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Introduction





 I swung my overnight bag out of the trunk of the car, already relaxing as I breathed in the salty air of the quiet waterfront fishing village of Solomons Island, where the Patuxent River meets the Chesapeake Bay. The garden beside the Victorian guesthouse where I’d booked a room for the night was nicely shaded, and on the far side of the road I could see water sparkling in the golden light of a summer’s afternoon. After noisy, crowded Washington, D.C. (where I’d spent the last few hours marching around the National Mall with my family, arguing amiably with my sister, and making sure that my nieces and nephews didn’t fall, run into someone, get lost, or drown themselves in an ornamental pool), this was sheer heaven!




 I unpacked as fast as I could, eager to explore, and quickly made my way out to the street. I slowed down immediately upon exiting the guesthouse, for such a lovely afternoon in such a place surely shouldn’t be rushed. I admired the sailboats in the marina as I meandered down the sidewalk, prior to eyeing a very large, completely out-of-place tiki bar that was already starting to bustle with activity. It was obviously a haunt of the locals, though I was taken aback to find it on a Chesapeake Bay island rather than a tropical one in the Caribbean.




 I was aiming for the boardwalk, where I could hear a live band playing. Feeling the cool breeze coming off the water as I rounded a corner, I gave a sigh of contentment. This was the life!




 I quickly located the restaurant recommended by the guesthouse manager and ordered a delicious dinner. I declined dessert, though, my thoughts drifting back to a certain ice-cream stand I’d passed on the boardwalk. As I strolled toward my chosen dessert, I contemplated the various ghost stories I had managed to worm out of the waitstaff at the restaurant. A haunted lighthouse, a mysterious state park, and a ghost ship were all mentioned in the course of my meal. There was, however, no hint of the story that had brought me down to Calvert County in the first place. It was an intriguing folktale—more than a hundred years old—in which an elder brother altered a will in his favor, virtually disowning his two brothers in the process, until his father’s ghost interceded on their behalf (Handprint).




 Of course, researching an old folktale was not the only reason I had come to Solomons Island that fine summer day. I also intended to visit the Calvert Marine Museum, where I hoped to gain insight into what it meant to be a Chesapeake Bay waterman. I found the folklore of the watermen rich and varied and quite delightful. Their sense of humor was as salty as the Bay, and their tales of hauntings and witches and spooky creatures would keep even the most stouthearted person awake late into the night, with every light in the house turned on into the bargain!




 On one end of the spectrum, I found myself haunted by the story of a man’s fatal encounter with a certain will-o’-the-wisp, a bitter creature who lures the unwary to their death in the swamplands with his light (Jack O’Lantern). On the other, I couldn’t stop laughing over the story of a waterman who stole a corpse’s jacket and was plagued by his ghost until he returned it (Dead Man’s Coat). Then there was the young waterman-turned-soldier who survived the Battle of Antietam, only to find the ghost of his best friend haunting him when he returned safely home to Annapolis (The Headless Confederate).




 From the summer residents of Ocean City to the coal miners and farmers of the Appalachian Mountains in the west, Maryland is a state of endless variety and endless folklore. Yet beneath the surface of this state full of contrasts, I found the underlying story themes to be oddly similar, as if the people of Maryland were united, even though the topography of the land and the professions of her citizens living therein were disparate. The statue of Black Aggie once terrorized an entire generation of people in Pikesville, while Crooked Kate the witch did the same for watermen along the Eastern Shore. A waterman on Smith Island once found a pirate chest full of gold (Marmaduke Mister’s Gold), while a housewife in Frostburg was directed to several jars full of money by the spirit of an old miser (The Ghost in the Chimney). And the Devil . . . that wily old soul . . . plays a few rounds of poker at Ward’s Crossing on the Eastern Shore (The Card Game) after playing another, much more deadly game in Baltimore (The Devil’s Racecourse).




 From the ice-creamy first day of my visit to Maryland to my sunburnt, beach-filled last, I enjoyed every minute of my time in this state. I spoke to watermen, soldiers, housewives, museum workers, day-trippers, businessmen, store owners, and many, many other people who make Maryland their home. This book is for all of them.




 —Sandy Schlosser
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 Whalem-Balem SALISBURY




 There’s a story I heard once about a preacher-man who was offered a lot of money if he stayed all night in a house to prove to folks it wasn’t haunted. The preacher didn’t have more than two pennies to his name on account of his preaching job didn’t pay too well, so he agreed to spend a whole night in the creepy old house.




 Well, the preacher took his Bible and some food with him, since there was no reason to starve himself while he was waiting for the haunts to appear. When he got there, he walked right up the rotten old porch and through the creaking door into a wide entrance hall liberally strewn with long, dusty cobwebs. He glanced at his reflection in a large, cracked mirror with an ornate gold frame and straightened his cap. In the mirror, he caught a glimpse of another room opening off the entrance hall full of sheet-covered furniture. In the dimness of twilight, the sheets looked like ghosts, and the preacher gave a muffled shriek of alarm before realizing what they were.




 The preacher was mighty glad there wasn’t anyone there to hear his silly yell. To prove to himself that he wasn’t scared of any haunts, he walked through all the downstairs rooms, looking in shadowy corners and at shrouded furniture and empty bookshelves and dead fireplaces. Then he marched through the narrow passage over creaking floorboards until he found a large kitchen in the back. It had dusty counters and blackened pots and pans hanging around a huge empty fireplace. Sounds echoed strangely off the walls, as if the preacher were sitting in a cavern instead of a house, and the cobwebs hung so low that he had to grab a broom and clear them away before he could reach the fireplace.




There was a pile of rotting wood in a box beside the hearth, and the preacher knelt in front of the dirty old grate and made himself a big, hot fire. The bright light and colorful flames cheered him up after his trek through the spooky old house. The preacher set his meat and potatoes to sizzling in a big frying pan and then sat on a ragged old couch next to the fireplace and started reading his Bible.




 About that time, a cool, damp breeze came whirling through the kitchen, ruffling the preacher’s hair and making him shiver with cold. It was a clear, warm, moonlit night, but the cool breeze smelled of decaying leaves and rain. The heat of the fire and its friendly crackling became muted as the chill wind whipped around him.




 Then the preacher heard a drip, drip, dripping sound from the far side of the kitchen, near the sink with the pump beside it. He gripped the edges of his Bible tightly. No one had used the pump in years, so it shouldn’t be dripping. Then a ball of light appeared, illuminating the shadowy sink and slowly transforming into the blue, choking face of a drowned man, his long hair rippling and streaming like seaweed around his twisted countenance.




 “Preacher,” the drowned head wheezed. “Are you gonna stay here ’til Whalem-Balem comes?”




 The preacher shivered and shook next to the hot fire and didn’t say a word. Slowly, the drowned man’s head faded away, and the ghostly breeze along with it. The crackling of the fire was suddenly loud again in the preacher’s ears, and once more he felt the warmth of the flames and smelled the enticing scent of frying meat and potatoes.




 Well, that ghost wasn’t scary, thought the preacher, forgetting his fright now that the kitchen had gone back to normal. All the same, he wondered who or what this Whalem-Balem might be of which the drowned head had spoken.




 The preacher leaned forward to stir his meat and potatoes in the snapping, sizzling skillet. As he did, a blast of frigid air smelling of manure and the barnyard nearly knocked him off the battered old couch. Once again the ghostly breeze muted the crackle and warmth of the fire. The preacher dropped the spoon onto the hearth and whirled around. Stamping a hoof impatiently on the tiled floor beside the back door was the glowing, headless body of a mule. It shook itself all over, and then the body winked out of existence and the mule’s pop-eyed head materialized in its place, floating a few feet above the floor.




 “Preacher-man,” the mule brayed. “Are you gonna stay here ’til Whalem-Balem comes?”




 The preacher shivered and shook next to the hot fire and didn’t say a word. Slowly, the mule’s head faded away, and the frigid breeze disappeared. The crackling sound of the fire returned, and the preacher felt the warmth of the flames and once again smelled the cooking meat and potatoes. The preacher was nonplussed at the appearance of a second ghost.




 
[image: WHALEM-BALEM]



   WHALEM-BALEM




 He grabbed his Bible and held it tight. Maybe this job wasn’t so easy after all. And who was Whalem-Balem?




 Then he smelled burning meat and realized that his supper would be ruined if he didn’t tend to it right-quick. Retrieving the spoon from the floor of the hearth, he bent over the skillet and gave everything a good stir. Behind him, the air began to swirl around and around, getting colder and colder as the smell of dusty hay filled the room, dampening the warmth of the fire and the cheery crackling of the flames. The preacher carefully finished stirring his supper, which he could no longer smell, and then turned to face the third haunt.




 An extremely large black cat with red eyes was lying lazily on top of a glowing bale of hay, and the kitchen around it was overlaid with a sketchy, quivering picture of the hayloft where the cat had once lived. The black cat rose and stretched its enormous body front and then back. Then it padded right up to the preacher, blinked its fiery eyes and meowed: “Preacher-man, do you really think it wise to stay here ’til Whalem-Balem comes?”




 The preacher stared mutely into the creature’s red eyes, shivering and shaking, until it vanished, taking the whirling wind away with it. The happy crackling of the fire returned, and the preacher felt the warmth of the flames and smelled the meat and potatoes yet again.




 But this time the fire failed to warm his shaking body, and deep inside he wondered what he should do. Should he wait here until Whalem-Balem came? He needed the money, but did he need it this much?




 With shaking hands, he used the spoon to lift the meat and potatoes onto his tin plate. As he did, the back door burst open under the force of a frigid wind, and a flaming creature with the body of a dog, the tusks of a boar, and the evil eyes of a demon rushed into the room. The preacher dropped his plate on the floor, and the creature downed its contents in one large gulp. Then it lifted wicked eyes to the cowering preacher and roared: “Preacher-man, are you gonna stay here ’til Whalem-Balem comes?”




 “No, I ain’t!” the preacher roared back at the creature, and he lit out of the open door faster than a cottontail with a coyote after it.




 The preacher wouldn’t go near that house again, not even to fetch his abandoned Bible. He just packed up his meager belongings and moved right out of the state to get as far away from Whalem-Balem and the haunted house as he could.
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 Cruel Master BETHESDA




 Once upon a dark time, long before Mr. Lincoln freed the slaves, there was a cruel master who had not one spark of decency in him. He whipped his slaves until they were senseless, sold his own children away from their mothers, and beat his wife if she interfered on anyone’s behalf. The slaves hated him passionately, and a few tried to run away. When they were caught, he had them severely punished. Many slaves died under this cruel master.




 One day the master woke in a foul temper—even fouler than usual, that is. On a whim, he grabbed the first slave he encountered, a frail elderly woman. He stripped off her clothes and tied her wrists to the branches of a tree. All day long, whenever he passed the tree, he would whip her across her bare back until she screamed in agony.




 Hour after hour, the unoffending old woman stood in the chilly rain, blood dripping down her back. When some of the younger slaves went to her, she begged them to leave so that they would not suffer a similar fate.




 The cruel master drank heavily at dinner and staggered away from the dining table to sit by the fire. His wife, deciding that her husband was too drunk to leave the house, crept out to the tree where the old woman sagged in agony. She cut the poor slave down and helped her home, treated her wounds, and gave her a soothing herbal drink to ease her pain.




 When the wife returned to the house, she was met by her cruel husband, who had just discovered what she had done. He struck his wife across the face so hard that she fell senseless to the floor. Then he stormed out of the house and made his way to the stable. He kicked the stable boy awake, and the lad staggered dazedly into the stall to saddle his master’s horse.




 Back at the house, a lovely, middle-aged slave tenderly gathered up her mistress and carried her to the bedroom. Then she took a spare sheet from the closet and fled out into the dark, drizzling night. It was her mother who had suffered under the cruel master’s whip that day, and she was determined to have her revenge.




 The one thing the cruel master feared was ghosts, and so the lovely slave-woman ran out to the lane and hid behind a gnarled tree to wait for the master to ride past. After a few tense minutes, she heard the thunder of hooves. Flinging the sheet over her head, she gave a hideous shriek and leapt out into the center of the lane. The horse shied in fright and the cruel master gave a scream of terror. The horse dodged the white figure and fled, slamming heavily against the old gnarled tree behind which the slave-woman had hidden herself. Master and horse crashed to the ground, which trembled from the weight of their fall. The slave-woman did not stop to check on their well-being. She was back beside her mistress’s unconscious body within ten minutes, the sheet tucked in with the other soiled linen.




 The cruel master and his horse were discovered by a workman the next morning—both dead from injuries caused by
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 the collision with the tree. Their blood stained the trunk of the tree for many days. Underneath the bloodstains, the shattered images of the cruel master and his horse slowly took form, burned into the bark by the hot blood of the slave-woman’s victims. For many months following the accident, the sound of the cruel master’s scream and the terrible, final crash as he and his horse slammed into the tree would echo through the night air whenever it rained. Sometimes, the slaves would gather in the lane to listen to the ghostly noises. But not one of them ever shed a tear for their departed master.
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 The Headless Confederate ANNAPOLIS




 Billy and Charlie were unlikely pals, what with Billy being the son of an oysterman and Charlie the son of the local blacksmith. Land and sea, they called themselves, and stuck together through thick and thin, getting into scrapes and wheedling their way back out, having a bit of schooling when their fathers could spare them from the family business, and generally bossing all the other boys in the neighborhood around. Stephan, the carpenter’s son, sometimes made up the third member of their gang, when the boys’ activities weren’t too strenuous. Stephan was lame in one leg and deemed too delicate to do any heavy carpentry. But he could carve like a dream and was already earning some money for his specialized handiwork.




 Stephan’s little sister, Lucy, started tagging along after the boys from the moment she could walk. She absolutely adored Billy and would spend all day on the docks of Annapolis, waiting for his father’s Bugeye sailboat to come in with the day’s catch. They’d walk home together, Billy smelling of oysters and salty air, and Lucy smelling of the flowers she always picked along the side of the road. It was generally understood among the three boys that Billy was going to marry Lucy someday.




 When Billy was sixteen, his uncle offered him a place on his merchant ship. After talking it over with his folks, Billy decided it was a good opportunity. He would earn enough in one voyage to buy his own Bugeye and a small house. So he bade his family farewell, kissed Lucy for the very first time on the dock next to the merchant ship, and went to sea.




 The voyage was rough from the start. After several grueling months trading in the Caribbean, an early-season typhoon ripped apart the ship, leaving Billy stranded on a small island for months. When at last he made it home, two years after his departure, he found his mother dead from pneumonia and Lucy married to his best buddy—Charlie.




 Lucy’s father had died the year before. Following his demise, the family had learned that he was a reckless gambler who had left them with a string of debts and no money. Their house was sold to pay off some of the lenders, and Stephan used the money he had saved from carving to appease the rest. But the family was penniless and had nowhere to turn. Charlie had stepped in and offered them a home, with the tacit understanding that Lucy’s hand in marriage would seal the deal. Believing Billy lost at sea, the grieving girl agreed to the marriage.




 When the family learned that Billy had made it home, Stephan slipped down to his friend’s house and broke the news of Lucy’s marriage as gently as he could. Billy, still reeling from the shock of his mother’s death, flung himself out of the house when he heard the news and sailed off in his father’s Bugeye. When he returned at dawn the next day, he was very pale, and there were new lines in his face that would never wear away. But his manner was calm, and he greeted the newlyweds with polite if insincere wishes for their health and happiness.




 A few years rolled by. Billy and Charlie were polite to each other when their paths crossed, but they never renewed their childhood friendship, although Stephan was a frequent guest in Billy’s home. Charlie and Lucy’s marriage was not blessed with children, and Billy often wondered if Lucy was happy. Sometimes he caught her looking at him wistfully when they passed on the street. But being an honorable man, he ignored her glances and stayed away from the blacksmith’s house.




 Then civil war broke out between the states. Billy was a Union supporter from the start. He went north to Pennsylvania as soon as war was declared and joined the Union Army with his father’s blessing. Charlie left home a month later, traveling to his mother’s family in the South, where he joined the Confederates. Billy saw a lot of action, and his bravery in battle earned him several promotions within the ranks. He was a sergeant in the Federal Army of the Potomac, serving in the Union I Corps under Joe Hooker when Lee entered Maryland.




 At dawn on the morning of September 17, 1862, Billy’s unit was sent to engage the Confederate troops gathered near Antietam Creek. After marching through the North Woods, they emerged into a cornfield. In front of them, Billy could see the glint of Confederate bayonets through the tall stalks of corn. He was not the only one to spot the menace. General Hooker immediately halted the infantry and brought up four batteries of artillery, shooting shell and canister over the heads of Billy’s unit, covering the field.




 An artillery duel erupted, with the Confederates returning fire from their horse artillery batteries to the west, and from four batteries on the high ground across the pike from the Dunker Church. The Union troops retaliated, using nine batteries on the ridge behind the North Woods, to support the four 20-pound Parrott rifles that Hooker had employed when he spotted the Confederate ambush.




 The artillery and rifle fire from both sides acted like a scythe, cutting down cornstalks and men alike. Every stalk of corn in the field was razed, and the slain lay in rows precisely as they had stood in their ranks. Then Hooker’s troops advanced, driving the Confederates before them.




 At one point, Billy looked up from the fighting and recognized a tall, broad-shouldered figure in gray standing along the Confederate line. For a moment, among the terrific storm of shell, canister, and musketry, Charlie and Billy stared at one another.




 . . . And then, with a suddenness that ever-after haunted Billy’s dreams, Charlie’s head was blown off by a shell. For a few seconds, the tall figure remained upright, still clutching his Richmond Musket; then Charlie’s blood-stained, gray-uniformed body slowly crumbled to the ground. Billy gave a shout of horror, but there was nothing he could do, and so he turned grimly back to the task at hand.




 Less than two hours after the attack began, Billy lay in the cornfield semiconscious, with a shattered bone in his right leg, a bullet wound in his left thigh, and another in his side. He didn’t remember much after that until he came to in a medical tent several days after the battle. He felt gaunt and weary and old, but there was still air moving through his lungs and he could hear the sound of the wind.




 Billy was invalided out of the armed forces and sent home to Annapolis. The doctor had managed to save his shattered leg, but he would walk with a limp the rest of his days. Stephan dropped by the night he came home and commiserated with Billy as one gimpy-leg to another. They spoke briefly—very briefly—about Charlie and the widowed Lucy, who was coping well with her bereavement. Stephan was now earning enough through his carving to support the family so he had moved himself, his mother, and his sister into their own home, not wishing to be a burden to Charlie’s relatives.




 About a month after Stephan moved his family into their new cottage, Billy received a formal invitation to dinner. He felt a little awkward about accepting it, for it meant seeing Lucy for the first time since Charlie’s death, but his father urged him to go.




 The awkwardness between Billy and Lucy upon their meeting over supper lasted about a minute before they fell into easy conversation. By the end of supper, Stephan, Billy, and Lucy were laughing and talking in a manner they had not used since before Billy left on his fateful sea voyage so long ago.




 Billy never officially started courting Lucy, but he became a frequent guest of Stephan’s at the little cottage, and he would carry Lucy’s packages home for her whenever they met in town. He wondered a little at the increasing frequency of these “accidental” meetings, but he did not speak of them. Some lingering loyalty to Charlie kept him silent.




 One early morning, as Billy made his sleepy way down to the docks through the fog, the mist around him started to swirl in a strange manner. The temperature dropped ten degrees from one step to the next. Billy shivered and rubbed at his arms as he turned the corner. Then he stopped dead, his eyes fixed on the tall, headless, blood-stained figure wearing the uniform of a Confederate soldier that loomed out of the fog in front of him, clutching a Richmond Musket in its torn hands. Billy recognized the figure immediately. It was Charlie. He gave a startled gasp and backed away as the phantom staggered forward one step, two. Then it vanished into the fog.




 Billy was shaking from head to toe, unable to run or scream or do anything but stand there staring into the slowly evaporating fog. Only when the sun came bursting from behind the clouds and warmed his skin did he slowly continue his way to the dock.




 Two days later, as Billy poured the last of his fresh oysters into the market stall where they were to be sold, he looked through the side window of the stall and saw the same headless, bloodstained soldier stagger toward him through the crowd. No one else seemed to notice the phantom, which walked right through carts and stalls and even people’s bodies without regard.




 “Some fresh oysters please, Billy,” a sweet, much-loved voice called from the front of the stall. Billy tore his gaze from the ghost and looked into Lucy’s big brown eyes.




 “Certainly, madam,” he said gravely, serving her with cautious politeness. He wasn’t sure he wanted Charlie’s phantom to see him with Lucy.




 “You’re very solemn today,” Lucy said, cocking her head flirtatiously. “Is something wrong?”




 Billy glanced uneasily out the window. The headless phantom was gone.




 “Nothing’s wrong,” he told the pretty woman whom he had always loved. “I’m just tired today.”




 “You need a good meal,” Lucy said firmly. “Have supper with us tonight and bring your father.”




 Billy pictured the determined way Charlie’s ghost had staggered toward his oyster stall, but his fear lessened as he looked into Lucy’s luminous eyes. He smiled at her and agreed to come. After fixing a time, they parted.




 Billy and his father dressed in their Sunday best for supper that evening. Billy’s father felt it was something of an occasion, since for once he did not have to put up with Billy’s mediocre cooking. They walked down the shadowy lane in the growing dusk, talking shop and trying to guess what would be on the menu.




 Stephan’s cottage was the last house on a small cul-de-sac. As they approached, the lights went on in the front window, illuminating a headless, blood-stained, gray-uniformed figure carrying a Richmond Musket in its torn hands. It stood on the front porch, waiting for Billy and his father.




 Billy’s father took one look at the phantom and gave a holler of pure terror. Billy had to grab his father by the arm to keep him from fleeing. He was growing tired of the phantom’s appearances and was determined to face it and find out what it wanted.




 At the sound of his father’s scream, Stephan and Lucy came rushing out to the front porch. Stephan saw the phantom first. He gasped and tried to thrust Lucy back into the safety of the house, but she twisted around in his hands and looked over his shoulder.




 “Charlie!” Lucy cried, recognizing the headless figure immediately. She pushed Stephan gently aside and stepped onto the porch. “What are you doing here?” she asked the ghost. She was shaking from head to toe with fear, but her voice was
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   THE HEADLESS CONFEDERATE




 gentle. The headless phantom dropped the rifle and started wringing its hands.




 “What’s wrong, Charlie?” Lucy asked again. She looked at Billy, who nodded to her, trying to send some of his strength to his brave, beautiful woman. The phantom noticed Lucy’s sidelong glance. It turned toward Billy, then reached out and took Lucy by the hand. She shuddered at its touch, but bravely allowed it to lead her down the steps to Billy. Reaching out with his other hand, Charlie’s ghost took Billy’s free hand and placed it in Lucy’s. For a moment, the three of them stood frozen in a tableau, the young man and woman clasping hands within the grip of the headless phantom. Then the ghost vanished, and the phantom rifle lying on the porch disappeared with it.




 After a stunned pause, Stephan cleared his throat and said, “Well, that settles that. Sister, why don’t you bring your young man and his father in from the cold?”




 Lucy, tears streaming down her lovely cheeks, squeezed Billy’s hand tightly and then led her betrothed and his father into her house for supper.
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