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FORWARD

 


These stories are fiction.
They are simple little stories based on local folklore. To my
knowledge, all of the names of all the locations are historically
correct. I’ve done my best to provide a brief overview of the local
history surrounding the area and give the reader a true sense of
how this area has evolved from its humble beginnings, but by and
large, the main characters are fiction. If you are a historian or a
genealogist, don’t look here unless you are bored on a rainy day
and can’t find a copy of the National
Enquirer. The only giant, dark cavern is
the one between my ears, and there ain’t nobody lookin’ for it, so
chill out and laugh with Elly.



I’d like to thank my family. They are the
single greatest thing that I have ever experienced…ever. I’d also
like to thank Mickey Ledbetter for his enormous help with all this
computer junk, without him, you’d be reading this in pencil…or at
least trying to.

 


I’d also like to thank those that packed
their stuff and moved, so people they didn’t know, can go fishing,
skiing, swimming, diving, and living life to its fullest. After
all, that’s why we are all here, isn’t it?



I hope these stories go to your heart. I
hope they inspire us all to live life to its fullest. Reach out! A
simple smile can save a life. After all, we’re all going to be
under the old cherry one of these days, and I hope we have plenty
to remember. Thanks…D.


Chapter One

 


“Chocolate
Gravy”

 


 


Splash. Henley’s foot slipped off the log and into the stream
as he skipped along the water’s edge. It was a perfect April
morning in Clay County, Tennessee. The sun was just peeking over
the foothills of the Smokey Mountains, and the land was shrouded in
a light mist and dew that gave the morning an almost mystical feel.
Henley loved it here, far away from the hustle and bustle of the
northern cities of the United States that he had called home for
most of his ten years of age. His strong northern accent and quick
wit weren’t widely accepted by the locals, but in some strange way,
he did fit in here in this pre-WWII environment of the Upper
Cumberland region.

It wasn’t long before the
stream widened and the dense forest opened up into a valley of
rich, green pastureland dotted with small log homes and barns.
Henley soon found himself at the front steps of the home of his
best friend, Dale. Dale’s older brother sat on the edge of one of
the steps and greeted him with the ho
hum look of someone with better things to
do than speak with Yankees. “Good morning, David!” chirped Henley
in his speedy northern accent. “Can you tell me the whereabouts of
your brother?”

“Yeah, ah could…” replied
David, smugly, “and ah could learn ya how ta talk right while a’m
at it.”

“Sorry, I don’t speak
Hillbilly,” snapped Henley, and up the steps he skipped through the
open front door. Henley and David delighted in exchanging insults
and took every opportunity to get the upper hand whenever possible.
Both boys actually thought highly of one another, and would jump to
the other’s aid in a pinch, but would never openly admit
it.

Dale sat at the kitchen table in front of a
partially eaten plateful of gravy and biscuits. “Mornin’,” called
Dale. “Momma made biscuits, if you want some.” Henley turned his
eyes to the other side of the room where Dale’s mother stood at the
stove stirring a skillet of chocolate gravy. She smiled warmly at
Henley and said, “Help yourself, Henley, you look hungry.”

“Thank you, ma’am!” Henley
replied, with a grin from ear to ear as he delved into the basket
of biscuits on the table. As far as he was concerned, Dale’s mother
made the best biscuits and chocolate gravy on the planet, and had
even spent one day at school forced to set in the corner with a bar
of soap in his mouth, over an argument with another student about
whose momma made the best dang
biscuits.

“You boys have plans
today?” asked Mrs. Patterson. Both boys shrugged their shoulders as
if to say they weren’t sure. They really didn’t need plans; the two
could be neck deep in a septic tank and still have fun together. “I
heard the Clark boys caught three catfish under the Irons Creek
Bridge yesterday. I could fry some up for dinner if you boys could
catch a few.” Both boys’ eyes lit up at the thought of reeling in
catfish, and the thought of fish and fried potatoes made the
decision an easy one. Dale’s mother knew that borrowing a fishing
pole, digging for worms, and fishing would take most of the day and
would keep them out of trouble, away from the saw millers and
construction workers in the area. The boys finished their
breakfasts and thanked Mrs. Patterson for the biscuits and the
fishing idea. And off they trotted down the path along Patterson
Creek toward the town of Willow Grove.


Chapter Two

 


“Bonfires and
Dynamite”

 


 


The boys followed the creek slowly downhill into the valley
below. They heard the saws and machinery humming in the distance as
they reached the clearing. This, though, was no ordinary clearing.
This clearing was the topic of many heated discussions between
local families and the United States Army Corps of Engineers. It
was a tale of futuristic plans of progress, for the building of a
large lake and dam that would produce power and control flooding.
It was a tale of families being uprooted from their homes. The
final product would become the beautiful and pristine Dale Hollow
Reservoir, but during these days it looked and seemed more like
total devastation…the cutting of all trees and demolishing of all
buildings. Everywhere there were smoldering remains of homes and
trees that gave the entire area the feel of a war zone…an unfitting
end to a beautiful, thriving valley.

“I hate that sound,” Dale
said.

“What sound?” asked
Henley.

“That dad gum hummin’
sound, I hate it.” Dale said again as he shook his head with
disgust.

“Ah,” said Henley, “you
mean the sound of the turning wheels of progress, the marching on
of father time!”

“You’ve been listening to
your Pa too much again, Hen—and fer the record, you both talk
funny, did I ever tell you that?”

“Oh, twice a day, every
day,” commented Henley. Henley was a lot more optimistic about the
lake than Dale. Henley’s father worked for the Corps of Engineers
clearing trees. They moved to the area just for that purpose, as it
was a very large project and proved to be profitable for Henley’s
family. For Dale, it was the loss of his community, a time of
change that most of the families like Dale’s were bitter about. For
the most part, the families were paid well for their properties,
but many just didn’t want to move. They wanted to stay where their
families had lived for years, and most did, they just moved to
higher ground and carried on as before.

“Reckon Bukka will let us
borrow his fishin’ pole?” asked Dale, quickly turning his thoughts
from the destruction.

“I can talk him out of
it,” Henley replied. “The old toot acts like a hard nose, but he’s
a softy inside. Besides, I think he likes to see us now and again,
just for someone to talk to, you know.”

“Yeah,” remarked Dale, “I
don’t reckon nobody else goes and sees him.”

The boys walked on, leaving most of the
destruction behind them. They came to the edge of Willow Grove
before turning toward Clark Bottom. Willow Grove was still
standing, and wasn’t scheduled for demolition for another couple of
months. But change was in the air there. The merchants carried only
the necessities and were selling out everything they could before
they moved. There were some unsavory folks about, also. People not
from these parts, here on some business, no doubt.

“I hate to see the
gymnasium get bulldozed,” said Henley, “I was hoping to play ball
there someday.”

“You can swim there in a
year or two!” smarted Dale.

“Just keep walking,
pessimist,” said Henley.

“Did I ever tell you that
you talk funny?” asked Dale. Henley nodded and kept
walking.

Then both boys stopped dead in their tracks.
BOOM. Not just a boom, but a ground-shaking, hollow-echoing big
boom that froze the boys where they stood.

“WHAT WAZZAT?” shouted
Dale, wide eyed and rattled.

In the distance, a cloud of dust could be
seen, and pieces of debris falling into the stream where the old
mill once stood. One clap of dynamite leveled the old mill to its
foundation. “Daddy worked there one summer,” commented Dale,
solemnly. They turned and walked over the ridge to Clark
Bottom.


Chapter Three

 


“Bukka’s Place”

 


 


The sun shone brightly over Clark Bottom. Its rays danced on
the surface of Stillhouse Creek as it mingled into the Obey River.
In the distance, the boys could faintly hear the sound of a
harmonica.

“Sounds like Bukka’s
home,” commented Dale.

“Yeah, I love that old
gospel music,” remarked Henley.

“That’s Blues, you idiot.
And you’re gonna talk him out of his fishin’ pole?” exclaimed Dale.
“Maybe you better let me do the negotiatin’, Hen.”

“You couldn’t negotiate a
bowel movement,” argued Henley.

“Did I ever tell you that
you talk funny?” asked Dale.

“Even if you did, I
probably couldn’t understand your lazy southern lingo,” said
Henley. And the argument continued as if they were bitter enemies
about to strike blows, all the while the two were loving every
minute and enjoying the beautiful spring day.

They stopped just short of
the front steps of an old and dilapidated, one-room log cabin and
looked at one another as if to say you
first. “Well come on,” shouted a gruff
voice. “Don’ jus’ stan’ nare like weeds a growin’.”

Henley stepped onto the porch and pushed the
slide bolt open on the door, then stepped inside with a smile.
“Hello, Bukka!” He exclaimed, motioning to Dale to come along
inside.

 


Near the window at the
edge of a small table sat a dark figure staring thoughtfully at a
board on the table. A large, bearded black man of considerable age
was holding a harmonica and patiently studying a checkerboard in
the light of the window. “What chu want?” he asked without as much
as a good morning or a hello.
Neither boy answered. “Pu’haps you boas brung me whacha owe
me.”

Remembering his plan, Henley turned on his
negotiating charm. “On the contrary, my friend, I’ve come for what
you owe me.” Henley fancied himself as quite a negotiator and was
proud of his large vocabulary for a boy his age. “When I last left,
you were one game up on me, and I’ve returned to take the checker
championship home to its rightful owner.” Henley practiced this
speech over and over in his mind on the way here and delivered it
with a fantastically smug smile. “Surely you won’t decline.”

“Boa, you got mo’ crap
than a Christmas goose. Sit down and put yo’ mouth to
rest,”.

The man was Booker Clark, ‘Bukka’, to most
folks. He was a direct descendant of some of the slaves of the area
and was sort of an outcast, being one of the few blacks left in the
area. He kept to himself and lived pretty much in solitude, except
for when some of the local children would stop by…those too young
to grasp the hatred of prejudice. Thankfully this part of the south
wasn’t the worst in the country regarding prejudice, but it did
exist. Those that got to know him, liked him, but most avoided him
in fear, for he was a gruff looking old codger.

“Still got my cane pole?”
Bukka asked, as he pushed one of his checkers out onto the
board.

“That was no cane pole,
Bukka. That was a stick with a piece of bailing twine tied to the
end,” replied Henley. “It broke before I could sling my bait into
the river.” Bukka agreed that it wasn’t much of a cane pole but
suggested that next time they borrowed something it would be polite
to let the owner know what happened.

“Speaking of borrowing,”
commented Henley, seizing a good opportunity to ask for the pole,
“we’ve come here with a business deal you might be interested in,
if we could perhaps borrow something of yours.”

“I don’ suppose ‘dis got
nuttin’ to do with the Clark boas and the catfish ‘dey caught
yes’day?” asked Bukka.

“As a matter of fact, it
does!” commented Henley, as he jumped one of Bukka’s checkers and
removed it from the board. “I know for a fact that the Clark boys
don’t have a pole, and I’m quite certain that since your house is
between their house and Irons Creek Bridge, that maybe…just
maybe….they borrowed your pole to do their catching. Am I correct
in assuming that they borrowed your pole, kind sir?”

“Yep,” replied
Bukka.

“And could I also assume
that you received none of these fish, Bukka?”

“Yep,” said Bukka again,
and then jumped three of Henley’s checkers in a row and removed
them from the board with a quiet chuckle.

“Our proposition to you is
to split up any catfish caught amongst us equally,” said Henley,
finally coming to his point.

“Well, well,” said Bukka,
“it seems you talk better than you play checkers. You can borrow my
pole, bucha coulda jus’ ask.”

“We will next time,
Bukka,” said Dale, finally speaking from his safe spot near the
door. “I just had to let the Yankee have the last word. You know
how they are, talkin’ funny and all.”

“Sho ‘nuff, Dale, sho
‘nuff.” Bukka laughed as he jumped Henley’s remaining checkers.
Henley really was better at talking than checkers.
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Chapter Four

 


“Fish and Fried
Taters”

 


 


With pole in hand and an old soup can filled with dirt, the
boys rummaged through the woods turning over rocks and logs,
picking up worms and grubs. Before long the can was full of all
kinds of creepy crawlies, and they scurried back to the road and
back toward Willow Grove.

Soon they arrived at the Irons Creek Bridge
which overlooked the once thriving and quaint town of Willow Grove.
They skeptically investigated the old bridge, joking about dynamite
and being blown up high enough that Bukka could see them on the
other side of the ridge. “Never would loan us his pole again,”
laughed Dale.

They quickly strung a worm on their hook and
cast out into the current of Irons Creek. To their surprise, on
their first cast they reeled in a six pound channel catfish. Dale
pulled a piece of twine from his trousers and tied one end to the
fish and the other to a tree root protruding from shore. Dale was
so excited that he nearly forgot to bait his hook. Dale loved
fishing. In fact, he would rather fish than eat, and he was mighty
fond of eating.

They fished for several hours reclining on
shore in the warm sun and listening to the moving water. They
managed to catch another catfish, but that was all for the day.
“So, smarty-pants, how you gonna split up two fish three ways?”
asked Dale, as he tied up the pole to leave.

“Simple,” replied Henley,
“we take them home to your mother to fry.”

“You promised Bukka you’d
bring him fish!” exclaimed Dale, sounding a little
angry.

“Don’t get your panties in
a wad, honey,” said Henley, “we’ll eat what we want and deliver the
rest to Bukka…cleaned, fried, and ready to eat. Doesn’t that sound
better for Bukka?”

“Yeah, better for Bukka,
and worse for us…walkin’ through the woods at night! That path over
Sheepback Ridge gives me the creeps,” said Dale, expressing his
discontent with the idea.

“We’ll take the road then,
it’s just a mile further,” said Henley, and it was
settled.

They carried their fish back to Dale’s and
cleaned them in the creek with some pliers and a knife that Dale’s
father kept in the barn. The two fish made a large pile of
fillets.

Soon Henley and the Pattersons were full of
fish and potatoes. Dale packed up a basket with a nice care package
of fish, fried potatoes, and a large portion of biscuits, which
became a smaller portion before arriving at Bukka’s.

“Don’t see how long you
can stay out, boys. I don’t like you two being out after dark,”
said Mrs. Patterson, cautioning them to take the road, as it would
be safer than the trail through the woods. “The Melton boys
sometimes camp up the on the trail, and they’ll be
full-to-the-gills of their Pa’s moonshine. You stay away from
them,” she continued, as they stepped off the porch into the
darkness.

“We will, momma, see ya
later,” said Dale, and off they went.

The two-mile walk for the boys seemed like
five in the cool darkness. The moon was just a sliver of white in
the black sky with only one or two stars to help light their
way.

They could see Bukka setting in his rocker
on the front porch by the light of a candle on a barrel beside him.
They expected him to chide them about being late, but Bukka sat in
silence, as if in deep thought. As they stepped onto the porch,
Bukka commented on how good the basket smelled and forced a smile,
but the boys could tell that something wasn’t quite right with him.
“What’s the matter, Bukka?” asked Henley, “we thought the fish
would make you happy.”

“I’m sorry, boas, dinner
does cheer me up when I’m down, and Lord knows I could use a little
cheerin’,” he said as he reached for the basket.

“Feel like talkin’ about
it?” asked Dale. “Momma always says that talkin’ will help git it
outta ya.”

“It’s nothin’ you boas can
help with. It’s just one of them things that can’t be helped,”
Bukka explained. “It’s just…” Bukka tried to choke back the tears,
“they ain’t…they ain’t gonna dig up momma.”

“DIG UP MOMMA?” cried
Henley, forgetting his manners.

“They ain’t tol’ ya, have
they?” commented Bukka, solemnly. “They gotta dig the graves and
move ‘em…got no choice.”

Both boys stood like stone as Bukka
explained to them the process of the grave digging and the problems
the community was encountering with the whole system.

The boys were uncomfortable on the walk
home. The stories of grave digging had filled their heads with
thoughts that chilled them to the bone. They got home safely, but
both tossed and turned in bed trying to shake the images of coffins
and bones from their heads.


Chapter Five

 


“Of Grave
Digging”

 


 


The city was plagued with problems concerning the digging of
the graves. It was a constant source of argument among the
townspeople, with everyone having a complaint but no
solution.

First and foremost, no one wanted the job.
No one was willing to dig up a friend or relative, and in this
small community, everyone knew everyone else, so finding someone to
dig was problem number one.

In most cases, the graves were dug and the
remains, being mostly decomposed, would be placed in a small wooden
box about the size of a shoe box. After sifting through the soil,
all that could be found, the bones, clothing, jewelry, teeth, etc.
would be nailed shut into the box to assure that they all made it
to the re-burial sight. The box would be labeled, if there was any
information on the headstone, and loaded onto a wagon to be carted
to its new location.

Most of the graves from the Willow Grove and
Lillydale area were relocated in a small community known as St.
Johns. It was situated about half way between the two cities and
was plenty high enough above floodplain. Small white crosses
adorned the graves of those unfortunate enough to be buried without
headstones. Row after row of these crosses can still be viewed
today in this beautiful little cemetery.

Problem number two with the process was that
many of the graves had been there for so long that no remains were
left or the stone had been moved slightly, making it nearly
impossible for a man with a shovel to find the body at all. Days of
digging on end might yield no remains. This was Bukka’s problem.
The blacks weren’t always allowed to bury loved ones in the white
cemeteries, and when they were, they were often forced to bury them
in a location away from the whites. This soil was often rocky and
less suitable for burial. The blacks rarely had suitable coffins,
and those that did, rarely were buried with anything like jewelry
or personal items that would resist decay. Quite simply, there was
nothing left to dig; even if they wanted to, which most of the
white diggers did not. So, many of the graves were left untouched
to await the rising water.

Another of the many problems was not the
digging itself, but rather who was doing the digging. ‘Diggers’, as
they were called, were normally out-of-towners, travelers who were
thieves and thugs looking for more than their hourly wage for
digging. Many a necklace and countless rings were taken from the
helpless corpses to be sold to unknowing people in other cities. It
was a nasty, pathetic system, but it was the only system, so it
continued, despite its faults.


Chapter Six

 


“Meeting Miah”

 


 


Even with
their lousy night’s sleep, curiosity was
beginning to get the best of the cat. Both boys had decided to
check out this grave digging during the safety of the daylight
hours. Their intention was to check out the graveyard in Clark
bottom, because after Bukka’s speech, they were certain that there
must be some digging going on where Bukka’s mother was
buried.

On their way, they had to pass Bukka’s
house, where he was standing near the road waiting, knowing full
well that the boys…being boys…would soon be coming by.

“Ain’t no use, boas, can’t
go down there t’day,” said Bukka, with a concerned look on his
face. “There’s a dead man down there.”

“Lots of ‘em, Bukka,
it is a
graveyard,” smarted Dale.

“No, Dale, a man died last
night while diggin’ a grave. They hauled him out this mo’nin’, and
people been talkin’ ‘bout strange things a happenin’.”

“How did he die?” asked
Henley, feeling bad about Dale’s smart comment.

“Weren’t no marks on him
nowhere,” said Bukka, “said he was scared to death, saw ghosts or
sumpin’, ‘cordin’ to his buddy diggin’ with him. Don’ look like ‘em
boas gonna be diggin’ no mo’ holes. Police said his buddy was white
as a ghost himself, and he said he wasn’t never comin’ back here no
mo’.”

“We’re goin’!” said Dale,
as Bukka shook his head in disapproval. “Its daylight, Bukka, the
boogie man don’t come out ‘til dark,” smarted Dale, and the two
turned and skipped off at a fast pace, while Bukka stood there
wishing his old bones could have held them back.

In a matter of minutes, the boys stepped
through the open gate of the small cemetery. Although the sun was
up, there was still a good bit of morning mist in the valley. They
expected to see policemen and other official people roaming around
the area, but the graveyard was empty. The body had been hauled
off, and the people involved were more than happy to be on their
way elsewhere.

There had definitely been some digging done.
There were crudely filled graves and some partially dug. There was
a stack of small pine boxes near an old cedar tree, and picks and
shovels lay scattered near a horse-drawn wagon.

It was just as they had pictured it, a
little creepy even in the daylight. There were headstones piled
high on the wagon, as well as a stack of pine boxes nailed shut. As
they walked past the wagon, Dale began to feel uneasy, and slowed
his pace. Henley, however, continued walking, feeling drawn to a
further spot near the edge of the cemetery. He stopped near two
freshly dug graves. As he stood graveside, the sun went behind a
cloud, and the morning mist seemed to thicken into a deep fog.
Dale’s discomfort was becoming fear, but Henley stared into the
open hole without notice of the changing conditions.

A faint, cool breeze swept through the
valley, and it made the dense fog spin like the little dust clouds
that dot the dry fields in August.

One of the whirlwinds of mist began to form
where Henley stood near the headstones. To Dale’s horror…the
whirlwind took form. The form of a woman seemed to rise right out
of the soil and hang above Henley’s head. A cloudy mist of a woman
of days gone by, dressed in a long, white gown now floated in front
of Henley, as he stared deeply into her eyes.

“Sweet mother of Jesus!”
cried Dale, “run, Henley, run!” Dale stood frozen in his footsteps,
too afraid to stay and too afraid to leave Henley. “God, Henley,
come on!” he cried again, as tears streamed down his pale, white
face.

But Henley would not move. He began speaking
out loud but almost to himself, “She’s crying…crying, Dale…I’m not
afraid…I’ll help you…” The woman held one hand out in front of her
and floated over near the open grave, still crying as she moved.
She gave one last look to Henley and disappeared into the fog. As
quickly as the fog came, it was gone, and both boys stood
motionless, trying to determine what had happened.

“Why didn’t you run? I
thought you were as dead as that digger!” said Dale, as he wiped
the tears from his face.

“I couldn’t run, Dale,
something is wrong,” said Henley, still mesmerized by what he’d
seen. “She needs our help.”

“She needs
your help, you mean. I’m
helping my butt out of here…you comin’?” Dale asked, as he turned
to leave.

“Yeah,” Henley said
quietly, as he stared at the gravestone surrounded by piles of dirt
and mud. It was a double headstone with these words:

 


 


 


Miah Cowan John Cowan

Loving Wife to John Husband to Miah

1822-1892 1820-1895

 


 


 


As the boys left the cemetery, Henley turned
and quietly said, “I’ll help you, Miah…I’ll help you.” They walked
away wondering what in the world to do next.
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Chapter Seven

 


“Hills and
Hollers”

 


 


The boys really were perplexed. They knew no one would believe
them, and even if they did, they would be grounded for being where
they were, when they were. So, each dealt with it in their own way.
Dale simply tried to forget it, with little success. It was weeks
before he could get a good night’s rest.

Henley didn’t sleep well either, but not
from fright. The fact that Miah was crying haunted him day and
night. Was she being separated from her husband, or did she simply
not want to be dug up? All questions led to more questions until he
decided to finally talk to Bukka. Hopefully, Bukka could keep the
secret, and maybe shed some light on what happened.

But, first things first. It was Monday
morning, and while the school was still standing, they must attend.
School did them little good, though, as their minds were so far off
they needed a zip code of their own. ‘Course, they didn’t have zip
codes back then, but whatever they needed, they didn’t find it at
school that day.

After school was finally out, Henley told
Dale of his plan to talk to Bukka. Dale agreed that it was a good
idea, but had promised his mother he would work in the garden. And
besides, working in the garden fit closer into his plan of
forgetting the whole thing.

Henley was certain that Bukka would believe
him. He was a spiritual man and seemed to have words of wisdom for
everything that troubled Henley’s mind. It was strange that a young
Yankee white boy could find friendship with a weathered old black
man in this day and time. But, it was a mutual friendship, and for
some strange reason it worked.

“Dang, boa, you coulda
been kilt!” Bukka exclaimed, as the wheels in his mind began
turning. Bukka did believe him…and he saw the fog in the valley,
which “don’ jus’ come and go like ‘dat.” “Its simple, boa. All you
got to do is find out what she’s a wantin’.”

“But, where do I start?”
Henley asked hopelessly.

“Got to put on yo’
thinkin’ cap, boa. Got to fin’ out who she was, what she done, all
‘dat,” Bukka said, already with a plan. “Go see ol’ man Hill over
near Willa Grove.”

“Where does he live?”
asked Henley, wondering how many miles his feet would have to
travel.

“Bout a mile past Willa
Grove toward Lillydale. Big, white house near the bluff,” Bukka
replied, waving his hand in the general direction. “’Dat man got a
mem’ry like an elephant, like an old elephant. Tell him I said
‘dat,” he said, with a chuckle. Henley didn’t quite understand, but
agreed to make the trip.

An hour later, Henley found himself looking
up at a large white farm house with a large front porch facing the
sunset. In the porch swing sat a beautiful young girl. He would of
much rather she had been a huge, growling guard dog. Guard dogs
aren’t so scary. He then realized that he didn’t actually know the
name of the man he had come to see, and didn’t want to seem rude by
calling him ‘old man Hill’. “H…h…hello,” he stammered, as he
stepped onto the porch.

“Hi, my name is Sara.
What’s yours?” she asked, with the sweetest southern accent that
Henley had ever heard.

 


“H…H…Henley…I think…I
know…I…hum, pleased to meet you,” he said, finally remembering some
manners.

“You’re funny,” she said,
with a grin. “Are you here to see my Daddy?”

“I’m not sure,” he
replied. “Bukka Clark sent me to talk to Mr. Hill about someone who
lived a long time ago. He said he had a memory like an old
elephant.”

The little girl laughed and said, “That’s my
granddaddy. He’s upstairs. Come with me.” She took him by the hand,
making him quite uncomfortable, and tugged him inside. She led him
upstairs and into a small room. “Pa,” she said, as they entered the
room, “there’s someone here to see you.” She took a seat near her
grandfather. “His name is H…H…Henley,” she chirped, and chuckled to
herself.

The old man sat in a rocker near the window.
He put down the open Bible in his hand and slid his glasses from
his nose and said, “You don’t say, it’s been some time since I’ve
had a visitor.”

“Bukka Clark sent me, Sir.
He said maybe you could help me find out about someone who lived a
long time ago. He said you had a memory like an elephant, a very
old elephant.”

“He would say that, that
old rascal. How is the old toot these days?” the old man asked,
wiping his glasses on his shirt.

“He’s doing well, I
think,” replied Henley. “He speaks highly of you.”

“Tell me, my boy, what can
this old elephant recall for you?”

“I wanted to find out
about a lady that lived near here a long time ago. Her name was
Miah Cowan, husband John,” relayed Henley.

“Now, where did a young
man like yourself hear an old name like that?” asked the old
fellow.

 


“I…I read it somewhere. I
don’t think anyone else would know about her,” he said, changing
the subject.

“John and Miah had money.
Well, not early on. They got married young, didn’t have nothin’ at
first...didn’t have money for a wedding ring, even. It didn’t
matter, love is all they needed. They worked hard, built a right
smart farm in the valley past Clark Bottom. They were good
people—made a good bit of money over time. Whole town was happy to
see her finally get a wedding ring, showed it to everybody. I’ll
never forget how it was inscribed on the inside; ‘to Miah with
love, John’. Didn’t think all that could fit in there, but it did.
Pretty lady, too. Yes, sir, she was gorgeous. They was good people.
Reckon she died of the fever. Guess John just died away missing
her.” The old man talked for another hour, and thankfully the
coming darkness gave Henley a good excuse to be running
along.

He thanked the man for his hospitality and
Sara led him to the door. As he stepped from the porch, Sara spoke
up “You could come back sometime if you like.”

“Yeah, um…I would like
to…I mean I will…thank you, good bye Sara.” He left her with a
smile, remembering how nice her hand felt in his.

It was dark when he got home. He quickly ate
his supper, cleaned up, and fell in bed. Tonight he thought of
Miah…and Sara.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Eight

 


“More Questions”

 


 


The next day at school was much the same as the day before.
Neither boy could concentrate on their work, but Dale was getting
on with life as best he could and was becoming a little distant
with Henley. Henley just couldn’t let it rest, and Dale just wanted
rid of the whole mess.

Henley again went to Bukka’s without even
asking Dale. He already knew his response. He relayed old man
Hill’s recollections of Miah and John to Bukka with all the detail
he could remember.

“Maybe she’s looking for
John,” said Bukka, with a confused look on his face.

“I don’t think so, Bukka.
She just didn’t seem to be looking for someone. I just don’t get
it. She was holding her hand in front of her as if she was keeping
someone from coming near….or waving something away.”

“Maybe somebody was tryin’
to hurt her,” Bukka suggested.

“I think she would have
seemed frantic or startled, not just crying.”

“Keep tryin’, boa. You’ll
figger it out,” encouraged Bukka.

“But then what, Bukka?
Even if I do figure it out, how do you fix a problem with a
ghost?”

“Boa,” said Bukka, “I git
the feelin’ you gonna do both.”

Henley shook his head and left for home. He
took the trail over the ridge, as it was nearly a mile closer, and
he was sure his feet had endured enough miles lately. He thought as
he walked about the reasons for what he had experienced, and
wondered why she chose him, or was he simply in the right place at
the right time. He felt the same remorse for her now as he did two
days earlier when the whole thing started. This sense of sorrow was
growing inside him when he realized …it was happening again. The
hair on the back of his neck stood on end, partially in fear, and
partially in awe of this amazing occurrence.

Ahead in the trail a mist gathered—swirling
before his eyes—and it became the beautiful woman he had seen
before. Miah stood in the path with her hand outreached toward
Henley as if to say ‘halt’.

But as Henley began to speak, her eyes met
his, and they were wet with tears.

“Please let me help you,”
Henley said, quietly, feeling as if his heart was broken, too. The
woman’s eyes turned back to her hand, and then she held it toward
him, showing the back of her hand openly. Henley thought she was
about to wave him to follow her, but she disappeared leaving Henley
feeling even more helpless than before.

Henley pulled himself together and made for
home. He would have to spend some more time there for a while, or
his mother would start to worry. He had no idea how to tell her the
truth…the truth she would not believe.

Talk around the dinner table was pretty much
the same as usual. His mother spoke of the happenings at church and
his father discussed the jobs he had secured with the Corps. He
landed a new job every few days as he completed their tasks. He
owned a nice tractor with a front loader and a disc. He had some
ground moving to do in Clark Bottom this week, which should pay
pretty well. He made an honest living working in the area, even
though some of the locals considered it taking advantage of a hard
situation. Most of them would have done the same, though, but they
didn’t have the tractor.

 


Henley did his best to make believe he was
interested in the conversation. He helped his mother clean up the
dishes and made his way to bed. Tonight, he was tired of thinking.
He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Nine

 


“Lucky Day”

 


 


Henley’s grades began to slip at school. Despite his efforts
at home, his mother new that something was wrong with her son,
whose happy-go-lucky spirit was becoming sullen and
withdrawn.

“I haven’t seen Dale
around lately. Have you gotten into an argument?” she asked one
morning while waking him for school.

“No, ma’am,” Henley
replied. “He’s had a lot of chores at home lately.

“I can’t help but notice
that you haven’t been yourself lately. Would you like to talk about
it?” she asked, walking to his bedside and sitting on the
edge.

Henley struggled to hold back the tears, but
the stress had taken its toll on the young boy. “I think I’m going
crazy, mom, but if I tell you, you’ll think I am, too.” Tears
rolled down his cheeks as he looked to her.

She put her arms around him. “We can
accomplish anything together, Henley, but you’ll have to tell me
what’s wrong.” Her arms were the best thing he had felt in a very
long time and crazy or not, he had to get it off his chest.

Through the tears, he began his story. “I’ve
seen…I’ve been seeing…a ghost. Don’t laugh, Mom, its true, you’ve
got to believe me. I’ve seen her in the woods and at Clark
Bottom.”

“A mind can play tricks on
you in the dark, hun,” she suggested.

“It was daylight, Mom, and
Dale saw her, too!”

 


Hearing that Dale had also seen the ghost
made her listen more closely. Henley described the ghost in detail.
As he mentioned the motion of her hand and the tears in her eyes,
his mother’s face grew pale, and a chill ran down her spine. “I’ve
dreamed of her Henley, I’ve seen her in my dreams.”

“What’s happening,
mom?”

They held one another, not knowing what to
say or do. Henley did not go to school. He and his mother discussed
every detail of her dream and Henley’s experiences over the past
week. There was something they were missing, even though his
sightings and her dream were identical. And then, as one woman
understands another, Henley’s mother put it all together. “Henley!”
she exclaimed. “She’s lost her wedding ring!”

It all made sense. She wasn’t motioning with
her hand; she was looking at it and showing it to them. There was
no ring on her finger! Her greatest possession, the token of love
and life long devotion from her husband was lost. But how could she
have lost it? It’s been buried with her all these years.
BURIED!

“Gravediggers!” Henley
shouted. “They must have stolen it! But the police searched the
dead man and his friend, and found nothing.” (Yeah, he had
questioned the police, also. Inquisitive young man,
huh.)

“There must be a reason
she has chosen us,” his mother commented. “We’re going to have to
ask for your father’s help.”

“He’ll never believe us,
Mom.”

“We don’t have a choice,
Henley. We’ll have to make him understand. He’ll be home soon, it’s
almost dark.”

They were surprised to find it so late in
the day. They had talked for hours, pouring over the details.

 


They both sat at the kitchen table wondering
how to break the news to Henley’s father. John Stevens was no ghost
chaser. He was an honest, hard working man with a strong Christian
background, and very devoted to his family…but ghosts? John was not
going to stroll in and suggest they hire a psychic to help them
find a lost ghostly ring. Henley’s mother held out little hope of
his understanding, and Henley held none.

So there they sat, waiting for the door to
open. Soon it did. John Stevens stepped through the door with a
skip and a smile. “Look what I found while I was running the disc
near the old cemetery. The sun shone on it just right, so I just
picked it up…must be my lucky day!” He took something from his
pocket and flipped it into the air as if he were tossing a coin. He
caught it with one hand and laid it on the table in front of
them.

It was an antique diamond
ring! “Holy cow,” said Henley, under his voice. He picked up the
ring and read the inscription inside…to
Miah with Love, John.

Lucky day indeed.




Chapter Ten

 


“The Road to St.
John”

 


 


John could tell by his family’s expression that something was
dreadfully wrong. The look of disbelief on their faces did more
than stir his curiosity.

“Could somebody tell me
what the heck is going on?” he asked, impatiently.

Mrs. Stevens relayed the events of the last
week in a timely manner. John was reluctant, at best, to absorb the
story with enthusiasm and was about to suggest he take a hot bath
and think it over, when Henley took a deep breath. It was a very
deep breath, and with a tremble in his voice he said, “She’s
coming.”

Henley walked past his father to the kitchen
door. He turned the knob and opened it widely. In the road below
the house, in a veil of white mist, stood Miah. “Sweet mother of
Jesus!” cried John, oddly mimicking Dale’s response a few days
earlier.

Henley turned and looked at his father and
said, “Get the lantern, Dad, we’ve got a long walk ahead of us.”
The three walked out the door and began following this cloud of
mist in the form of Miah Cowan.

Two hours they walked, knowing where they
were going, but not what to expect when they arrived.

They walked through Willow Grove unnoticed
by the townsfolk. They climbed the steep terrain to the top of the
ridge between Willow Grove and Lillydale. They walked directly to
St. Johns Cemetery. Row after row of small, unmarked crosses
adorned the hillside. Weathered headstones dotted the
landscape.

They marched to a spot near the center of
the cemetery. There was an open hole at the base of a large double
headstone. Carved upon the stone was the name ‘Cowan’.

Henley, who had been carrying the ring since
they left the house, walked to the headstone and placed it gently
on top. Miah looked down upon Henley with a look of peace and
thankfulness. Tears no longer filled her eyes.

At that moment a cool breeze began to blow.
The breeze was coming from two directions, Willow Grove and
Lillydale. With the breeze came long clouds of mist, spinning in
the breeze like the whirlwind at Clark Bottom. In these mists were
figures…figures of men, women, children…friends and family of years
gone by.

The entire hillside was illuminated as the
files of souls marched in. The mists swirled and swayed in this
joyous reunion of souls. The single whirlwinds became larger ones
spinning faster and faster. In one huge display of light and
splendor, the whirlwinds joined into one gigantic tornado directly
above the open grave of Miah. Stones and soil lifted into the air,
culminating with the masses of souls. In the middle of it all was
Miah, spinning joyously with the ring on her finger. Then with one
enormous downward thrust, the stones, soil, and light crashed into
the open hole, filling it perfectly.

As tears ran down their faces, they held one
another as the morning sun rose to shine upon a new day. Away in
the distance, under the shade of an oak tree, stood an old black
man, also wiping tears from his face. Quietly he whispered, “Rest
in peace, momma, rest in peace.”
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Chapter
Eleven

 


“New Beginnings”

 


 


Henley felt renewed. Dale, too, felt tremendously better. The
whole ‘souls marching off to St. Johns’ idea fit in nicely with his
‘forget the whole thing’ plan.

Henley did his family proud. With the
insight of his father’s work and his mother’s passion, he began
recording facts and family history of the people in the area. His
way with words and inquisitive nature gained him the status of a
local folklorist. He found himself wanting to record everyone’s
account of this pre-lake era, but for the mean time, the Hill
family was his peek interest…especially the youngest.

Bukka lived out the rest of his days
comfortably in his cabin overlooking Clark Bottom. He eventually
made a respectable checker player out of Henley, but it took a
while, as his mouth ran somewhat faster than his mind. And he did
talk funny; did I ever tell ya that?

The townsfolk eventually came to terms with
the inevitable coming of the lake. Dr. Clark, an enormous pillar in
the community, gave a particularly moving speech in July of 1942
regarding the move. His renowned speech helped soften the blow of
moving.

Father Time pressed on, and the water did
rise. And, thankfully for the sacrifice of others, you and I can
enjoy the pristine waters of Dale Hollow Lake.

I, myself, have a very strong love of the
lake, and hold a fondness in my heart for those that endured the
hardships of its making. And on calm nights, when the mists begin
to swirl their way over the lake surface, I wonder…if they are
really mists at all.

 


 


 


 


The End

 


 



 


 


 


 


Death of a
Digger












“The Scary
Part”

“I’m cold…cold to the bone,” said Tojo. His name was Tommy
Johnson, but he was known as Tojo. I don’t think it was a term of
affection. There was little to be affectionate about in this
fellow. What he hadn’t stolen or vandalized, he’d raped and
pillaged. He was disgusting from end to end.

“Suck it up, wimp” said
Willie. “If Jack Sewell finds out you’re draggin’ your feet, you’ll
be diggin’ your own grave.” Willie was the closest thing to a
friend that Tojo had, and I use the term ‘friend’ loosely. I guess
there is such a thing as honor among thieves.

“If I ever get him paid
off, I’m leavin’. This job stinks,” said Tojo, with determination.
Tojo had a gambling problem, and he liked moonshine way too much
for his own good. The two problems together were a deadly
combination that generally led to his demise.

“Yeah, it stinks, Tojo.
It’s cold, creepy, and down right disgusting, but you don’t hear me
griping. I’ll make enough money tonight to pay my rent for two
months. Your can leave whenever you want, I’m staying…and I’m
diggin’. Diggin’ at night makes for a good haul. Another dig like
last night and I’ll be rollin’ in the dough. That necklace last
night brought two hundred bucks! Yeah, you just go on, I’ll dig,”
said Willie, sifting through the cold, damp soil.

“I don’t care what you
say,” said Tojo defiantly. “Something about this hole gives me the
creeps. Every shovel of dirt fights me. It don’t dig right, I’m
tellin’ ya. I don’t like it.”

“Well, just let me dig
it,” said Willie. “Look at the headstone. It reads ‘Miah Cowan’ on
your side and ‘John’ on mine. Won’t be nothin’ in mine but boots
and teeth. You got the good one, I’m tellin’ ya. Women always got
better stuff.”

“Fine,” said Tojo, “but
this dirt, man, it’s cold and hard. And what’s with this fog? It
creeps me out.”

“You won’t see the fog if
you keep your mind on your digging,” said Willie, tired of the
incessant whining.

Thump. It was the sound Tojo had been
waiting for. It was the sound of the shovel hitting something more
solid than soil. It was the remains of Miah Cowan’s casket. He
began shoveling through soil and soil-like decay. Rotten wood and
cloth covered up fragments of bones and undeterminable body parts,
long rotted into the soil. Time and the good Earth had nearly
reclaimed Miah.

Tojo could hardly contain himself as he
rapidly pilfered through the remains. He spent a lot more time
sifting the areas of the grave that could contain jewelry, than the
areas containing remnants of the body itself. Very little actually
made it to the small wooden box intended for the remains.

“Ah, what’s this?” asked
Tojo out loud.

Willie scrambled out of his hole and into
Tojo’s and said, “Whoa, that’s a beauty!”

Tojo held up a beautiful diamond
ring…beautiful even in the foggy darkness of the night air.

Tojo dropped the ring immediately with a
quiver. “Its ice cold, Willie, don’t touch it!” But it was too late
for Willie. He was hopelessly drawn to that ring. Tojo, even with
his rotten core, knew better than to mess with this ring. “I’m not
lettin’ this little gem get away,” said Willie, with the hyper
enthusiasm of the true thief.

Tojo backed out of the grave feeling uneasy
all over. “Sumpin’ ain’t right, man, let’s get the heck out of
here!”

“What, and leave this
little parcel behind?” asked Willie, unaware of anything else
around him.

“Man, I’m leavin’…look at
this place!” Tojo was getting more frightened by the
minute.

The fog thickened, and a light breeze began
to move the fogs and mists in the air. And something else in the
air was moving…shapes…shapes of people! The wind and mist began to
swirl around the two, and there were voices. Voices in the air came
from far and near. Some were whispers that also swirled with the
mist. One…one was a voice in the distance. It was a woman’s voice,
barely legible. First it sounded like a long, quiet moan, but it
was getting louder and louder with each passing minute. “Wheresssss
Myyyyyyy diiiiiiiiiii…” moaned a faint, painful voice. It continued
over and over, again and again. It was getting louder…and closer!
“Wheressssss myyyyyyy diaaaaaaaaa…”

Tojo backed up as fast as he could possibly
move his stiff, frightened limbs. Now Willie understood the gravity
of the situation. This was no fog or whirlwind of mist! This was a
gathering of souls! Souls of the angry dead surrounded them without
remorse for the thieving fools. They would pay for their
stupidity…their lack of respect of the helpless remains of those
long gone.

The whispers swirled and spun about them
with a deafening roar. And, that moan was getting louder…and
closer! “Where’ssssss myyyyyyyyy diamond ringgggggg?” moaned a
mournful, angry voice.

The voice was now close, dreadfully close.
Hanging in the air above the two men floated Miah Cowan! She was a
foggy mist of a woman…always swirling…moaning loudly with the
deafening hiss of the dead.

There were no tears in her eyes, only anger
and hatred for those that took what was not theirs to keep. With
one hand outreached, she pointed at Willie and loudly asked,
“WHERE’S MY DIAMOND RING? WHERE IS IT? YOU…YOU HAVE IT!” She
shouted painfully loud along with the whispering souls, moaning and
snarling, spinning and twisting.

Willie stood like stone, wide-eyed and cold.
Tojo raced to his side and wrestled the ring from his tightly
clinched fist, and with all his might, hurled the ring at Miah. He
then turned and ran as fast as his feet would carry him.

The ring passed through Miah, being caught
unaware, and fell somewhere deep into the cemetery into the dark
deep grass, unseen by anyone...anything. There it rested, ice cold
in the dew covered soil.

Tojo ran until his legs could run no more.
He collapsed in the road in Willow Grove.

Willie stared into the hate-filled eyes of
Miah. Wisps of cold mist swirled about him. Her two hands
approached him slowly. They were not searching for the ring.
Willie’s body shook uncontrollably as Miah’s hands passed INTO his
chest, her eyes wide with anger! His spine felt the icy cold
clutches of Miah’s hands clasping around it. All warmth left his
body. Her cold hands took with her every ounce of life left in him.
His lifeless body fell limply to the ground to breathe no more.

Meanwhile, the ring lay unnoticed in the
deep grass of the cemetery. Souls frantically searched the valley.
Tears flowed from Miah’s eyes. Miah and the souls, in one last act
of anger and despair, swirled into one giant whirlwind and
disappeared into the chill night air. The grave yard once again
fell silent…waiting.

The End


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Fruits of Labor

 



Chapter One

 


“Wretched
Briars”

 


February, 1841

 


John Cowan was having a long day. The briars had not only torn
the last respectable shirt he owned, but they had torn at his skin
in more places than he could count. This ‘striking out on one’s
own’ wasn’t as glamorous as he imagined three months ago while
sitting in front of his parents’ fireplace in Celina, Tennessee.
But, John refused to let it get him down. He was just that type of
guy. If it took another month to clear and fence his ten acres,
then that’s what it took. His determination and ingenuity came from
his parents. They were both Irish-born immigrants that had been in
the state for several years. Their name had been McCowan, but they
dropped the ‘Mc’ after moving to the US. Patrick and Maggi ‘Cowan
loved middle Tennessee.

No Sir, this fence was no match for
twenty-one year old John Cowan, but it was becoming apparent that
he was going to have to find a seamstress before his clothes fell
completely from his body.

Maybe tomorrow he would make his way up to
Willow Grove. He needed flour anyway, so maybe he could find a
seamstress while in town. Of course she would have to work on
credit, or accept some eggs or country ham in trade. His hams had
turned out well this year, and it was a good thing, too. He might
well have starved this winter without them for food and trade.
Money was tighter than ever this year on his own, but he would
rather eat bark than let down his father’s high expectations. It
was hard to calculate one’s needs in advance in this untamed part
of the Upper Cumberland that would one day become Clay County. Most
merchants in the area operated on the barter system, which seemed
to work out pretty well, so John wasn’t all that worried about
obtaining what he needed.

But that was tomorrow, and this was today.
Today, he must deal with these wretched tearing briars. Between him
and his tiny little barn-like cabin were thousands of them, waiting
to bite and tear at him.

“Curse you briars,” said
John, in his straight-forward speech. John rarely said more than
absolutely necessary, but he always meant what he said. “Be gone,”
he murmured as he swiped through them with his sickle, “ten
thousand more to go.”

 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


“In Stitches”

 


John normally woke up refreshed and ready for each day’s
challenges, and today was no exception. He had exceptionally high
spirits today…no briars.

Like most days he started his morning with a
breakfast of ham and eggs. He hadn’t yet mastered the art of making
biscuits and quit trying, as flour was a commodity that was not in
abundance. He often skipped his mid-day meal so he wouldn’t have to
clean up the mess. Besides, it would have been the same as
breakfast and supper…ham and eggs. Good thing he had healthy
chickens.

He spread some feed for the chickens in a
small fenced-in yard. When he was home, he would let them out to
scratch, but not today. Coyotes or dogs would make lunch of them
without him nearby. He slopped the piglets before leaving.
Thankfully he had slaughtered the larger hogs last summer, or they
probably would have gone hungry this winter. Besides, the hams were
his main source of barter. Country ham was a staple in the
south.

John slung a bundle of clothing over his
shoulder and stepped off the porch like a man on vacation. He loved
a trip to town. Who would have thought that a man of few words
would like a trip to town? I think, mostly, it was a change of pace
for him. He put in some back-breaking days building his tiny little
farm, and it must have been a relief to get away from it now and
again. Make no mistake, though, John liked hard work. He knew it,
too. When the goin’ got tough, the tough went to work. Turned soil
and a well earned crop were a reward that John and most good men
could find deep satisfaction in. “Hard work has always been my best
friend,” he would often say. It would prove itself in good
time.

As the morning sun aged
more toward noontime, John steadily strolled through the town
(settlement) of Willow Grove. He stopped outside of a small
store-front with a sign that read ‘Elsie Clark, Seamstress, New
Clothing and Repairs’. Clarks
everywhere, thought John, as he stepped
inside. The Clarks were indeed just about everywhere, and Elsie was
not only a Clark, but her mother was a Dale…daughter of William
Dale, to be exact. THE William Dale who secured a few acres of land
in 1808 that later was purchased by the US Army Corps of Engineers
in 1941 to build ‘you know what’. Who would have thought that in
1808, William’s few acres…and name, would have become the
beginnings of ‘Dale’ Hollow Lake? History can be stranger than
fiction.

“Howdy, ma’am,” said John
in his straight-up fashion. “Briars got the best of me, can you
help?”

“Certainly, Mr…” said
Elsie pleasantly as she examined the bundle.

“Cowan,” said John, again
with only the necessary number of words.

“Will that be cash or
charge, Mr. Cowan?” she asked, with a smile, already knowing his
reply.

“Charge, if I could,
ma’am, or I have some good country ham I could offer,” he said, as
respectfully as possible.

“We just love country ham,
Mr. Cowan. If you are in town a few hours, we could be done this
afternoon.”

“Much obliged,” he said,
quite simply.

Just as he turned to leave, a young lady
stepped from the back room to pick up the bundle to begin work. She
was dressed in a simple country dress and wore a small white bonnet
high upon her curly golden hair. John was dumbstruck. His mind
always moved faster than his mouth, but now his mouth wasn’t moving
at all, and his mind was racing through the atmosphere like the
space shuttle. Even in her modest dress she looked like a queen,
and her simply combed hair could not have looked better above angel
wings. She was beyond beautiful in his eyes.

She was Miah Clark, Elsie’s much younger
sister of nineteen years of age. Miah’s mother died during her
birth, so Miah was raised by her sister Elsie and possessed the
spriteful nature of a woman raised by a young woman. She was a
free-thinker. Free-thinking was not something that was respected in
young ladies of that time, and she had plenty of it. Actually,
‘free-thinking’ is an understatement. She was quite a handful but
did possess the manners and sweetness of the Dale family women. I
think she was a little ahead of her time. Ahead or not, John knew
immediately…even if she didn’t…that this was the woman of his
dreams. He walked straight to the counter and forwardly asked,
“Would you like to take a walk, Miss?”

“Not if you want your
clothes sewn,” she chirped and turned and walked to the other room,
leaving John looking a little foolish in front of Elsie.

“I apologize for my
forwardness,” John said, thinking ten thousand miles a minute.
Elsie smiled. She was used to this sort of thing with Miah and had
no intention of encouraging him in any way.

“Give us a few hours, Mr.
Cowan,” she said smiling, and motioned him to the door.

As John left that little store on main, he
said to himself, “that’s the woman I’m going to marry,” and John
always meant what he said. He walked the dirt roads of Willow Grove
thankfully praising every briar he had cursed the day before.


Chapter Three

 


“No Fireworks”

 


John finished his errands thinking of nothing but this amazing
young lady. He wasn’t worried…he had made up his mind. John had a
way of not taking ‘no’ for an answer. All successful people have
this determination and focus. Those that worry about failing are
excepting failure as a part of the equation. Not John, failure was
never an option. John stopped back by Elsie’s place. He signed his
credit form while looking around the room, and said, “The lady
working earlier…”

Elsie didn’t let him finish his sentence.
She grew annoyed with the endless stream of gentlemen callers that
Miah always had. She, herself, raised Miah with little help from
their father. And even though she loved Miah deeply, she was a
little jealous of Miah’s better looks and youth. She was twenty
years older than Miah, and the hardships of raising her little
sister had weathered her beyond her years. Raising a child had
cheated her of some of her youth, but she would not have done
anything differently if given a chance. Miah was as much a daughter
as a sister, and both loved each other tremendously.

“Miah!” shouted Elsie.
“Lover boy wants another shot.” She stepped back against the wall
and waited for the fireworks.

Miah stepped from the back room looking a
little annoyed by the disruption. She walked to the counter and
forced a bit of a smile.

“Miss Miah,” he began, “I
wonder if you might reconsider a short walk?”

“That’s mighty brazen
Mr…Cowan,” she said as she read his name from his credit paper.
“Why should I consider such a hasty request?”

Anyone else would have apologized and walked
away dejected, but not John. Even with few words, he could be quite
persuasive. “You see,” he said, “I have very little time and was
certain you would reconsider.”

“Little time for what, Mr.
Cowan?” she asked, growing impatient.

“It’s only a matter of
time,” he said, with rock-solid determination, “until another man
walks through that door and tries to gain your hand. I must beat
him to it.”

Miah looked him in the eye
not knowing what to say. She liked the way this man conveyed
himself. Other young men were disrespectful, some overzealous, some
backward and shy. She despised bashfulness in a man, and John had
none what-so-ever…but the nerve of this man, barging in here,
almost demanding a walk…with those eyes…and smile. Miah was used to
rejecting boys, but that was because she wasn’t interested. This
man was interesting, and besides, ‘hard-to-get’ was never really
her game…but, the nerve of this man…and those eyes.
Huh. Okay, he wins.

“Elsie, may I?” she asked,
to Elsie’s amazement.

“I guess,” Elsie replied,
still amazed and disappointed that Miah didn’t put him in his
place. “No fireworks today, I guess,” she commented, shaking her
head.

And that is how John Cowan, with three
simple sentences and the determination of Job, convinced the girl
of his dreams to begin a relationship. The townsfolk said John
could talk the Devil out of a soul, with interest, if he took a
mind to. And if he ever tried, I’d buy tickets for the show.

As the two walked the roads of Willow Grove,
Miah gently apologized for the harshness of her earlier comments.
“I shouldn’t have cut you so short earlier, I apologize.”

“A man can endure a few
thorns in the rose garden,” he replied, with eyes that reflected
true sincerity.

“I’m not sure I
understand, Mr. Cowan,” she said, with all the soft southern
subtlety of Scarlet O’Hara. She knew full well what he meant and
loved it, but it sounded sweeter than maple syrup, the way he said
it. And, John’s head and heart got a size bigger because of
it.

“Maybe this will help,” he
suggested, handing her a crudely penned piece of parchment. He had
taken the time during his wait to write some verse for this lovely
lady. It seemed to hit the spot like lemonade in August. Even
though he rarely spoke more than necessary, his mind had thousands
of words floating around just waiting to be placed in order. And,
in order that day, those words went as follows:

 


 



Anatomy of the
Rose

 


I once picked a rose,

And I held it dear.

I pressed it up against my nose,

And nearly shed a tear.

 


Its scent did waft

A smell divine

Its petals soft

On skin of mine.

 


And then my skin

A pierce did feel.

A thorn so thin

My skin did peel.

 


 


I wondered then,

Was beauty divine

Worth torn skin

From prickly spine?

 


I looked again on beauty within

And my heart did fall.

Without doubt, my heart gave in…

I’ll take thorns and all.

 


John Cowan 1841

 


 


 


 


 


This really was true love. Sure, they had
their arguments over the years, but all couples have that. Most of
their arguments were the result of their nature. Sometimes John’s
few words didn’t quite explain themselves quick enough for Miah’s
temper. She had a way of jumping to conclusions and speaking
quicker than she really should. But if that was her only fault,
John didn’t care. He loved her deeply, and more deeply as time
passed.


Chapter Four

 


“Of Love and
War”

 


Thanksgiving, 1841

 


On Sunday, John, at age twenty-one, and Miah, at age nineteen,
married in a small chapel in Willow Grove. It was a very small
ceremony, as the young couple had little more than love and ten
acres to their name. Neither were material people, so to speak, but
what they did have, they were very proud of. Her wedding dress was
quite simple but beautiful, and her ring was little more than a
sliver of gold, bought on credit from a local man who practiced the
art of jewelry making. “Someday, I will buy you a ring worthy of my
love, someday, I promise.” And John always meant what he
said.

Things were on the up-and-up for the young
couple. John had become a successful mule trader. He eventually
made enough money brokering other people’s mules to buy some acres
adjoining the property they owned in Clark Bottom. They began
raising mules of their own and buying property and saving a little
here and there to buy the ring he promised.

They began hiring some local folks to help
work the fields and care for the mules. They discussed purchasing
slaves to help with the business, but both had too much compassion
for that. It was clearly more profitable to buy slaves than to hire
farmhands. Many of the neighboring families had slaves, and even
Miah’s father had a few from time to time, but he really didn’t
work them as other folks did. He mostly just kept them around when
his girls weren’t at home. I suppose many would have rather bailed
hay as to listen to the old drunk son-of-a-gun. He rambled
incessantly while ‘taking a nip’, but all in all, Calvin Clark was
a pretty decent old fellow. At least he treated his slaves with
respect, despite the rambling.

Miah was insistent on not having slaves, and
John knew he was too soft at heart, but the businessman in him
always questioned the idea.

Time passed, and business and life in
general was good for the couple. In 1846, the United States entered
the war with Mexico. The famous Capt. Creed T. Huddleston gathered
men from the area for his ‘Company K’, well known in the history
books for his valiant efforts in the war. The need for many good
strong mules not only provided an excellent business opportunity
for John, but it also kept him from going off to war, being tied up
producing large numbers of pack mules and horses for the war
effort. He would have certainly gone to the cause, but Capt.
Huddleston respectfully asked him to stay behind for the benefit of
the war effort. It was good that John did not go. Few returned of
the famous ‘Company K’ from their valiant efforts in the war.
Disease ran rampant, and the Americans were outnumbered. Sadly,
Capt. Huddleston died with most of his men somewhere deep in South
Texas.


Chapter Five

 


“Surprises”

 


July, 1847

 


John lay in bed later than usual today, counting his blessings
in life. He awakened in the arms of the woman he loved, he had a
beautiful home and farm, and he had three hundred dollars in his
wallet waiting to purchase the wedding ring he had promised his
wife almost six years ago. Three hundred dollars, in those days,
would buy a pretty nice farm, so John was excited to plan his trip
today to purchase a ring that would truly fulfill his promise.
There was a fellow in Livingston by the name of Gray that dealt in
jewelry. He wasn’t really a jeweler like we know today, but he
could engrave gold and set stones. He was as close to a jeweler as
one could be during that time. John was scheduled to see him today
and was more than keyed up about it.

The morning sun shone through the window and
onto Miah’s face. Her eyes were open, and she wore a smile from ear
to ear. “I have a surprise for you, John. ‘

“No, wait, me first” he
said, anxious to tell her about his trip.

“But, I can’t
wait!”

“Well, okay, you first,”
said John giving in.

“We’ve
succeeded.”

“Of course we have, honey,
we’ve done well for ourselves,” he replied.

“No, I mean WE have
succeeded!” she said, with tears of joy rolling down her face. “I
am…with child.”

 


The sense of joy between them was beyond
words. They held one another in the radiance of the morning sun and
thanked the good Lord for this wonderful blessing. After some time,
she asked “What was your surprise?”

“Well…kinda hard topping
that one,” he replied, wiping his eyes and laughing a little. He
regained his composure and said, “I am going to Livingston today to
pick up a surprise. I’ll be back this afternoon.”

Miah smiled through more tears, knowing what
he meant. It was the best day of their lives. Nothing would dare
interfere with John Cowan’s best day. He’d made up his mind, and
off to Livingston he went.


Chapter Six

 


“Fate and Fury”

 


John Cowan never made it to Livingston that day. His best day
was taking a turn that even the straight-and-narrow John Cowan
could not imagine. This one hour of his life would be the crucial,
pivotal point by which he would judge all else…he just didn’t know
it yet.

John’s wagon slowly rolled through Monroe,
Tennessee. Monroe was the county seat at this time, and it held the
best mule auctions within miles. So it was only natural that John’s
wagon slowed as he passed the auction yard. What he saw at the
auction yard would plague his memory for the rest of his life.
Today was not for the auctioning of mules. Today was the slave
auction. He would have taken a much longer road to Livingston, had
he have known this auction was happening today.

Cries of pain and agony filled the air. Amid
the horrid screams, chanting and hideous laughter could be
heard.

John expected to see a row of uncooperative
Negro men being whipped. But, unfortunately, even that was not as
bad as what was actually happening. A large Negro man lie face down
in a pool of blood with a Negro woman sobbing by his side. Three
young Negro children stood petrified, eyes swollen and blue, with
faces wet with blood and tears.

Shouts of white men could be heard. “I don’t
need no younguns to feed.” And, “I got all the nigger women I
want.”

How man kind could come to this was more
than John could imagine. Has all compassion left our souls? A man’s
family stood on the chopping block, being savagely beaten because
they would rather fight than be torn apart. Their love for one
another was costing them their lives. It was more than John Cowan
could take…more than he would allow.

“What’s the bid!” shouted
John, as he jumped from the wagon.

“Big nigger is at
seventy-five, and the little ‘un is at twenty-five,” said a gruff
voice near the auctioneer.

“And for the other three?”
John demanded.

“I don’t have a bid for
them,” the voice replied.

“One fifty for all,” John
demanded.

“I have one fifty for
all,” the voice came back. “And now one seventy-five…yes…now two
hundred, now two hundred.”

“Two fifty,” said John,
directly to the auctioneer, knowing three hundred was all he had,
and more than he could ever recoup at resale.

“Two seventy-five, I have
two seventy-five.” Dead silence followed for what seamed like an
eternity. John had beads of sweat coming from his brow. Bob Ferny
had the bid. He would work the men and breed the women, regardless
of age, and resell the women as soon as possible. It would be
hideous and cruel.

Minutes passed, and the auctioneer said,
“Three hundred…do I have three hundred…three hundred…going once for
two seventy-five…twice…”

“Three hundred!” shouted
John. This was all the money John had, and luckily Bob Ferny didn’t
know this. John’s rock-solid facial expression saved the day…for
the slaves anyway. John knew his own life at home now stood in
jeopardy. Miah would have no slaves. It just wasn’t right. It seems
John was wrong to bid and wrong to walk away. But right or wrong,
John Cowan was now a slave owner, and they were very battered
slaves.

They carried the large Negro man to the
wagon, and the rest of the chained family walked in single
file.

John and his purchase made for Clark Bottom.
He sat face forward in deep thought with no facial expression at
all, while the Negroes sobbed in pain.

It no longer seemed like the best day of
John’s life.


Chapter Seven

 


“Wrath of Miah”

 


John’s wagon slowly made its way to Clark Bottom. He hurried
to get home because the slaves were in dire need of bandages and
medication, but he was in no hurry to face Miah.

The wagon rolled down the drive past the men
working the mules. All of them stopped what they were doing and
stared in wonder at what they were witnessing. John Cowan was
bringing slaves to the Cowan farm. Could this be the end of their
jobs? One of the farmhands commented to another, “For the first
time since I came to work here, I’m glad I’m not John Cowan.”
John’s farmhands were very loyal and felt they knew him pretty
well, but this was WAY out of his character. The farmhands scurried
back to work, not wanting to witness the inevitable at the end of
the drive.

Miah had been eagerly watching the drive
since morning. What she saw coming down the drive was far from her
expectations, and she was furious instantly. She stomped off the
porch, almost on fire. John stepped from the wagon determined but
with dread. As Miah stomped closer, he gently closed his eyes and
gritted his teeth, waiting for the blow that would no doubt come.
And come it did.

“John Cowan!” SLAP! “If
this is my surprise, well…well…well I don’t know,” she said, with
tears. “YOU…KNOW…BETTER!” she shouted, pounding his chest with both
fists with each word. “How could you?”

John Cowan stood rock-solid. Anyone else
would have quickly pleaded his case and went into detail about the
day’s events. Not John, he simply said, “I had…no choice. If you
are through beating me, these people need medical attention.”

Regardless of her anger with John, she
rushed to aid the poor black family. The Negro man had broken ribs
and had lost a lot of blood. Miah stopped the bleeding and gave him
some medication for the pain. The others’ wounds, though awful to
view, were superficial and would heal given time.

The black family, for the first time in
months, spent the night indoors, and comfortably, despite their
wounds. After a warm meal, the Negro woman thanked Miah to the best
of her ability, which was quite crude, but it seemed to sooth the
situation a little. Her thanks made it possible for Miah to
tolerate the pathetic excuse that John would surely try to pass off
as a plausible reason for buying slaves. At least she had cooled
off some.

I won’t go into detail about their arguments
that night, but after listening to the events at the auction yard
and looking deeply into…well, those eyes, Miah realized she had
misjudged the situation. She not only forgave him, she was proud of
him and apologized through and through. They sat down and plotted
what to do next. The slaves had cost them six years of hard earned
money…money that could not be regained by selling them on the open
market. (Not that either of them could sell a life, even though
they had just purchased several) What could they possibly do to
rectify the situation?

What they actually did amazed everyone, blew
everybody’s mind. They put their slaves to work…TO WORK! They were
put to work building a large two story building. It wasn’t a
slaves’ quarters. It was too large. The Cowans had something up
their sleeves, something so new, so unheard of, so brilliant, that
it would not only better their own lives but save countless
others.

Since they could not recoup their investment
on the open market, why not offer the lives of the slaves to the
slaves themselves? John and Miah decided to hire their own slaves
to work off their own investment. When the debt was paid, they
would be free people, free to live and work as they pleased. It was
a totally new concept that would eventually call the slaves
‘indentured servants’. But that was yet to come, and for the
meantime, the townspeople thought the Cowans had fallen completely
off their rocker. There was no way this could be profitable, and
John was often confronted by the locals. “Them niggers ain’t no
smarter than my dog, John. You’re plum crazy,” said Bob Ferny, who
had lost the bid that day in Monroe.

I’ve never had a conversation with your dog,
Bob, I don’t know,” was all the good John Cowan would say.

The system did work, and it worked well.
Miah’s father, Calvin, oversaw the building of the boarding house.
In fact, he eventually moved there to manage operations. Actually,
he moved there to play with the young kids. He took a lot less
‘nips’ these days and became a stronghold for the entire farm.

More slaves were purchased in the same way.
Other families were bought and other individuals that could be
purchased without great cost. These were some of Miah’s favorites,
because their freedom could be bought soon for themselves. It was a
very rewarding venture, both spiritually and financially.
Freedom-seeking individuals worked much harder in this environment
than any whip or chain could have forced. The mule business
flourished with its original employees and it’s newly found
workers. The business was now affectionately called ‘Cowan, Clark,
and Company’. The same pride that went into the training of the
mules as did the building of the farm. Nowhere was there a better
sense of kinship and cooperation among families than at that farm.
And soon there would be even more to rejoice about.

On March 9, 1848, William Patrick Cowan
entered this world. He would possess the youthful charm of his
mother and the forwardness and determination of his father. He
would become a striking young man with deep, dark eyes that would
eventually melt many a southern belle’s heart. The world was at
Master William’s fingertips, and he was more than willing to reach
for it. He grew and prospered in the beautiful valley of Clark
Bottom, along the crystal clear Obey River, among friends and
family on the Cowan Clark farm.

And time passed with a harmony unsurpassed.
As time ticked along, John again began to save money to fulfill his
promise. “Miah will have that ring,” John said to himself, and John
always meant what he said.


Chapter Eight

 


“Laughing with
Elly”

 


Spring, 1852

 


The sun’s rays pierced the panes of Miah’s morning window and
fell upon her ivory cheek. The warmth of the sun warmed her heart.
In her youth, she might have thought, “well, at least it isn’t
raining.” But now she had grown to love many of the simple things
in life, like the warmth of the sun on a bright morning. Sure, most
of us hear the weatherman say partly sunny, but do we witness any
partial rain or partial sun? We could all wake up to the Cowan’s
love of each day; we just have to choose to do so.

Sunshine was coming to the Cowans in more
ways than one. Some of the slaves began gaining their freedom. The
first couple to receive their freedom took the name of Clark, in
respect of Calvin, who was getting up in years in his seventies.
Ironically, as Calvin moved to the boarding house to help raise the
young, the young were now willing to care for him in his latter
years. In fact, several slaves over the years took the name of
Clark. None of them, of course, were actually related; they
considered themselves flesh and blood Clark family members.

John had left the house early that morning,
and Miah lie comfortably curled up amid a pile of quilts.

“Ms. Miah, Ms. Miah!”
cried the squeaky little voice of one of the young girls of the
boarding house.

“Come in, Elly,” she said,
startled. The girl opened the door of the bedroom quickly and stood
there wide-eyed and panting from the long run from the boarding
house. “Ms. Hattie is a havin’ her baby, the tractions is jus’
startin’!”

“Keep her calm, Elly,”
said Miah, patiently. “And keep yourself calm, alright. I’ll be
along shortly. Everything’s going to be alright.” The girl turned
and left as quickly as she came.

Miah gathered up William and left for the
boarding house.

Alva and Hattie (soon to be Clark) were
looking very worried. It was to be their first child, and they were
both very uneasy with the whole process.

Miah wasn’t the midwife in charge of
birthing, but everyone felt better with her nearby. All went well,
and the couple gave birth to a beautiful baby boy. As the mother
rested from the ordeal, and the father spread the good news, Miah
held the young lad, remembering her experience a few years earlier.
William looked on with approval. He loved babies and other
children. The whole place loved babies and children…it was just a
wonderful place.

Hattie awakened and lovingly began her
motherly duties. Miah and William were by her side when John walked
through the door with a smile. Miah returned the smile and said,
“Hattie has been busy today…wouldn’t you say, Elly?” Elly replied
in her annoyingly high voice, “Yassir, she been busy, very busy,
very very busy. She sho been busy, Missa Cowan.”

John could barely stand her voice, but her
spirit he loved.

“What have you named the
child?” asked John, as he looked into Hattie’s eyes.

“We’re gonna call him
Booker,” she replied, looking down at the child’s face.

Elly’s voice chopped through the air, “What
chu wanna name him ‘booger’ fo?”

“Not ‘booger’, Elly,
BooKer is his name,” Hattie answered.

“I don’ see no
differ’nce,” Elly squeaked, and they all enjoyed a good
laugh.


Chapter Nine

 


“Perfect Day”

 


It was warm that evening. Talk around the dinner table was
mostly about the new baby boy. There had been two young mules born
earlier that week, so spring was certainly in the air. Even William
was particularly cheerful, chatting about this new baby
‘booger’.

William was cleaned up after dinner and
happily played with some building blocks on the floor. It wasn’t
long before he was curled up asleep. Having babies makes for a long
day for little boys. Miah tucked him into bed and joined her
husband on the porch swing.

“Perfect end to a perfect
day,” John said, as she sat down beside him.

“It really was a perfect
day. We are very blessed,” she said, humbly. “Do you ever wonder
why we have been so lucky in life?”

“Hard work and common
sense go a long way toward luck. I believe GOOD luck is reached,
not received,” he replied.

“What I mean,” she said,
“is that sometimes I feel a little guilty for having such a nice
farm. We have such a great family and such great friendships here
that most people do not have.”

“Do not let the
misfortunes of others rob you of the happiness you deserve. You can
now reap the rewards of the seeds you’ve sewn. Anyone who would
begrudge you of the things you have, does not know how hard you
have worked and the sacrifices you have endured to achieve your
goals. We will work hard and ‘do unto others’ and help those
willing to help themselves. I…will hold my head high and be proud
of the way we live.” When John Cowan took the time to say more than
a few words, it was always worthy of remembering, and he always
meant what he said.

Miah loved his voice. His words, though few,
always went straight to her heart. She reached for his hand, and he
lifted hers to his face and kissed the back of it. I don’t believe
any two people could have been any happier or any more comfortable
sitting in the moonlight, rocking together on the front porch of a
farm that housed such a special group of people. Crickets chirped
and frogs croaked and the very distant, quiet sound of folk music
came from the boarding house. With Miah’s hand in his, John quietly
reached into his pocket. Gently he placed the ring on her finger
that they had waited so long for. Tears of joy ran from their eyes
as she kissed him on the cheek. “Perfect day,” she managed to say
through the tears.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3856
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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