy for World War II, producing steel not just for America, but also for its allies, and he wanted to be a part of the effort.

The farmer found it difficult to adjust to his new life. The pollution was terrible. Thick black smoke choked the skies, forcing people to drive their cars with headlights on at noon in order to see where they were going. Chemicals from the factories spewed into the river, where they mixed with untreated human waste. There were dead fish everywhere, and the farmer was appalled when he discovered that the river water was being pumped back into the city untreated as drinking water for homes and businesses.
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Hot Steel
Worst to his mind was the large number of people crammed into his community. The farmer was almost never alone: Mothers, fathers, children, single workers, old folks, and the young were everywhere he turned. They got on his nerves after the open spaces and sparse neighborhood in the farmlands of his home. He hated living in ill-housed, overworked, disorganized, and generally squalid Pittsburgh. Folks called it “Hell with the Lid Off,” and he heartily agreed with their sentiments. Still, he was doing his bit for the country, and that helped soothe his pride, which was regularly hurt by the limitations of his lame leg.

The farmer was put to work in the melt shop and soon learned to be very careful around the furnace and the ladles full of molten steel. The other workers often spoke about Joe Macarac, the ultimate steel hero of folklore whose exploits were akin to those of Paul Bunyan. According to the workers, Macarac not only drank hot steel for soup, he could also scoop it up in his bare hands and form it into horseshoes and cannonballs. Macarac once caught a falling ladle full of molten steel with his bare hands, easing it safely to the ground and saving the lives of his crew. This piece of folklore comforted the men, the farmer knew, since every worker feared what would happen if the chains holding the ladles full of molten steel ever broke while they passed overhead. Burning to death in molten steel might be a quick demise, but it would be agonizing.

This was the reason that the tale of the ghost in the steel mill, while complete fiction in the farmer’s opinion, was still heart-wrenching and horrible. Apparently, a man named Jim Grabowski tripped over a rigger hose back in 1922 and fell into a ladle of hot steel. His body was immediately liquefied; there was nothing left for his family to bury save for a small nugget of steel that was skimmed from the tainted ladle before its contents were dumped into a vacant lot. From that day onward, the workers said that Jim’s ghost clanked its way around 2 Shop at night, searching for his dead body. Some men claimed to have heard the ghost screaming in agony as he relived his final moments. The screams were shortly followed by the maniacal laughter of the ghost, whose mind had gone mad with the pain of his death.

The farmer was not afraid of the ghost. He thought the story was as much a tall tale as the exploits of Joe Macarac. When other men shied away from night work in the melt shop, he volunteered to take their shifts. He liked the extra money this earned him, and soon his reputation for fearlessness and his scorn for the ghost of Jim Grabowski were the talk of the mill.

There came an evening when the farmer found himself alone on the furnace floor. It was the slow time between shifts, and by rights he should already be on his way home. However, he had stayed behind for a moment to complete a small task, and he hummed contentedly to himself as he bent over his work. He gradually became aware of a muffled sound coming from somewhere to his left. He ignored it, since the mechanized processes all around him often made strange sounds.

The sound grew louder, and the farmer finally looked up from his labors to see a glowing white mist gathering in the air a few yards away from where he stood. The mist emitted a faint rapping noise, which slowly clarified into the steady thud of approaching footsteps.

The farmer gasped, goose bumps forming on his arms in spite of the heat from the furnace. He watched with unblinking eyes as the mist solidified into the glowing figure of a workman making his rounds. Suddenly, the man tripped and fell downward in slow motion toward a shimmering ladle full of steaming molten steel. The phantom workman’s body plunged into the hot liquid, and he tried in vain to grab the sides of the ladle and pull himself out, unwilling to believe that he was doomed. Then, his body liquefying and his face hideously twisted with pain, the ghostly workman screamed desperately for someone to save him as he sank downward into the red-hot ladle. With a final, hair-raising shriek, the apparition disappeared.

The farmer’s own scream of sheer terror was so loud that it cut through the voice of the phantom, echoing and reechoing through the furnace room. Dropping his tools as if he himself were burning up, the farmer raced for the exit as fast as his lame leg would take him, the gut-wrenching sound of maniacal laughter behind him.

He ran all the way home, packed his satchel, and set out at once for his home. The farmer stopped just long enough to inform his boss that he was quitting, then limped down the smoke-filled roads toward the outskirts of town, thumbing for a lift whenever he saw a pair of headlights pierce the smoggy dawn. He never looked back.

The farmer spent the rest of the war growing crops and providing food for those who labored in the steel mills. He always sent a representative into Pittsburgh with his produce rather than venture into that terrible, phantom-filled city again. Once was enough.
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Fifty Cents

Binghamton, NY

The young couple departed much later than they expected from their cousin’s house. They were still miles from home when dusk fell over the narrow, windy road they traveled. The horses were tired, the night was chilly, and there was no inn anywhere in sight. The husband clicked his tongue thoughtfully, a sure sign that he was getting worried. His young wife laid a hand on his arm and suggested that they seek out a house and ask for shelter for the night. Her husband considered this proposal for a moment, then smiled and acquiesced. As they traveled the long, bumpy road, they started watching for a house.

It was the husband who spied a light through the trees just when his wife had resigned herself to a cold night spent in a parked carriage. He turned their horse onto a narrow dirt road leading up a hill. A pleasant little house stood at the crest. The light was shining cheerfully from the windows, illuminating a pretty, well-kept yard.

Their carriage was spotted as they drove up the hill, and an old man and his wife met the couple at the door. The old folks were in nightclothes and had obviously been about to go to bed, but their welcome was warm. The elderly couple introduced themselves as Mr. and Mrs. Brown. The old wife took the young woman by the arm, tutting briskly over her cold hands.
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Fifty Cents
“You’ll catch your death out in this cold, damp air,” Mrs. Brown exclaimed. “Papa, throw some more wood on the fire.”

She whisked the young folks inside the cozy house and settled them into comfortable chairs close to the fireplace before the young husband could explain the reason for their unexpected visit.

As old man Brown built up the fire, the young man asked if they might rent a room for the night, since there was no inn nearby and they were still many miles from home.

“Rent? Don’t be ridiculous,” exclaimed Mrs. Brown. “You must be our guests!” She ignored the young couple’s protests and bustled out of the room to get them some hot food. Feeling overwhelmed by such kindness, the young man and his pretty wife supped on the good meat and cakes placed before them and chatted merrily with their host and his wife.

After the impromptu dinner, old man Brown and his wife escorted the weary couple to their room. As they parted for the night, the young husband once again volunteered to pay for their lodgings. Mrs. Brown stiffened and shook her head reproachfully at the young man, and her husband said: “Nay, lad, ’tis but a small service we offer you. Keep your money and buy something pretty for your young lady.”

The travelers woke early and tiptoed out of the cozy house. The young husband hesitated a moment, and then left a shiny fifty-cent coin in the center of the kitchen table where the old couple could not miss it. Then he hitched up their horse, and they went on their way. After several miles, they came to Binghamton. Spotting an inn, they went inside and purchased breakfast.

The innkeeper was a jolly fellow who came over to talk to them as they ate. When the husband mentioned the nice old couple who had given them lodging the previous night, the innkeeper turned pale.

“Where did you say that house was?” the innkeeper asked. The husband described the location in detail.

“You must be mistaken,” said the innkeeper. “I know that place. That house was destroyed three years ago in a fire that killed the entire Brown family.”

“I don’t believe it,” the husband said flatly. “Mr. and Mrs. Brown were alive and well last night.”

After debating the matter for a few minutes, the couple and the innkeeper drove their carriage back out of town toward the old Brown place. The ground was quickly covered in bright sunshine, and the wife soon recognized the place where they had turned off the main road the night before. To her surprise, the narrow lane was overgrown with weeds, and dead branches crackled under the carriage wheels as they turned into it. She glanced uneasily at her husband and saw that he was equally disturbed. The track had not looked this way when they left earlier that morning. The carriage climbed the hill to the crest, and as they entered the yard, they saw a burned-out shell of a house that had obviously not sheltered anyone for a long time.

“This cannot be right,” the wife exclaimed, climbing down out of the carriage and walking toward the blackened ruin.

“This is the Brown place,” the innkeeper said.

“This is not where we stayed last evening,” the husband insisted, slipping from the driver’s seat to join the innkeeper on the ground. “I must have mistaken the direction.”

And then the wife gave a terrified scream and swayed. Her husband leapt forward and caught her in his arms as she crumbled to the ground in a dead faint. Searching for the cause of her fright, the husband looked into the ruins and saw a burnt table with a shiny fifty-cent piece lying in the center, just where he had left it.




3


Marrying a Ghost

Cincinnati

My wife, who is a strong believer in spiritualism, was eager to read, one frosty morning in late September, that the famed spiritualistic medium Mrs. Fairchild would be coming to Cincinnati in October.

“You should invite her to supper,” I said at once, knowing that such an invitation would please my wife. Her face lit up and I got an excited kiss on the cheek before she went to her morning room to write to Mrs. Fairchild. Our supper invitation was eagerly accepted, and on the given evening, Mrs. Fairchild presented herself at our front door. The supper talk ranged far and wide, covering spirit guides and ectoplasm and apports, among other things. Then Mrs. Fairchild described an unusual case that would have its culmination right here in Cincinnati. Her story was as follows.

During her travels, Mrs. Fairchild was approached by a British expatriate from Birmingham who was residing in the United States. Mr. Charles Thorp was a wealthy bachelor who lost the sweetheart of his youth to illness before they could be married. After forty years, he was still faithful to her memory and sought to reconnect with her spirit via a medium. Mrs. Fairchild granted him a sitting and was able to materialize the spirit of the young woman, to the great joy of her former betrothed.
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Marrying a Ghost
From that day onward, Mr. Thorp followed Mrs. Fairchild from city to city. He paid handsomely for sittings in which he became reacquainted with his deceased beloved, courting her again via the medium. After a dozen sittings in a dozen cities, Mr. Thorp made an unusual request. He wanted to marry his deceased sweetheart. He had proposed during a séance and she had accepted his suit. He wanted Mrs. Fairchild to arrange the ceremony for them. Mrs. Fairchild was startled. This was a new situation for her and one that—should it succeed—would push forward the boundaries of spiritualism. Mrs. Fairchild was intrigued and consented to put her powers of mediumship to the test. She would gain much fame if it could be achieved.

“And so,” she concluded her story over the dessert course, “Mr. Thorp has come here to Cincinnati, where I will call forth the spirit of his beloved so they can be married in spirit and in truth, a state sadly denied them when they were young.”

My wife’s eyes were shining with excitement. “When will the wedding take place?” she asked.

“Tomorrow,” Mrs. Fairchild revealed. “Right here on Seventh Street.”

Seeing our interest, she invited us to be present for the ghostly ceremony, and we eagerly consented. It was the most singular social invitation we’d ever received.

“How romantic,” my wife sighed sentimentally after the famed Mrs. Fairchild had departed. “To think, Mr. Thorp will be united at last with his beloved.”

“Not much of a bargain,” I said gruffly, donning my nightshirt. “It’s pretty hard to cuddle a spirit.”

I slipped my arms around my spouse and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She giggled and kissed me back.

We arrived at the house at 8 p.m. on the night of the ghost wedding and found the parlor filled with flowers. Mr. Thorp had arrived in Cincinnati the evening prior and made all the arrangements for the ceremony. The guests were few, less than a dozen, but they were all prominent citizens of this city. The bridegroom arrived at 8:30 p.m. I liked him at once. Mr. Thorp was a stately man of medium build. He had intelligent eyes and a handsome gray beard that looked snow-white against his black wedding coat. He wore a single white flower in his buttonhole. Introductions were made and soon everyone was talking and laughing with the ease of old friends. Mr. Thorp might have lived among us for years, so well did the stately bachelor fit into our little gathering.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Fairchild and the servants were preparing the wedding chamber. The spirit cabinet was set up in one corner and all ceremonial preparations made while we mingled. Finally, the famous medium called us into the flower-strewn chamber. The pollen made me sneeze, and I buried my nose in a handkerchief while my wife found us seats near the medium’s cabinet. Mr. Thorp took the bridegroom’s place at the front and Mrs. Fairchild stood beside the spirit cabinet.

The room grew still and silent as the servants lowered the lights. We sat in heavy darkness, and my wife groped for my hand. I felt her trembling and squeezed her long fingers comfortingly, wondering what would happen. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could make out Mr. Thorp’s silhouetted figure, his gray-white beard showing lighter than the objects around him.

One silent minute stretched into two as we gazed at the black shape of the cabinet. I wondered if our bridegroom was doomed to a second disappointment. Then a rustling sound ran through the room, like the swish of a curtain being drawn. The cabinet door swung open of its own accord.

“She comes,” murmured Mrs. Fairchild.

A phosphorescent ball emerged through the cabinet door and floated toward Mr. Thorp, illuminating his handsome face and brightening his eyes. He looked ghostly himself in that strange light, and I shivered a bit, hoping this evening would have a happy ending. What if marrying a ghost meant you had to become a ghost yourself? The unsettling thought hadn’t occurred to me before. Nervously, I shook it away.

The light floated to Mr. Thorp’s right and a young woman in a white gown materialized at his side. She was as pale as death, but beautiful still. There was a smile on her white lips, which was echoed by the smile on the face of her (I hoped) still-living bridegroom.

The air in the room had dropped ten degrees as the bride manifested herself, and it continued to plummet as a second glowing figure appeared in the place where the holy priest usually stood. I was not expecting a spirit minister, and neither were the other guests, judging by the susurration of surprised murmurs that flowed through the observers. Mrs. Fairchild was the only one who did not appear disconcerted by this second ghostly presence.

To my surprise, the ministering spirit spoke the words of the ceremony aloud, starting with the traditional phrases used at my own wedding. Mr. Thorp said his vows in a strong voice, and the bride’s voice answered him, soft and sweet. My wife’s fingers tightened on my own, and she sighed with pleasure when the minister pronounced the couple husband and wife. The phantom minister raised his hands in benediction over the married pair. Mr. Thorp leaned forward to kiss his new wife. Then minister and bride slowly vanished away, leaving the room in darkness.

I swallowed, afraid I might cry and embarrass myself. How sad to make your beloved sweetheart your wife only to have her vanish before your eyes. I blew my nose on my handkerchief. Beside me, my wife was dabbing her eyes with her much daintier handkerchief.

There were many wet eyes among the watchers when the lights came up. But Mr. Thorp (still alive, thank goodness) looked as proud and happy as any other bridegroom. He wrung Mrs. Fairchild’s hand and accepted our congratulations with satisfaction.

I looked him in the eye when we shook hands and he saw the question in mine.

“I know it’s sad that we can’t be together here on earth,” he said to me. “But at least she’s mine now for all eternity, and she’ll be waiting for me at heaven’s gate. I can feel her presence, even if I can’t see her. I’m satisfied.”

I wasn’t. As we toasted the happy bridegroom and congratulated the skillful medium who made his happiness possible, I mulled over his words. I watched my wife, chatting with friends across the room. Would I be satisfied if she wasn’t there to greet me every morning? I didn’t think so.

The evening drew to a close. We thanked Mrs. Fairchild and our hosts, and I escorted my wife outside.

“What were you thinking about during the reception?” she asked, taking my hand as we strolled down Seventh Street. “You looked sad.”

“I was just wondering about Mr. Thorp’s future with his ghostly bride,” I replied.

“Probably not much of a future there,” she conceded. “Still, I am glad we attended the ceremony. It was the most remarkable spiritualist demonstration I’ve ever witnessed. I’m sure it was a true manifestation of both the bride and the minister. Mrs. Fairchild is obviously a very gifted medium . . . ” Her voice trailed off.

“But?” I prompted when she didn’t finish her thought.

“But I thought my heart would break when the bride vanished at the end of the ceremony,” my wife confessed.

“It certainly made me appreciate
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