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   Introduction

  The flickering flames made strange patterns of shadow and light on the eager faces surrounding the campfire. Two guitarists sat on the rough logs dragged into the clearing to use as benches; tuning up while groups of people clustered around the fire roasting marshmallows. Those adept at outdoor cookery brought their toasty marshmallows to a nearby table filled with graham crackers and chocolate bars to make S’mores. Those whose eagerness outpaced their culinary skills used creative means to extinguish their flaming food before it ignited the woods around them.

  I sat by the musicians with my feet near the crackling fire, rehearsing lines from the list of ghost stories I’d prepared for the Halloween outing. The teens from our youth group were already partially spooked by being out in the woods after dark. By the time I  finished telling spooky tales, they’d be clamoring for a police escort to walk them across the darkened ball field to the parking lot!

  Gradually the hubbub died as sated S’More eaters found seats in the flickering shadows and the music began. Campfire songs—old and new—filled the crisp air. I listened to the happy voices around me, saving my own for the storytelling, and sighed with contentment. There was no place in the world I’d rather be than right here right now, I thought, fingering the list of spooky stories I planned to share after the singing.

  The list of spooky stories that I composed for my Halloween outing that cool October night looked very similar to the Table of Contents in this collection of Spookiest Campfire Stories. Vengeful ghosts like Mary Whales and the Bell Ringer topped the rather ragged notebook paper clutched in my hands. Lurking dangers like the Wraith in the Creek and the Jack O’Lantern were right below; followed by tales of heart-catching suspense such as Initiation and Rubberoo.

  The cast of characters ranged from jilted lovers to vampires; witches to werewolves; murderers to monsters. One poor fellow had every single hair plucked from his body by his brother’s ghost. (Not a pretty sight.) And Bloody Mary also shows up in various forms. Two very different regional tales explain her origins (Bloody Mary and Mary Whales) while a third story gives a gentle nod to her influence in a modern tale of black magic. (Shattered)

  Last but not least, my list contained five of my favorite classic tales of horror. The Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow, the towering Red Death, a stalking vampire and the cannibal bridegroom from the Brother’s Grimm were all present and accounted for.

  The biggest question I had: Where should I begin?

  As the last notes of the last song died away, I folded the crumpled paper in my hand and stood up to face the wide-eyed youth group. I  exchanged a mischievous look with the adult leaders lurking in the background and started with the first story on my list.

  “There was something odd in the tone of the dispatcher’s voice when he called to tell me a person needed picking up at Bramlett Road,” I began, the firelight casting shadows across my face. The dark woods grew still and silent around us as I continued my tale. From the far side of the fire, someone whimpered softly and was promptly hushed by their neighbor.

  Oh honey, you ain’t heard nothing yet, I  thought with a tiny smile.

  Happy Hauntings!
Sandy (S. E.) Schlosser



   PART ONE

  Ghost Stories

  Retold By S. E. Schlosser




  1

  Dispatched

  There was something odd in the tone of the dispatcher’s voice when he called to tell me a person needed picking up at Bramlett Road late one summer night in 1947. I shuddered when I heard the name of the street, and I glanced inadvertently at my watch. Nearly midnight. I did not want to go anywhere near that area at midnight. But I drove a Yellow Cab, and it was my job to pick up a call when it came. I swallowed and started the car with sweaty palms, heading toward Bramlett Road and the slaughter yards.

  I’d been out of town when the incident happened. I  call it an incident, but it was murder, plain and not so simple. The dispatcher told me the story when I got home, and he’d looked a little green when he spoke about what happened. One of the fellows who drove a cab with our company—name of Brown—was robbed and stabbed to death in his cab. That was bad. I knew Brown slightly, and I’d liked him. His death saddened me, and it worried me too. You spend a lot of time alone in your cab, and when you’re not alone, it’s because you are driving strangers around town. In my experience, not all of those strangers were nice; a fact Brown could attest too, had he lived.

  Anyhow, the dispatcher said they caught the fellow that had done it. A man named Willie Earle was picked up by the police the very next day and put in jail. ’Course, his family stoutly denied that he’d had anything to do with the murder. Said Willie had come home the previous day on the bus and hadn’t used a cab at all. But there’s no smoke without fire, the dispatcher said. Willie’s family would say something like that, and the police around here were pretty good about finding the man who committed a crime.

  I thought the story would end there, but the dispatcher kept on talking, and my heart sank as I listened to the rest of it. Apparently a bunch of hotheads who drove cabs for our company gathered together in the office, passing around a bottle of whiskey and talking about “getting” the fellow who’d stabbed Brown. One of the men went out and borrowed a shotgun, and a few minutes later a procession of cabs drove to the old jailhouse where Willie Earle was kept. Once the jailer saw the mob and the guns, he let them into the jail, and the mob grabbed Earle and threw him in the back of one of the cabs. They drove over to the slaughter yards, where they roughed him up a bit in the backseat. Then one man pulled a knife, and they dragged Earle forcibly from the back—had to pry his fingers loose from the seat. The men started hitting him with their fists and the stock of the shotgun, and the knife-wielder waded in and really made a mess. According to the dispatcher, Earle shouted: “Lord, you’ve killed me!” Then one of the cab drivers called for the shotgun and put a bullet in his head. They reloaded and shot him twice more. When they were sure he was dead, the mob climbed back into their separate cabs and fanned out, each heading back to Greenville by a different route.

  The dispatcher started to give me the names of the men in the mob, but I made him shut up. I didn’t want to know. Oh, I could probably guess without much difficulty. I’d been working in the company for years, and I  knew the fellows pretty well by now. But it was better that I not know anything more than he’d told me, so I could deny any knowledge of the incident if I was questioned about it. Not that it did much good. Word got around soon enough, and thirty-one fellows were arrested for the crime. A few months later, they were all acquitted by a jury of their peers.

  I was still thinking about dead Willie Earle as I drove along Bramlett Road, searching the area for my passenger, who’d told the dispatcher he’d be waiting on the side of the road near the slaughter yards. I slowed down to a crawl, glancing this way and that in the bright glow of the headlights. No one was there. Finally, I parked the cab on the side of the road and got out to have a quick smoke while I waited for my passenger to show up.

  I stood in the darkness next to my car, the smoke from my cigarette helping to mask the stench from the slaughter yard. It was a cloudy night, and the wind ruffled my hair and swirled oddly in the tall grass at my feet. The only light came from the end of my cigarette as I smoked.

  All at once, the temperature around me plummeted. It felt as if I were standing outside in midwinter. My breath came out as a puff of white steam in the red glow from the end of my cigarette. I froze in place, suddenly terrified, my heart thumping heavily against my ribs. Was that a groan I  heard? Had my passenger been hurt?

  The moan came again, and then I heard a voice crying: “I swear, it wasn’t me. I don’t know who did it!” A man began to scream. The sound tore through me like a razor blade, scraping my nerves raw. I dropped my cigarette and fumbled with the car door as the air around me grew colder. Now I could hear the unmistakable thud of hammering fists. The darkness of the night was filled with swirling black silhouettes pounding on something . . . or someone. I  caught a glint of metal—tinged with the red glow from the dying cigarette lying on the ground—as my hands closed on the icy-cold door handle. Then I heard the sound of fabric ripping, and I heard a man scream again in agony. The scream muted into terrible words: “Lord, you’ve killed me!” Another voice shouted for a gun, and I heard one shot, followed swiftly by two more.
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 I wrenched the door open with shaking hands and threw myself inside the cab. It took me two tries to get the engine started, and then I squealed the tires as I spun the cab around. Something was standing in the middle of the road, blocking my path. It was a tall, battered figure that glowed just enough for me to see its lolling head, the blood-stained, dead features, the knife-torn clothes. It reached toward the cab with bloody hands. I screamed and swerved to avoid it. Then I floored the gas pedal and sped from the gruesome place as fast as the cab would take me.

  I slammed into the office a few moments later and told the dispatcher I was quitting. Then I grabbed my things and headed home. My missus had died a few years back and my kids were all grown and flown, so there was no need to stay here. I’d get a job in Columbia or maybe down in Charleston where my daughter lived. One thing was for sure: There was no way I was staying in this haunted town.
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  The Bell Ringer

  “Honestly, that boy could get away with murder!”

  His mother’s oft-repeated complaint rang through the thief’s mind as he drove his stiletto into the bell ringer’s back, piercing the man’s beating heart. The bell ringer slumped into the dirt of the deserted alleyway, blood pouring from the wound. The thief smiled grimly as he searched the man’s pockets for the keys to the bell tower. Getting away with murder was the easy part, he reckoned. It was retrieving the stolen money that was proving difficult. His fingers closed around the keys, lying deep inside the man’s waistcoat. At last! The thief hurried out of the alleyway, leaving the bell ringer behind in a congealing pool of blood.

  It was a pity it had come to this. The bell ringer was a nice sort. But he was in the way, and the thief couldn’t let a mere bell ringer stand between him and the small fortune he’d left in the bell tower of the church after the bank robbery.

  If only the sheriff and his men had not been hard on his tail after the theft! But the constabulary had been everywhere, and the thief was forced to stash his stolen money in the first place he could find. Which happened to be the local bell tower, where ringers were practicing the Sunday carillon. The thief had hidden in the base of the tower until the last bell ringer left, then carried the currency-filled cardboard box upstairs and stashed it on a back shelf underneath a coil of rope.

  The thief waited for three nights, until furor over the bank theft abated, before attempting to retrieve the stolen money. But when he visited the church, the door to the tower was locked. The thief swore several times. He didn’t dare pound on the church doors and demand entry, for what explanation could he give for wanting in at midnight? He had no tools to break down the massive portal and no skill at picking locks.

  Frustrated, the fuming thief hurried home. He had to get into the belfry tonight. He couldn’t afford to wait for next week’s bell practice. WANTED signs with his sketched likeness were posted all over town. His senses screamed at him to leave Atlanta, but the thief wasn’t going anywhere without that box of money.

  In the afternoon the thief visited the minister of the church, pretending interest in becoming a member. He spoke eloquently of his love for music in general and for church bells in particular. The obliging minister gave him the name of the director of the bell ringers, who would be delighted to have a new recruit.

  Once he had a name, the thief tracked down the man with little difficulty and waited in a back alley while the man had drinks at an inn on the outskirts of town. When the bell ringer stepped outside for a breath of fresh air, the waiting thief attacked.

  Leaving the dead bell ringer in the alleyway, the thief fled through the maze of streets toward the church. The bell tower loomed darkly against the night sky, silhouetted by the light of a waxing gibbous moon. He was almost to his destination when he saw a policeman sitting in a dilapidated old guardhouse that stood opposite the church. The thief swore and slid behind a tree to watch the man. No one had manned that guardhouse in years. Why now—tonight of all nights? The thief knew the answer. There was a bank robber loose in Atlanta. The sheriff had doubled the number of men on duty, and they grew more aggressive with each passing day.

  The thief lurked in the shadows, hoping the policeman would head out on his beat. He only needed one chance to slip into the bell tower and get the box of money. Then he’d be out of town on the next train heading west. He waited for an hour, both anxious and bored. He still had his knife. After killing the bell ringer, it didn’t seem such a stretch to kill the policeman as well to attain his goal. But the policeman was armed.

  Out of options, the thief crept down the street toward the guardhouse and crouched beneath the back window, feeling for the sash. The policeman sat eating a sandwich and idly watching the street. Suddenly the policeman stood up and hurried to the front window. He stared at the church, feeling for his gun. The thief froze in place and then crept to the side of the building to look at the church, wondering what had caught the policeman’s attention. At first glance the thief saw nothing in the street. Or did he? His heart started pounding when he spied a shadowy, cloaked figure in the moonlight. To his astonishment, the dark figure walked straight through the locked door of the bell tower and vanished. The thief rubbed his eyes. Strange.

  He looked through the side window of the guardhouse and saw the policeman holding his gun cocked, eyes fixed on the belfry of the church. Above him the tower bells began to hum. The thief’s gaze returned to the moon-silhouetted tower. Arms prickling with fear, he watched heavy dark bells swaying slightly against the silver light of the moon. A dark figure stood among the bells, running a skeletal finger around the massive rim of the bell closest to the window. Then the dark shape started ringing the bells with its hands, ignoring the pull ropes. The muffled, melancholy tune bit right through the thief crouched beside the guardhouse. With each note, the thief felt an agonizing pain strike through his back and into his beating heart with stiletto sharpness.

  The dark figure stepped to the edge of the tower, bells swaying behind it, and pointed a skeletal finger at the crouching thief. The thief gazed upward in horror as the hood fell back, revealing the face of the murdered bell ringer. The man’s eyes were two points of fire, his skin withered and blackened as if overwhelmed by a scorching fire that burned just beneath the surface.

  The thief felt the knife in his hand go white-hot, like a burning coal. The thief dropped the stiletto in panic and stared incredulously at the raw knife shape burned into his palm. Inside his pocket, the stolen keys grew red hot. He yelped in pain and saw them burning through the heavy cloth of his coat, wisps of smoke rising from the beleaguered garment. Then his whole torso was ablaze, and fire ran down from his coat toward his boots.

  The thief screamed, but the sound was as muffled as the ringing of the bells above. He rolled frantically in the dirt, crying out to the policeman to come save him. But his voice did not carry beyond his own ears, and the engulfing flames burned hotter and hotter, no matter how hard he rolled.

  The thief flung himself frantically down a side street, searching for water. There must be a stream nearby or a water butt. Something! Anything! The burning thief spied a water trough for horses behind a local inn and plunged into it, body ablaze. To his horror, the thief realized that the flames still burned brightly underneath the water. His hair and face were on fire. In crucifying agony, the thief heard his own skin sizzling, and the water in the trough began to boil.
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  Once again the thief heard his mother’s voice in his head: “Honestly, that boy could get away with murder!” And he knew it wasn’t true. Not then. Not now. Not ever again.

  It was over in less than a minute. The water trough had boiled dry, and a small pile of ash lay at the bottom of a scorched, man-size hole. Back at the church the bells pealed loudly in triumph. Then they stopped ringing as abruptly as they started, and the dark figure in the tower vanished.

  Inside the guardhouse, the policeman tore his eyes from the belfry and rubbed them with his free hand. Had he just seen what he thought he saw? How utterly bizarre.

  A month after the murder of their beloved bell chief, the new head bell ringer brought a plain cardboard box to the minister. “I found this on a shelf in the belfry,” he said. “It looks like someone made an anonymous donation to the church. Perhaps they want us to refurbish the bells?”

  The minister’s eyes widened in astonishment as he counted the cash inside the box. “How very generous!” he exclaimed. “I believe we have enough here to refurbish the lot, with some left over to buy a few more bells. Hallelujah!”

  “Amen,” said the head of the bell ringers.
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  Plucked

  When Miz Mortimer got married, her family threw and wouldn’t take her back after her man passed shortly after the war. Suddenly, she was all alone with two little boys to feed. The family was forced out of their home and ended up squatting in a remote old farm cabin, trying to scratch what living they could from the land.

  All that hardship turned Miz Mortimer into a bitter, selfish, greedy woman. And she raised her sons to be just like her. By the time they reached their teens, all the Mortimer boys cared about was money. Lots of it. And they weren’t too particular about how they got it. The boys built a still up in the holler and started running moonshine across the state line to earn a little cash. When they couldn’t sell shine, they went to the local school to cheat their school chums out of their money. The brothers would set up card games, bully the other boys into playing, and then fleece their classmates of every penny. When the schoolboys protested, the eldest Mortimer made a great show of cleaning his gun while the younger Mortimer started sharpening his knife with a flint. The schoolboys got the hint and took off quick, leaving their money behind.

  Drinking, hunting, quarreling, and swindling became a way of life for the Mortimer boys. So it shouldn’t have come as a surprise when Miz Mortimer got her finger shot off one day when she interfered in a quarrel between her two lads. They were having a shouting match over $4 that the younger Mortimer had borrowed from the elder and couldn’t pay back. The shouting got so loud that it gave the missus a headache. She marched out to the gate to give both her lads a licking. Unfortunately for her, that was the moment the elder Mortimer boy pulled out his gun. Unfortunately for him, the bullet meant to scare his brother into coughing up the cash not only took off his mama’s middle finger but also entered the forehead of his baby brother, killing him instantly. But the judge was real understanding about it. After all, the younger Mortimer brother had pulled a knife on his brother. So the killing was ruled as self-defense.

  “Served him right,” the elder Mortimer muttered defensively to his mama, standing at the graveside of his younger brother. “He shouldn’t a’ borrowed the money if’n he couldn’t pay it back.”

  What could the missus say to that? He was quoting the very words she’d used herself so many times, railing against the foolishness of her neighbors.

  The elder Mortimer didn’t want to admit that he missed his brother. Now there was no one to participate in his money-making schemes, no one to help with the still. Everyone in town was avoiding him, and the judge had told him straight out that if the elder Mortimer appeared in his courtroom again, he’d get twenty years in the slammer.

  The night after the burial, the elder Mortimer boy had a strange dream. In his dream his younger brother came to him, white-faced and dead, with a red bullet hole in his forehead. He floated bonelessly up to the bed where the elder Mortimer lay, reached down with icy-cold fingers, and yanked a single strand from his brother’s bushy red hair. It hurt like the dickens. The elder Mortimer let out a yell and woke himself up. His scalp was stinging where the ghost had touched it. When he rubbed it, a clump of hair fell out, plucked from his head by the roots.

  “Maaa!” the elder Mortimer wailed in panic, rubbing at the bald spot on his head.

  The missus came running, shocked to see her tough son wide-eyed as a frightened baby. She examined the small bald spot and firmly told him a mouse must have gotten into his bed and nibbled off his hair. The elder brother, shaking with cold, tried to believe her. But he couldn’t figure out how a mouse could pluck hairs out by the roots.

  The next night, almost as soon as he closed his eyes, the elder Mortimer boy saw his younger brother floating through the open window of the cabin. The dead boy’s face was a hollow mask under the grotesque red hole in his forehead. His cheeks had withered overnight, collapsing inward like the cheeks of an ancient man, and his blue eyes were wide open and staring sightlessly at nothing. The elder Mortimer lay paralyzed with fright as the corpse drifted nearer, stretching out its hand toward his head. Cold fingers ran through his scalp and then yanked hard.

  The elder Mortimer woke with a scream and sat up, huge chunks of hair scattering all over the bed and onto the floor—plucked out by the roots. The missus came running when she heard him, and she couldn’t explain away the huge bald patch covering the right half of her boy’s head, from his forehead all the way down to his neck.

  “I’m being hainted,” the elder boy wailed, wringing his hands like a tiny child. “Make it stop, Mama! Make it stop!”

  “I’ll get a preacher-man to come pray over the cabin,” the missus said. “That’ll frighten away any haints, don’t you worry.”
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  The elder Mortimer brother was comforted by this plan, but he still sat up the rest of the night feeding the fire to keep the cabin nice and bright. At dawn he went up to the holler and spent the day making moonshine while his mama called the preacher-man out to exorcise the haint. But he was tired out after his long, sleepless night. He lay down by the still to get some rest.

  And dreamed of his younger brother. The dead boy’s skin was rotting away from his face and hands, revealing bone underneath his eyes and allowing his sagging nose to collapse inward. The red bullet hole gaped in his forehead, and his dead head lolled against his shoulder. His white hands, bones poking through his fingertips, stretched out toward his brother’s hair and pulled . . .

  The elder Mortimer boy screamed himself awake, hair showering all around him, spilling over the boards of the still and across the dirt floor. He clutched at his head, which was plucked bald. With a long, wordless wail, he ran down the hill and burst into the cabin, where the preacher-man was standing with his holy book and a goblet of holy water. The boy fell to his knees in front of the preacher-man.

  “Make it stop! Make it stop!” he sobbed, his bald head pressed against the man’s shiny black shoes.

  Behind him, the door was caught by a huge blast of frigid air. The wind slammed the door so hard that it splintered and sagged on its hinges. Filling the doorway was a rotting corpse, maggots writhing in and out of its eye sockets, bones gaping through withered gray skin, head lolling against bare shoulder bones. Its forehead was dominated by a huge, bloodstained bullet hole. It staggered forward on bony legs, its withered hands reaching toward the elder Mortimer boy.

  The preacher screamed. The missus screamed.

  The skeleton’s fingers closed on the scraggly beard growing from the boy’s chin . . . and yanked.

  The elder Mortimer boy convulsed once against the preacher’s shiny black shoes. Then he rolled onto his back, mouth agape, eyes staring sightlessly up at the holy book and goblet still held in the minister’s hands. Every single hair had been plucked from his body—arms, legs, face, hands, and torso. Small red hairs were slowly raining down onto the dirt floor of the cabin, covering every surface and sprinkling the heads of the preacher-man and the missus. A few hairs landed in the holy goblet.

  The missus screamed and ran. She ran out of the house, out of the yard, out of the town, and kept running. She was never seen again. The preacher, made of sterner material, wiped the hair off his holy book, said a prayer over the plucked corpse of the elder Mortimer boy, and carried him back to the churchyard to be buried.

  After the deaths of the two Mortimer brothers, no one would go near the haunted cabin just outside town. In a few seasons it rotted away until only a few boards and a broken-down chimney were left to show where it once stood.

  As for the old still . . . Well, they say a feller out hunting whistle pigs a month after the Mortimer boy’s death stumbled across the old still and helped himself to a whole jug full of moonshine. When he awoke the next morning, he was completely bald. After that, no one went near the old still or the holler it sat in neither, just in case.
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  The Sausage Factory

  My wife and I were introduced to Herr Mueller shortly after we moved to New Orleans. We quickly discovered that our families both hailed from the Black Forest region of Germany. In fact, we knew many of the same places and even had a few friends in common back in the old country. Eager to become better acquainted, Herr Mueller invited us to dinner in his home, and we were quick to accept his offer.

  We met Mueller’s wife over a meal of bratwurst and sauerkraut. Frau Miller was a sour-faced, bitter woman who—though only thirty-five—was wrinkled and old before her time. During the course of our dinner conversation, we learned that the couple owned a small sausage factory and that Frau Mueller’s hard work had contributed not a little to their bottom-line income. Some people might think that Mueller was lucky to have such an industrious wife. Myself, I preferred my soft-spoken, pretty spouse and didn’t care a whit how much she contributed to our bottom line. But each to his own.

  A few months after we met the Muellers, the office in which I  was employed as a bookkeeper burned to the ground. Herr Mueller generously offered me a job working in the office at the sausage factory. During the course of my new employment, I was able to witness up close the relationship between Herr Mueller and his Frau. It did not impress me. Frau Mueller was sharp-tongued and as hard as nails. Not an easy woman to live with. Or to work for, as I quickly discovered.

  During my first month at the factory, Frau Mueller inspected my account books each night, down to the last penny. It was most disconcerting. She soon realized that I was an honest and ethical man who had no desire to cheat my employers. After the first month she left the bulk of the bookkeeping to me, merely inspecting the records once a week on payday. I took this as a high compliment from Frau Mueller. I could tell she liked me because she never complained of my work, and once she even gave me a compliment on my timeliness and the neat appearance of my office.

  Frau Mueller was not so pleasant with the rest of the staff, and her treatment of Herr Mueller made my skin crawl. Gott im Himmel (God in Heaven), the woman never ceased complaining about her husband. And yet he bore the worst of her tongue-lashings with a smile on his face, as if he were deaf to her words. I could never understand it.

  It was my wife who found out the truth. The greengrocer told my wife that Herr Mueller slipped out of his house each evening after Frau Mueller went to bed, to visit his plump girlfriend who lived a few doors down from the sausage factory. It was shocking behavior for a man who regularly went to church each Sunday. But it did explain how he could face his wife’s bitter complaining with a smile on his face. Herr Mueller was cuckolding her. Frau Mueller did all the hard work at the factory and her husband used the hard-earned profits to shower his girlfriend with treats and take her to dinner.

  Before I could decide what to do with this information, Herr Mueller came into the office to tell me his Frau had gone back East to visit her ailing mother. Mueller’s cheeks were flushed, and he spoke rapidly, as if the news about his wife excited him. He was so chipper and jittery that morning that it made me nervous. Something didn’t seem quite right to me. Perhaps he intended to divorce his wife while she was away? That would explain his nervous behavior. The negative press surrounding such a scandal would be dreadful, but Herr Mueller might think it worth the price of a lost reputation and customers to be rid of his Frau’s complaints.

  Mueller generously passed out bags of sausages to all his workers at the end of the day shift, something he would never have done if Frau Mueller were present. I took my heavy bag home and handed it to my lovely wife with a kiss. Dinner was already cooked, so she put the sausages in the cooler for another day. Over our meal, I told her about Frau Mueller’s ailing mother and about Herr Mueller’s strange behavior. “You may be right about the divorce,” she said as she went to fetch a pot of coffee and dessert. “Poor Frau Mueller.”

  Throughout the following week, several of the factory workers dropped by my office to complain about Mueller’s free sausages. “It was a terrible batch,” the floor manager said one morning during his break. “No wonder Herr Mueller was giving them away. Did you eat any?”

  “Not yet. To be honest, we put them in the cooler and forgot about them. My wife said she’d fry them up this evening for dinner,” I replied.

  “Tell her not to bother,” the floor manager said. “The ones we ate had bits of bone in them and my daughter found blue threads in her sausage!”

  My hand froze over the ledger, and I slowly set down my pen. The floor manager’s daughter had found blue cloth in the sausages? That wasn’t possible. Unless . . .

  My body started trembling as suspicion blossomed in my mind. Frau Mueller wore a blue outfit to work every day. It was her favorite color. Oh, surely not. Surely Herr Mueller would never harm his own wife. It was a ridiculous notion. My thoughts were churning so hard that I barely heard the floor manager bid me a good morning as he returned to his duties.

  I had a hard time acting normal when Herr Mueller popped into the office to discuss a few business particulars and assign me some extra duties. It was three days since his wife had left for the East Coast, and he was still acting jittery. His color was unnaturally high; his hands trembled when he gestured; and his voice was a touch too loud. Gott im Himmel, he was acting guilty. As if . . .

  The extra work kept me busy until late that evening. There was almost no one left on the floor but Herr Mueller and myself when I finally finished my tasks. I was preparing to leave when I heard a “Thump! Thump! Thump!” sound coming from the main boiler vat. Alarmed by the noise, I rushed out onto the floor.

  Herr Mueller was standing in the center of the room staring fixedly at the boiler, face snow-white and his body shaking. I followed his gaze and saw a greenish light approaching from the far side of the vat. The next moment, the glowing translucent figure of Frau Mueller appeared before us. Her head was crushed to a pulp and lolled obscenely against her left shoulder. Her body was misshapen and bloody. She looked as if she had been ground to pieces and then stuffed into a human-size sausage skin. One of her eyes had popped out of its socket, and the other rolled back into her crushed skull. Her mouth was lopsided; one side leered upward while the other twisted down. Her teeth were sharp splinters that cut grotesquely through the flesh of her lips. “Mueller,” she moaned. “Come with me, Mueller.”

 [image: chpt_fig_004]

  I doubled over and vomited on the floor as the apparition stretched forth skinless, broken hands and grabbed the lapels of Mueller’s coat. With surprising strength for such a misshapen corpse, Frau Mueller dragged her husband toward the sausage grinder. Mueller screamed in terror and beat at the phantom with both fists until she released him. Then he rushed out of the back door into the alleyway, still screaming. When Herr Mueller vanished, so did his dead spouse.

  I wiped my mouth with a trembling hand and staggered out the front door, wanting to get away from Mueller and his ghost wife as fast as my legs would carry me. I was going to have to call the police, but what could I say to them? I couldn’t tell them that I’d seen the ghost of Frau Mueller haunting the sausage factory. They’d lock me up!

  I tottered home on legs that would barely hold me, wondering what to tell my wife. How could I ask her to believe in a ghost when I barely believed in it myself? When I reached the house, I found a police sergeant in the kitchen with my wife, who was having hysterics. The room stank of vomit, grease, and fried sausages. As soon as she saw me, my wife flung herself weeping into my arms.

  “What is going on?” I asked the sergeant, who was scraping the remains of my wife’s dinner into a bag.

  “I cooked up those sausages you brought home from the factory,” my wife sobbed into my shoulder. “The first sausage tasted fine, but I  almost cracked a tooth on something hard inside the second sausage. There was a wedding ring buried inside the sausage,” my wife gasped. “I recognized it at once. It belonged to Frau Mueller. The police think Herr Mueller murdered her by pushing her into the sausage grinder. And I just ate one of those sausages!”

  She tried to vomit again, but there was nothing left in her stomach. I held her during the dry heaves and then cradled her gently against my chest. I knew exactly how she felt.

  “We’ve sent some men around to arrest Herr Mueller,” the sergeant told me. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but you will probably have to testify in court.”

  My wife nodded weakly, clutching me tighter.

  “I’ve got her statement right here,” the sergeant told me. “You look after your missus, now. She’s had a bad day, but she did her duty like a trooper. Credit where it’s due.” He nodded politely to us both and exited with his bag full of evidence.

  We learned later that the police found Herr Mueller in the alley behind the factory, rolled into a ball and screaming like a maniac. He said he’d seen his wife’s ghost rise out of the meat grinder. “She’s trying to pull me inside the grinder, too. She wants to make me into sausage,” he sobbed. “But I won’t go.” He ended up in an asylum for the mentally insane.

  A wealthy man purchased the factory after Mueller was committed, and tried to continue the profitable sausage business. But the ghost of Frau Mueller made so many gruesome appearances on the factory floor that the owner couldn’t keep any worker longer than a week, and he was forced to close the shop forever.

  As for me, I quit my job at the factory and found another position in a banking firm. And my wife and I  never ate sausages again.


  5

  Forty-Nine Beaus

  He was a fledgling reporter, just learning the trade, so naturally his editor never gave him the good assignments. But he was a handsome boy, with a charming manner and flashing smile that made girls dizzy, so he was frequently sent to cover the “human interest” angle. Ladies loved to talk with him, and even the gents unbent before his witty tongue.

  Today’s assignment was a piece of cake, the reporter reflected as he strolled toward his destination. The last scion of one of the original families was turning ninety-five, and she had graciously given the newspaper permission to conduct a personal interview. She was the daughter of one of the dons who came to the colony in 1770, shortly after France gave control of Louisiana to Spain to pay a war debt.

  The reporter was composing interview questions when he rounded a corner and got his first look at the don’s mansion. He stopped and stared, appalled by the dilapidated mess of grandeur fallen on hard times. Someone should pull the eyesore down, he thought, staring at the sagging roof, the rusting ironwork, the weed-stricken yard.

  The reporter had to tussle with the ironwork gate. It reluctantly opened with a banshee’s screech that raised every hair on his body. He shuddered past moldering piles of junk and clawing weeds and climbed unsupported up the rickety steps, afraid to touch the splintered rail for fear of catching a disease from the slime.

  It took a long time for anyone to answer his knock. Finally the warped portal creaked open and a bent old servant peered cautiously out into the daylight. The servant looked the reporter over from one angle then shifted about a foot to the left and looked him over again. Then the wrinkled eyes peered blurrily over the reporter’s broad shoulders. Finally the man whispered: “It looks like the coast is clear. You won’t bring in any ghosts, will you, young Master?”

  Ghosts, the reporter thought disbelievingly.

  “No, sir, I won’t bring in any ghosts,” he told the old servant, tempted to pat the man reassuringly on the shoulder of his wilting, dusty uniform. The old servant tottered backward, swinging the door wide, and the reporter stepped into the gloom of glory long gone. The once-magnificent wallpaper and tiling was now coated with mildew and cobwebs. The servant’s footprints could be seen in the dust on the floor. He’d evidently come from a room in the back, probably the kitchen, given the smell of cabbage and boiled meat wafting down the passage. The servant must be fixing the old lady’s lunch.

  The air in the house was frigid, unbelievably so, given that it was midsummer. The reporter shivered and wondered how they kept the house so cool as he followed the old man up a groaning flight of stairs. Surely they didn’t have money to buy ice, given the decrepit state of the house and grounds. A chill breeze swirled around the reporter as he climbed. He shuddered, wishing he’d brought his winter coat.

  The reporter sneezed three times as he entered a tawdry boudoir, his nostrils twitching at the smell of decay and dust and ancient perfume. The room looked as if it belonged in the red-light district, with its cheap decorations and lewd air of seduction. His eyes swept right past the heap of rags in the burgundy armchair, searching for the grand lady he’d come to interview. Then the servant announced his name, and the rags stirred. The reporter turned his gaze disbelievingly on the old woman who opened filmy dark eyes to look at him. The rags were actually a faded quinceañera dress covered in dust. The sparkle on her thinning scalp was a tarnished tiara, and the baubles in her ears and around her neck were probably priceless family jewels, though neglect had faded their elegance. There was a ring on every finger of her withered old hands, with string tied around the bands to keep them on her bony digits.

  The old woman had no teeth and there was no beauty in her sucked-in cheeks and wrinkled skin. But a spark kindled in the old eyes, and the reporter saw that the bones of her face and body were slim and elegant. Hard to believe that this tiny woman that looked ready to fall apart was once a beauty, but the signs were there if you looked carefully.

  The senorita cackled with delight when she laid eyes on the handsome young man. “Come in, come in, senor. Welcome to Casa Rosa. You are an appetizing specimen, I  declare. I  think I should have you for dinner tonight.” She erupted with laughter, almost choking on her wit. Then just as swiftly, her mood shifted and she screamed at her servant to leave them alone and prepare for the grand supper that she was giving that night for all her beaus. “Including this new one you’ve brought me,” she concluded, simpering at the reporter.

  He masked his revulsion and took the chair the senorita offered, hiding behind his notebook until his face was back under his control. The room was stuffy and suffocatingly hot, as if all the summer warmth had been channeled into this one tawdry boudoir, leaving the rest of this sinister house cold and restless and unhappy. The reporter shook away the thought. He was not given to fanciful notions, but this place . . . and this ancient woman . . . disturbed him. Something about the old woman’s eyes made him want to run from the room. But he had a job to do, and so he started asking questions of the withered creature in the burgundy armchair. When was she born? What was it like in the days under the Spanish rule? How had New Orleans changed since then?

  It was uphill work. The senorita wanted to talk about her father the don, who was once an important man with
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  Artist Paul G. Hoffman trained in painting and printmaking. His first extensive illustration work on assignment was in Egypt, drawing ancient wall reliefs for the University of Chicago. His work graces books of many genres—including children’s titles, textbooks, short story collections, natural history volumes, and numerous cookbooks. For Spookiest Campfire Stories, he employed scratchboard technique and an active imagination.
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