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Introduction

The view was stunning. Layer upon layer of misty blue mountains stretched out before me in a vast panorama. Standing at the top of the Clingmans Dome Observation Tower, I could see over 100 miles in every direction. A cold wind whipped my hair into my eyes and made my teeth chatter. I hurried to zip my coat and pull up my hood before snapping several photos of the Frasier firs that dominated the peak.

For a moment, I had the observation tower to myself. Several folks were hiking up the steep paved path from the parking lot, but none had reached the massive curving ramp that led to the top of the tower. I took a deep breath of the cold air and leaned against the railing, basking in the beauty before me.

Somewhere on this mountain, the Cherokee martyr Tsali and his family had sheltered in a cave after escaping from the soldiers who forcibly removed them from their home. Tsali sacrificed his life to ensure that his people would always have a place to call home in these Great Smoky Mountains, and his spirit is said to linger in this place, watching over his people (“The Watcher”).

After descending the spiraling ramp, I headed to my car and drove down the mountain toward Mingus Mill and the Mountain Farm Museum. As I entered the Oconaluftee River Valley, I mused on the many spooky stories attached to this region. My favorite is a “Jack Tale” in which Jack takes a job at a cursed mill and twelve creepy black cats pay him a visit (“The Cat’s Paw”). Then there are the Cherokee tales that describe the Uktena, a massive snake that haunts the remote mountain passes and mountain peaks (“The Scale”) and the fearsome Spear-Finger, who roamed all over the Smoky Mountains murdering villagers with her sharp stone digit.

After a stop at the visitor center, I took a stroll through the Mountain Farm Museum. A quilt in the old farmhouse reminded me of a fatal wedding gift given to a boyfriend-stealing bride (“The Curse”). And a wooden seat in the front room looked eerily similar to a certain vampire chair that is said to be making the rounds of antiques shops and flea markets in Gatlinburg and other East Tennessee towns (“The Mule-Eared Chair”).

Indeed, the eastern side of the Smokies abounds with spooky tales, like the story of a shadow woman who appeared to a farmer each morning and evening to beg for a cup of milk. Skinned Tom is another East Tennessee haunt, though his is a sinister tale that warns the unfaithful to steer clear of local lover’s lanes for their illicit trysting.

From the farmer who finds a cavern of skulls, to a moonshiner who makes a deal with a water demon, and the half-shaved ghost seeking vengeance to the first (and only) meeting of the Asheville Ghost Club, the Great Smoky Mountains and its foothills abound with spooky tales. My favorites are in this collection.

—Sandy Schlosser 






PART ONE

Ghost Stories
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Shadow Woman

SEVIER COUNTY, TENNESSEE

“It’s terrible sad, a nice girl like Tilly dyin’ so young,” my wife said as she kneaded dough on our big kitchen table. “The neighbor said they buried her in the cemetery this mornin’ with her new baby in her arms. I remember Tilly when she was just a little girl, splashin’ in the creek with her sisters and a making a right mess of her Sunday-go-to-meeting dress.”

“It sure is sad,” I replied distractedly. We’d just returned from a week’s visit with our boy down in Knoxville, and my mind was preoccupied by a bad cough Old Sal had developed while we were away. I wondered if I should ask Granny should have a look, since she was a right hand at animal doctoring.

I was pulled from my thoughts when a soft clod of dough bounced off my nose. I rubbed the spot sheepishly and looked across the table at my grinning wife of nigh on twenty-five years.

“You weren’t listenin’ to me,” she said, an oft-heard complaint. “You’re thinkin’ about your nanny goat again!”

I chuckled. “Are you jealous of a goat?” I asked, fulfilling my part of the daily ritual.

“If’n I ever leave you, it’s on account of that there goat,” my bride said with a wink. “You think more’bout her than you do’bout me.”

“She’s got a cough,” I said defensively.

“Probably somethin’ she ate,” said my wife. “She’ll throw it up eventually, like she always does. Now get out to that barn and get the milkin’ done. It’s near dinnertime!”

I brought in the cows and settled into the evening chores. I was just setting myself down to milk the cows when a shadow blocked the barn doorway. I looked up and saw a slim woman silhouetted against the evening sun. She was wearing a raggedy black dress and I couldn’t make out her face in the dim light of the barn.

“Hello?” I called uncertainly. I thought I knew everyone hereabouts, but I didn’t recognize this silent figure. The woman held a tin cup in her thin hand. She stretched it out toward me in such a pleading manner that I took it at once and filled it with fresh milk.

“There you go,” I said, returning it to her hand.

She turned and walked out of the barn, vanishing into the final sunbeams of the day without saying a word.

“It was strange,” I told my wife over dinner. “I don’t know where she came from or where she went. She was just there and then gone again.”

“It’s probably one of the folks from over the hill whose cow’s gone dry,” she said calmly.

“Maybe,” I said doubtfully. I was pretty good at keeping track of folks hereabouts. This shadow woman wasn’t someone I knew. Or was she? I tried to chase down a vague memory, but it escaped me.

“How’s your goat?” asked my wife. All thoughts of the shadow woman vanished as I described in minute detail the hacking cough old Sal had made—twice—when I brought her into the barn.

I was up at sunrise to milk the cows, and the shadow woman was back too. She didn’t respond to any of my questions, she just held out her cup and waited for me to fill it. Even in daylight, a shadow veiled her face; a fact that made the hairs on my neck prickle. I worried over the matter most of the day as I went about my chores. Between old Sal’s cough and the shadow woman, it was a miracle I got any work done.

“Stop your frettin’,” my wife advised as she pegged out the washing on the line. “I heard that cough of old Sal’s and it’s the same one she always gets when she eats somethin’ she shouldn’t. There’s guilt in that cough, mark my words. The last time I heard it, she ate your favorite blue shirt.”

Old Sal was still hacking away when I brought the stock into the barn that evening. I’ll have to ask Granny to come over and doctor her, I thought as I reached for the milk stool. All at once, the shadow lady stood beside me with her cup. There was an air of urgency about her this evening that gave me the jitters. I watched her vanish into the setting sun with her cup of milk and frowned with concern. Something was wrong.

“Why does she need a cup of milk every morning and evening?” I asked my wife after dinner.

My wife thought on this question for a piece, then said: “I don’t know. But I think we should find out. You should follow her to see where she’s going with the cup. If’n we find out who she is, we can figure out how to help without injurin’ her pride.”
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The shadow woman appeared with her cup as soon as I entered the barn the next morning. I filled it with warm milk and watched her disappear out the barn door. Then I tiptoed after her, using my best coon-tracking skills to keep her from suspecting she was being followed.

The shadow woman walked up the road a-piece, and the further we went the more nervous I got. There wasn’t anything there but the cemetery. Why would she go there?

The slim figure glided past the laurel thicket and into the graveyard. I followed whisper-silent behind. The shadow woman walked toward a headstone marking a freshly dug grave and vanished inside with her cup.

I just about had me a heart attack. “Lord Almighty,” I gasped, reeling backward. I’d been giving milk to a ha’nt! But why did a ghost need a cup of milk? It didn’t make sense. Then I remembered my wife telling me about a Cove girl and her newborn baby who’d been buried on the day we got back from Knoxville. That was also the first night the shadow woman came to our barn to ask me for a cup of milk.

A bolt of pure fear set my feet a running. I lit down that road faster than a man with a bear chasing him.

“Mildred!” I shouted as I skidded into the yard. “Mildred!”
 
My wife stomped across the yard, waving something frilly and torn. “My best drawers,” she roared. “That old goat of yours ate my best drawers! She just threw them up again and they’re ruined.” She stopped abruptly when she saw my pale face. “What’s ailing you?” she demanded, dropping her ruined knickers into the waiting jaws of old Sal, who’d followed her from the barn.

“That shadow woman! It’s Tilly. Her ha’nt came back from the grave to feed the baby. It’s still alive!”

Mildred gaped at me for a moment. Then she snapped: “What you waitin’ for? Get a shovel and your carpentry tools and we’ll call on the neighbors. You can’t dig that grave up by your lone self.”

We recruited the neighbors and went to the cemetery to dig up the grave. It was hard work, but fear motivated us. Before long, we could hear the whimpers of the poor little baby buried alive with its dead mama. Thank the Almighty, we were in time to save it.

It took some doing, prying the lid off that coffin. But at last, we were looking down into the sweet dead face of Tilly, the shadow lady. A small whimpering bundle was nestled in her arms and a tin cup full of warm milk lay beside her.
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That Old Church

SERVIERVILLE, TENNESSEE

When Granny marched into the mayor’s office, folks in town knew he was in a heap of trouble. Nobody messed with Granny when she had a bee in her bonnet, and boy howdy was there a gleam in her eye that morning. As word spread, folks took to eavesdropping under the open window as Granny lit into the mayor about the old church building that was shaming the town. It was so run-down that the congregation took to meeting in homes instead.

“But Granny, everyone knows its ha’nted,” the mayor protested.

“I don’t care if the devil hisself is livin’ in the belfry,” Granny said. “It t’aint right and your goin’ to fix it.”

The poor mayor was beet red by the time Granny got done scolding him, and a new sign was pasted up around the town, advertising a $500 reward for anyone who would spend the night in the old church to prove it wasn’t haunted.

’Course, everyone knew it weren’t true. If you visited that old church at twilight, a body could see strange lights flickering and glimpse pale figures floating inside the sanctuary. Ha’nts walked right through the wood of the creaky old pews jest as if they weren’t setting there. And when the moonlight shone through the church windows, things really got lively in that old church. It gave folks the jitters and nobody in town wanted $500 worth of trouble.

But then a young feller rode into town on a fancy horse, and he seemed right interested in the mayor’s sign. “I’m not scared of ghosts,” the young feller told the mayor. “I’ll spend the night in that old church and prove it isn’t haunted.”

“Suit yourself,” the mayor said.

The young feller got himself some victuals for his dinner and carried them to that old church to eat. It was so full of dust and cobwebs that it set the young feller to sneezing. He wiped his streaming nose and used his handkerchief to dust off one of them worn-out pews. Then he set himself down to his meal.

It was full-dark by the time he finished his meal, so he lit a lantern, put on his nightshirt and night cap, and made a bed on the pew. He pulled out a book to read and made himself comfortable, propping his feet on the armrest in a most irreverent manner. It must have made the ha’nts mad, cause a moment later something knocked him right off the pew. The young feller screeched as he landed in the small space between the pew where he was setting and the one right in front of it.

“What the hel … I mean heck!” The young feller realized he was in church and changed his cuss word in the nick of time. But the ha’nts weren’t having none of it. He found himself staring up at the floating blue head of an angry ghost-woman. Her eyes were flashing sparks at him for cussing. He yelped like a young’un and scrambled under the pew to get away.

When he peered out of his hiding place, the young feller found himself nose-to-nose with a cloudy ghost whose neck was
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severed. Blood poured gruesomely from the open wound. The young feller wailed and sprang up on the seat of the pew, ready to run for his life. But two ha’nts in their worn-out Sunday best surrounded the young feller and a big black dog with red eyes blocked the front door, his glowing eyes fixed on the intruder. An eerie wail of organ music proceeded the appearance of a withered corpse in a bride’s gown, who marched down the aisle holding a blackened bouquet. Everywhere the young feller looked, there were ha’nts. There was even a preacher-man floating near the pulpit.

The young feller knew he had to escape from them ha’nts before he lost his mind. He made a mighty leap off the pew and landed in the aisle, ready to run. As soon as his foot touched the floor, all the ha’nts straightened up and stared out the broken windows of the church. The young feller looked that way too, his skin crawling. In the moonlight, he could see the old tombstones in the church cemetery.

Something stirred among the graves, and the young feller’s blood went cold. He tried to run, but his feet were frozen to the warped old floorboards. The black dog whined deep in its throat, and the young feller knew that whatever was skeering them ha’nts must be truly awful.

A glowing skeleton appear above a gravestone and marched gravely toward the church. It was followed by another skeleton, and then another one. Soon, a long line of skeletons glided through the church wall and marched over the old wooden pews as if they weren’t setting there. When the lead skeleton reached the center aisle, he turned sharply and walked toward the intruder. Fear finally unlocked the young feller’s knocking knees. He screamed and whirled hisself toward the front door. But a line of skeletons was marching up behind him. He was trapped!

There must be something he could do. But what? The young feller glanced around desperate-like, and spied the sturdy wooden offering plates at the end of each pew. Maybe he could throw those at the skeletons? It might distract them long enough for him to run away.

Then a clever thought struck him. He was an educated man, and in this desperate moment he put that book-learning to good use. The young feller thrust the offering plates toward the marching skeletons and said: “Amen, brothers and sisters! It’s time to take up the collection.” Waving at the other ghosts, he shouted: “Everyone, take out your wallets. We must tithe before the Almighty.”

The thought of parting with their money did not set well with them ghosts. The skeletons vanished instantly with a great popping sound and a ghostly wind that blew the young feller’s night cap clean off. The ha’nted congregants wailed in dismay and faded away, until only the preacher was left. The preacher looked sadly around the decrepit church and shook his head at such miserly behavior. He faded sadly away.

So, the young feller got rid of the ha’nts in that old church and won the $500, fair and square. And everyone in the valley turned out to fix up that old church, good as new. From that day on, folks in that congregation were plenty generous in their giving,’cause none of them fancied the notion of coming back as a stingy skeleton in the hereafter.
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