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  Printed in the United States of America




  For my family: David, Dena, Tim, Arlene, Hannah, Emma, Nathan, Benjamin, Deb, Gabe, Clare, Jack, Karen, and Davey.




  For Ezra John and Mary Elizabeth Schlosser, my great-grandparents, who loaded their wagon with worldly goods and children and went north to live and work in Michigan.




  For Loyd Victor Schlosser, my grandfather, whose stories of his early days in Michigan have taught me a great deal about laughter and courage and life. And for his siblings, Vernell, Ted, Ethel, Vera, and Wilma, who all lived in and loved Michigan.




  ***




 

  Introduction




  When my grandfather Loyd was nine years old, his parents packed their belongings and their six children into a wagon and moved from Ohio to Michigan, where they bought land to farm. For a year or two, they lived in Hillsdale County in the southernmost part of Michigan, but then Ezra John, my great-grandfather, heard of some farming opportunities in the town of Temple, Clare County, near the top of the state. So the family packed their wagons again and traveled north.




  Listening to family stories of that period, I am strongly reminded of the wild frontier, even though the move to Michigan happened after 1910. Ezra John built a two-room tar paper shack for the family to live in. The parents slept in the big back room. The front room held the cooking stove and table. During the day, it was the family gathering place. At night, it was separated by a blanket on a rope. The three older boys—Loyd, Vernell, and Ted—shared a double bed on one side, and the three younger girls—Ethel, Vera, and Wilma—shared a double bed on the other. The iron bathtub was filled with hot water once a week during the winter so the children could take baths.




  As a boy, Loyd chopped wood for the stove, carried water from the well, took care of the horse, and attended a one-room schoolhouse. Once the school bully threw my grandfather into a pit, so Loyd and his younger brothers ganged up on the bully after school and “took care” of him. The bully never bothered any of them again.






  Grandpa described his family as “dirt-poor” farmers. One winter when Loyd wore out his rubbers, his father walked 9 miles into the town of Harrison to pick up a used pair of shoes that a family was giving away. The shoes were a worn-out pair of Oxfords that had holes in the toes and sole. Loyd’s father carefully repaired the shoes with cardboard and burlap to keep the snow away from his eldest son’s feet.




  Sometimes the Schlosser family harvest was only forty bushels of potatoes that they put into a dug-out cellar. One winter they ate beans every day in order to survive until spring. They took family “outings” to pick huckleberries and blackberries for canning, typically gathering enough berries to can forty or fifty quarts for the winter. On one memorable berry-picking trip, a bear spooked the horses, and my aunt Ethel was thrown over the side of the wagon, where she clung for dear life to the sideboard until the horses were slowed and her brothers could drag her back inside.




  Another time my grandfather was riding out alone to the berry patch when a bear spooked his horse. The horse threw him and bolted. Loyd was knocked unconscious by a stone and awoke to the darkness of night. He very cautiously walked several miles home, dizzy from a concussion and frightened by the possibility of encountering the bear again.




  When the farm in Temple finally failed, Ezra John packed everyone up and went south to Midland, where he got a job at Dow Chemical. Loyd and his brothers finished high school in their new town. Then Loyd and Vernell bought a Ford Touring car, taught themselves to drive, and headed south to electrical engineering school in Washington, D.C.




  As a child, I was frequently entertained by these and other stories of my grandfather’s early days. I remember my excitement on my first trip to Michigan. I sat through the long drive, picturing one-room schoolhouses, hardworking farmers driving horse-drawn wagons, bears, and berry picking. To my surprise, I found a high-tech world with televisions, radios, large schools, and kids who dressed exactly like I did. I was shocked. Where were the horses and huckleberry patches? Alas, time had moved on for Michigan just as it had for my grandfather, and the state I visited was as modern as any in my home state of New Jersey.




  If, as a child, I was a bit disappointed to discover a modern Michigan, I was delighted to find that her folklore reached back many thousands of years. From myths and legends recited around the fire to stories and tall tales from groups as disparate as French-Canadians, trappers, lumberjacks, lake captains, and railroaders, Michigan folklore is as colorful and varied as my grandfather’s stories.




  Tales like The Talking Head and Nishishin Raises the Dead reveal a world inhabited by native tribes living and loving and working together long before white men set foot on this soil. Other stories, like A Father’s Revenge and One Last Head, show what happened when these two worlds collided.




  The importance of the railroad industry comes to life in ghost stories like The Engineer’s Message and Ghost Train. The world of the logger is highlighted in The Wraith of the Creek. And no Michigan collection would be complete without mention of the master lumberjack Paul Bunyan (Paul Bunyan and the Witch).




  I believe the tales from Michigan that have moved me the most are those centering around the Great Lakes. Michigan is bordered by four of these five behemoth bodies of water, and much of her history involves ships and fishing. Superstitions, tragedies, dramatic rescues, and legends abound. One of my favorite stories is that of a seagull who warns a fisherman that his wife has been injured (The Seagull). Another tells the tale of a shipwrecked sailor who is rescued . . . by a ghost ship (The Merchant). And of course, the story of The Wizard’s Rope warns sailors not to board a ship captained by a Master of the Winds . . . unless his wife remains at home.




  Michigan is a state that has captured my imagination since childhood. I hope that this collection of stories encourages readers to take delight in the glorious color, variety, and history of the Great Lakes State, just as I do.




  —Sandy Schlosser






  PART ONE




  Ghost Stories
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  The Wraith of the Creek




  ALGER




  He left his tribe to work with the white lumbermen in Alger, changing his name to William Cloud. He even dressed in white man’s attire and attended the local church on Sunday. It was a new life for him, and he was grateful when the lumbermen accepted him with little regard for his color or his birth. The lumberjacks started calling him “Cloudy,” and they occasionally asked him to tell them some of the traditional stories from his tribe when they gathered around the fire at night.




  The story they liked best was about the wraith that lived in the creek that powered the local log chute. The wraith was an evil creature that desired nothing more than to wrap its long arms around humans or animals and pull them down into the water to drown. At dusk, the wraith would slip out of the creek and hunt along its banks. Anyone passing near the creek from dusk until midnight should walk wary indeed, Cloudy told them, for the claws of the wraith could tear a grown man to bits in a few sharp blows.




  The lumbermen liked to tease Cloudy about the wraith. Whenever he worked down on the log chute, some jokester would leap out at him from behind a tree, hands extended like claws, and grab him. Cloudy took the teasing in the good-natured spirit that it was intended, but he made a point of never going near the chute after dark. His uncle had been taken by the wraith when Cloudy was a small boy, and he would never forget the sight of his uncle’s mangled body when his father and the other tribesmen pulled it from the creek.




  It rained heavy and long that spring, and the creek was flooded almost to capacity. A large raft of logs was floated down to the chute, but the foreman decided to hold them back with a gate until the creek rose high enough to send them through in a mass. The order to lower the gate came through about 9:00 p.m. one stormy night in early April. Thunder was booming constantly, such that the lumbermen waiting in the cabin could hardly hear each other speak. Jagged lightning blazed across the sky, and the rain fell in heavy, chilly sheets. The thought of going outside in the storm did not appeal to anyone. Finally, the men drew straws, and Cloudy came up with the short one.




  “Bad luck, ol’ chap,” said Ethan, a British man who was new to the lumber camp. “Watch out for that wraith of yours. It hunts the banks of the stream at this time of night, and this is just the sort of weather it likes best.”




  Cloudy glanced briefly at his comrade and nodded wordlessly. He clapped on his cap and slipped out the door before anyone else could speak. He knew that the Englishman meant no harm, but it was dangerous to speak of the wraith before going to the creek. Such careless speech might draw the attention of the very creature he hoped to avoid.




  Cloudy was instantly soaked by the heavy rain and cut to the bone by the chilly wind. He hugged his coat tightly around him as he made his way silently through the pitch-black night toward the log chute and the waiting raft. It would take only a moment to lower the gate, and then he would run as fast as he could back to the safety of the cabin. He comforted himself with this thought as he approached the creek bank. He could hear the roar of the flooded stream long before he saw it, and within moments he was at the gate and tugging at the iron pins that held it above the water.




  As he released the first pin, he heard a foul hissing sound from beside the floating raft of logs. Cloudy turned his head and saw a grotesque form rising from the swirling stream. It had a cat-like face, glowing yellow eyes, and long teeth. Its face was framed by wild, weed-strewn hair. Sharp spikes protruded from its spine, and dark slimy scales covered its lithesome body.




  Cloudy gave a loud shout, hoping to scare the creature away. He tugged at the final pin, but it got stuck halfway out. Suddenly, the creature lunged out of the water. Cloudy leapt back, abandoning the recalcitrant pin to flee back up the path toward the distant cabin and safety. Behind him, the wraith howled once: a long, threatening shriek. Cloudy increased his speed, running blindly in the darkness as tree branches slapped at him and roots tripped his feet.




  From behind him, he heard the sound of claws raking the muddy path as the wraith pursued him. The creature howled again, a sound that froze his blood even as it made his heart thump so hard that it hurt his chest. He heard the creature veer off the path suddenly, and then the sounds of pursuit ceased. Cloudy gasped and pushed himself harder, more frightened by the sudden silence than he had been when he saw the creature first rise from the waters.
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  Then the wraith dropped down from the branches of a tree right in front of him, blocking his way. Its yellow eyes glowed, and moonlight glinted against its slimy skin. Cloudy saw its long, thin arms stretch out toward him through the raging storm, claws extended. He gave one loud shout of despair, thrashing at the monster with his hands and feet. His cry was cut off suddenly by the lightning-fast movement of a razor-sharp claw, and the woods were suddenly still again, save for the sound of the chilly April rain.




  Back in the cabin, the lumbermen waited with increasing unease for Cloudy to return. At first, they joked about the wraith. One man wondered aloud if Cloudy was hiding somewhere until after midnight, when the creature was said to return to its underwater den to sleep. But as the minutes ticked by, the men grew somber. Finally, Ethan volunteered to go down to the log chute and look for his friend. Several other loggers decided to accompany him. Though no one said anything aloud about the wraith, the men all loaded their guns before stepping out into the rainy night.




  Within ten minutes, the men were standing next to the lowered gate, watching the water rushing down the chute. There was no sign of Cloudy, but after a moment, Ethan realized that the gate had not settled fully into the water. The men lowered the lantern to the level of the rushing water and peered into the depths at a large object partially obstructing the gate. It moved slightly in the current, and Ethan gave a sudden sharp cry as it flipped over, revealing the mangled face of Cloudy.




  The loggers lifted the gate slightly and drew Cloudy up with pike poles. His body had been sliced to ribbons, and his head was almost completely severed. They could see teeth marks on his face, and parts of his arms and legs had been ripped away completely. Ethan picked up his friend’s body while the other men stood in a ring around him, guns pointing in every direction. Keeping a sharp lookout for any sign of the creature that had killed Cloudy, the loggers hurried back to the safety of the cabin.




  The next day, Cloudy’s body was buried in a small clearing in the woods, far away from where the feared wraith lurked. The foreman instructed everyone working at the creek to keep their guns with them at all times, and no one was to go near the log chute after dark unaccompanied. News of the murderous wraith in the creek quickly spread through the lumber camp and the nearby village. Many of the loggers quit their jobs rather than risk their lives.




  One night, a week after Cloudy’s death, Ethan was awakened by a strange blue light hovering above his bed. He opened his eyes and found himself gazing into the shining face of William Cloud. The spirit warned Ethan to leave the lumber camp at once. The wraith had marked Ethan for its next victim the night he came down to the stream to look for his friend. If the Englishman stayed at the camp, he would share the same fate as Cloudy. Terrified, Ethan promised the apparition that he would depart at sunrise. Cloudy’s ghost nodded gravely and disappeared, leaving the Englishman trembling in the darkness.




  At daybreak, Ethan packed his belongings and left the camp. On his way out, he confided his story to the men who had helped him retrieve Cloudy’s body. Soon word of Cloudy’s warning spread throughout the camp, and by sundown, it was completely deserted.






  With no one left to maintain it, the log chute fell into disrepair and slowly crumbled away, never to be replaced. In the depths of the stream, the wraith still lurks, watching for another victim. But it waits in vain, for the ghost of Cloudy appears to anyone foolish enough to wander near the stream, warning them away with terrible groans and piercing screams.
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  The Engineer’s Message




  ANN ARBOR




  It should have been obvious right from the start that Johnny was going to work for the railroad. Even as a child, all his energy was concentrated on trains. In the cradle, he didn’t want to hold my fingers, even though I was his own mother. He only wanted the wooden boxcars and engine that his Pa carved for him. As a toddler, his favorite game was “choo-choo train,” and by the time he turned five, Johnny knew every engine on the local line.




  Johnny’s vocabulary bloomed with all sorts of colorful phrases during his school years. He spent every free moment at the depot and came home with stories about railroad engineers who were always taking chances by “highballing” (making a fast run) in an attempt to bring their train in “on the cat hop” (on time); about firemen who “batted the stack off of her” (worked an engine at full stroke); about incompetents who “danced on the carpet” (were called to an official’s office to be disciplined) or appeared in “kangaroo court” (an official hearing or investigation that was held wherever most convenient). I think Johnny took secret delight in confusing me. His brown eyes would dance with laughter whenever he started using railroad lingo.




  Still, when Johnny told me that his ambition was to become a “hoghead,” I was taken aback. Mistaking my alarm for confusion, he laughed and told me that a “hoghead” was an engineer. Recovering slightly, I chuckled weakly, trying not to remember that my grandfather, a railroad brakeman, had slipped between the cars of his own train one day and had been crushed under its spinning wheels.




  I vividly remembered the night we learned of my grandfather’s death. I was awakened suddenly by the sound of my mother sobbing and my grandmother repeating something over and over again in tones of deep shock and denial. The sounds came from the kitchen, and I knew something bad had happened before I set one foot on the back staircase.




  I shivered at the memory, and Johnny slipped an arm around me. “What’s the matter, Ma? Did a goose walk over your grave?”




  “Just a chill in the air,” I said lightly. I didn’t want to dwell on the memory, lest it bring bad luck to my boy.




  Johnny got his first job as a cub operator on the Michigan Central Railroad straight out of school, and right from the start, he excelled. He was happy to be working on the steam trains; I could see it in his face every time he came home to visit.




  A few months later, Johnny took a more active role as a brakeman on the line. With his long-range goal of becoming an engineer in mind, he then transferred to another line as a fireman. I knew it would not be long before he realized his dream. And within a few years, Johnny was indeed promoted to the position of engineer. The day he received his commission, he proposed to his pretty girl—a member of our next-door neighbor’s brood whom he had known since birth. Katie and Johnny were married a few months later.
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  It wasn’t long after Johnny became an engineer that I began to hear the stories. He was a “glory hunter,” a reckless, fast-running engineer. Because Johnny wasn’t afraid to take risks, he made several record runs during his career and soon was famous in railroading circles. He also became the father of two beautiful little girls, which made us very proud. He and Katie built a little house right next door to ours, and we looked after her and the girls whenever Johnny was away.




  One night late in January, I awoke from a deep sleep, certain that I had heard Johnny’s voice.




  “Mama,” I heard Johnny say again.




  I turned over and blinked in the dim light coming from the streetlamp outside our window. Johnny was standing beside the bed, dressed in his engineer’s uniform. He was gazing down on me tenderly. I sat up immediately.




  “Johnny,” I gasped.




  He smiled and sat down beside me, as he had often done when he was little. He took my hand and said, “I want you to know how much I appreciate you and Pa. It couldn’t have been easy, raising a headstrong boy like me, but you did a wonderful job.”




  Johnny’s words filled me with a strange mixture of joy and fear.




  “Aw, Ma, we both knew I was never going to ‘get the rocking chair.’ Not a glory hunter like me. No, I’m going to be working the ‘Indian Valley Line’ from now on.”






  In the dim light, I could see his beautiful brown eyes dancing as he casually threw his railroad lingo at me. I’d learned a lot of it since the early days when my little boy would tease me in the kitchen after school. To “get the rocking chair” meant to retire on a pension. And the “Indian Valley Line” was an imaginary railroad at the end of the rainbow, on which you could always find a good job and ideal working conditions. It was the place engineers went when they died.




  Tears sprang to my eyes, and Johnny gently wiped one away with his finger. “I came to tell you that I’m alright. Take care of my girls for me.”




  “We will,” I managed to say through my choked-up throat.




  “I love you, Ma. We’ll be together again real soon,” Johnny said. He leaned forward, kissed me on the cheek, and then he was gone.




  I fell back against my pillows, too stunned even to weep. My husband, who was a heavy sleeper, woke when he felt the thump. He rolled over and mumbled, “Are you alright?”




  “Something has happened to Johnny,” I said. “I think he’s dead.”




  My husband jerked awake. “What?” he exclaimed.




  I started sobbing then, and I told him about Johnny’s visit. We held each other close for the rest of that long night, waiting for dawn and the news that would surely come with it. Just after breakfast, a representative from the railroad came knocking on our door. Johnny’s train had fallen into a river when the bridge it was crossing collapsed during a snowstorm. Everyone onboard had been killed.




  The days following the official notification of Johnny’s death were mind-numbing. I clung to the words my boy had spoken to me in the moments after he died. Johnny had said he was alright, and I believed him. My son’s body was gone, but his essence, his soul, everything that made him my Johnny was safe and well. And we would be together again real soon.
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  Followed Me Home




  MIDLAND




  After Fred died, I sold the big house and moved into a charming little cottage in a nice neighborhood. Almost as soon as the moving van had left and my son had kissed me goodbye, my new next-door neighbor dropped by. She was also a widow, just a year older than me, and she liked genealogy and playing bridge almost as much as I did. It was the beginning of a lovely friendship.




  I quickly discovered that Shirley had a quirky sense of humor and a deft way with words. Her tales about her family left me in stitches. My favorite stories were about ninety-year-old Uncle Charlie, who chased pretty girls down the hall of his nursing home and pinched the old ladies in the you-know-where when they weren’t looking. There wasn’t a week that went by when Shirley didn’t have another tale to tell about Uncle Charlie.




  I was eager to meet the old chap, even if it meant a pinch on the bum, but he died in his sleep before we could arrange it. I went with Shirley to his funeral—a closed casket, by Uncle Charlie’s request—so I didn’t even get to see what he looked like. They buried him beside his long-dead wife, who I understood from Shirley had nagged Charlie every single day of their married life.






  Shirley and I tossed two bouquets of flowers down on Charlie’s casket and wished him a good time in the next world. It was a sad day, but we figured Charlie would be happy chasing the pretty angels around heaven and getting into one scrape after another.




  I attended the small funeral brunch at Shirley’s house and then went home. The evening proceeded normally; at least, until I heard that funny squeaking sound the front door makes when it opens. I was puzzled. I knew I had shut the door firmly when I came in, and I was pretty sure I’d locked it too. I went in the hallway to investigate and found the front door wide open, as if someone had just walked in.




  Behind me, Misty, my gray cat, started to purr. She walked delicately toward the front door and started twining herself around and around, as if she were rubbing against someone’s legs in greeting. But there was no one there. My arms broke out in goose bumps. I hastily shooed Misty away and closed the door. The cat continued to purr and leisurely walked into the living room, as if she were dogging the footsteps of some invisible presence.




  In the living room, Thomas, my ancient fox terrier, huffed a greeting to a very-empty-looking spot in the middle of the room and then settled back down in his basket to snooze. I hurried away to the kitchen to do something normal—like the supper dishes—and then went right to bed, telling myself I was being overly imaginative and silly.




  The next morning, I found a few of the kitchen cabinets standing open, as if someone had been searching through them, looking for something to eat. Pretending that I must have left them open last night (I hadn’t), I quickly closed them. I ignored Misty’s purred greeting to someone who just happened to be occupying the empty chair across from mine as I sat at the table to eat my cold cereal. I pretended not to see the unfolded newspaper on the kitchen counter where I had definitely not put it, and I absolutely did not see one of the pages turn all by itself as I grabbed my keys and walked out the back door.




  For almost two weeks, I ignored the invisible person living in the house with me, although he—it felt like a he—drove me crazy. He left cabinets open, scuffled up the rugs, rearranged the furniture to suit his fancies, and forgot to turn off lights. But when he started whistling off-key, I decided I’d had enough.




  I’d told Shirley about my unwanted guest. She’d been reluctant to believe me until she came over one morning and found someone invisibly reading the newspaper. After that, Shirley gave me the name of a psychic whom she’d heard about, and I finally gave the woman a call.




  Shirley wanted to be here when the psychic arrived, but she was called over to her daughter’s house to babysit, and so she missed out on the grand entrance. The psychic was a nice, normal-looking brunette who stiffened as soon as she entered the house.




  “Yes, you do have a ghost,” she said, before I’d even had a chance to take her coat.




  We sat down in the living room, and the psychic quickly made contact with the spirit. And what do you know? It was Uncle Charlie. Apparently, he’d seen me at the funeral and decided I reminded him of his first love, a woman named Linda. So he’d followed me home.




  “I’m flattered,” I said carefully, “but it isn’t seemly for a widow to be sharing her home with a handsome bachelor such as yourself.”
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  As the psychic relayed my message to the ghost, I heard Shirley’s car pulling into her driveway. I knew she would be over any minute. I wondered what she would say when I told her that Uncle Charlie had followed me home from the funeral.




  “Charles has agreed to leave the house,” the psychic said. I wanted to ask where his spirit usually resided, but I decided that was a personal question best left unasked. Then I felt a distinct pinch on my bum. I jumped and uttered a little shriek. A moment later, a feeling of emptiness filled the room.




  “Charles is gone,” the psychic told me, giving me a sympathetic smile. Apparently, she had got a pretty good idea of what Uncle Charlie was like from their brief talk together.




  After thanking the psychic and paying her, I walked her to the front door and saw Shirley hurrying up the front drive. The two women nodded to each other, and then Shirley burst into the hallway.




  “I just saw my Uncle Charlie come out your door and walk down the front steps,” Shirley said, her face pale with shock. “He disappeared when he reached the sidewalk. Was he the one haunting your house?”




  I told Shirley what the psychic had said and about the pinch Uncle Charlie had given me just before he left the house. For the first time since we’d met, Shirley was speechless.




  I laughed suddenly and got up. “It will be nice to have my house to myself again,” I told her, “although I’m glad I finally got to meet your Uncle Charlie!”




  My remark set Shirley off, and we laughed ourselves silly before making our way into the kitchen to brew a pot of herbal tea.
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  A Father’s Revenge




  DETROIT




  He watched uneasily as his only child—a fair daughter—laughed as she traded goods with the handsome white trapper who came to their village each week with his skins. His girl-child was very shy and spoke little even to the people she had known all her life. But now she was glowing as she exchanged soft words with the white man with fair hair and sky-blue eyes. The father did not like what he saw, but what could he say? His daughter did nothing wrong, said nothing unseemly. She just smiled a little too brightly at the trapper’s wit and charm as they traded goods.




  When the young man was gone, he asked his daughter about her conversation with the white man. What topic had fascinated her so? She turned her bright eyes on her old father, who was chief of his village and whom she loved with her whole heart. “We spoke about life,” she said, “about the sun and the stars and the many beautiful things that surround us.”
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