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2. Swept Away 

 

 

After the prayer, Dave walked over as the sons and dads 

dispersed. “That was great, Clark. You‟ve really got a way with 

words—how DO you do it?” 

“When you‟ve preached over a thousand sermons, and 

written a couple of books, I guess you learn a few things, but 

don‟t let me fool you—I still have much more to learn.” 

Dave turned and stared off into the river‟s scenic valley. 

“Man, you couldn‟t have asked for a better place to share a 

message.” 

“Or a better group of guys,” I added. 

Dave grabbed my shoulder, smiled and said, “Keep up the 

good work,” and the old man strode away with his signature 

swagger, though a little less energetic. Age and experience had 

taught him caution, a key to long term survival. 

Luke strolled up as I retrieved my gear. The expression on 

his face primed my curiosity. “Dad?” 

“Yeah, son.” 

“Would it be okay if I ride with you and Jake?” 

“No.” 

“What … why?” 

“Don‟t go there. That‟s not a good idea. You know we don‟t 

have a guide. Look, do you see how high the water is? Jake and 

his granddad are both experienced rafters and it‟s goin‟ to be a 

tough section to run. No. I‟d feel better if you stuck to your raft. 

You‟ve got an experienced, trained guide, Luke, who knows 

what he‟s doing.” 

“But Dad … I really want to go with you. Like you said, 

you and Mr. Dave have run this river for the last ten years. Have 

I got to remind you that I‟ve run this section the last three?” 
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Again, I denied his request, but he continued to beg, 

imploring me with many arguments. His persistence served him 

well. After hearing his constant pleading, I finally caved and 

allowed him to join us. I confess. Even after ten successful runs, 

I still felt nervous about this section IV. I had never ventured 

down this stretch with the water so high. The river‟s anger ran 

violently that day, unable to be calmed or composed. A reckless 

stranger, a tireless bully, it was hell-bent on reeking havoc 

despite its endless beauty and technical appeal.  

“Promise me this, son.” 

“What‟s that, dad?” 

“You do what I tell you and no messing around. You hear 

me?” 

“Yes sir, I promise.” 

“I‟m not kidding. This is going to be a tough run.” 

“I know. I know.” 

The professional guides imparted some last minute safety 

reminders as we began our next trek down the river. They 

guided the other rafts well and knew endless data and details 

about the river and its surroundings. They knew the name of 

each rapid, the location of each rock and what greeted us around 

each bend. Not one dangerous condition escaped their attention. 

Their skill and patience brought people home safely, and they 

made the trip ten times easier. So why didn‟t I have one? 

 

With muscles rested and appetites quelled, we pushed off 

once again to the watery roller coaster ride. The simple, but 

elegant blue raft carried us gracefully, sandwiched between 

joyous squeals and certain death. The carefree boys continued 

their frolicking behavior the entire time. Jake and Luke began to 

slap their paddles against the river‟s surface, spraying the men 

in front with cold water waves. “Okay, Jake, time to get serious. 
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We‟ve got some big rapids coming up.” Dave gently prodded 

the boys to focus. I could tell he was nervous. 

“Dad—look.” Luke pointed to a large tree laid over, jutting 

out from the bank. 

“What do you see?” 

“You don‟t see it? Look toward the middle of that dead 

tree.” 

Stretched out along the tree was a long dark form. It was a 

water moccasin. “I see him now. Let‟s ease the raft back to the 

right. Yeah, he‟s a big one. Good spot, son.” 

We presently paddled down a calmer section of river and 

soaked in the sorted colors and diverse ecosystem which lined 

it. The edges were fringed with Mountain Laurel and 

Rhododendron, broken occasionally by huge oak trees partially 

toppled by an eroding bank. Like massive arms and hands, they 

caught and held runaway logs, dead fish, and a countless variety 

of river debris. They also served as resting spots for the ancient 

looking turtles which quickly slipped off as we approached. 

Even amidst that great escape, it was amazing how the cares of 

tomorrow would drift back into the mind. 

“Luke, are you going to be ready for the youth band 

tomorrow morning?” I asked. 

“Well, we practiced last night. How late do you think we‟ll 

get back home?” 

“Probably around 12:30 tonight.” I answered. 

“I guess we‟ll be ready. How about the sermon—you ready 

for that?” 

“Don‟t you worry about that. I‟ll take care of the sermon—

got it all up here.” I pointed to my temple and smiled. 

“Dad, when are we going to hit the next rapid?” 

“We should see it coming up pretty soon. I believe we‟re 

getting close to Woodall Shoals.” 
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“What a view. Look up there.” Dave pointed to a bird 

circling in the distance. 

“That a vulture?” I asked. 

“No, I think it might be an eagle,” he said. “Yeah, Clark, I 

can see the rapids now—almost there. Get ready for some 

action, boys, and be careful.” Dave readied his hands on the 

paddle and solidly wedged his feet in the raft. 

 

Ahead of us lay the final stretch of the mighty Chattooga. 

How awe inspiring. In seven miles, we would finish the course 

and float into Lake Tugalo‟s still waters. Our joy swelled as the 

most exciting—and treacherous—section of the river pulled us 

to it. This part of the river had rapids ranging from III to V. 

Dangerous. Relentless.  

The most dangerous part was a section called Five Falls. 

Over the years, several people had died in a watery grave along 

that run, and yet there we were, cheating death as so many 

rafters did every day. Death always seemed like a distant 

possibility in the heat of battle; in the sphere of today. We were 

invincible in the moment; it was our exploit, and nothing would 

stop us. Experience, wisdom, thrill, and the odds spurred us 

along with confident spirits, strengthening our resolve to 

conquer the challenge screaming back at us. 

“Clark, I think we need to get over to the right.” 

“No, I think we can stay to the left. With the water so high, I 

think we‟ll just glide right over those rocks.” 

“I don‟t know. Sure looks different than before,” said Dave. 

“Trust me—the left side is where we need to go.” 

“If you say so.” Dave shook his head with an uncertain look, 

but then he leaned forward, ready to engage the rapid. 
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The raft glided smoothly over the rocks and descended into 

a three foot drop. No one was left dry, but we were all refreshed 

and recharged for the next set of rapids. 

Determined, and proud, we pressed on, happily having the 

time of our lives. Fathers and sons bonded sportively on their 

memory-making machine. Our rubber vessel managed its way 

through Woodall Shoals and then on to Seven Foot Falls 

followed later by Deliverance Rock and Raven‟s Chute. We 

glided through a few more rapids, advancing our way to the 

beginning of Five Falls. Pulling into a shallow pool, the group 

rested, and we needed to bail water from the raft. Jimmy White, 

our head deacon, was there, resting with the boys assigned to 

his charge. 

He sat upon a large tan rock with feet tangling freely, and 

for some peculiar reason wore his helmet backwards. His 

yellow, unfastened life jacket gapped wide open, appearing to 

be two sizes too small for the big boned man. Jimmy was a 

gifted story teller and usually kept us in stitches the whole trip. 

He was our comic relief and … a very good man. He led our 

deacons well and served as a key player on our annual trip.  

Each year, Jimmy was awarded the duty to supervise the 

rookies. True to his custom, he was sharing a spell-binding 

story with the group of new comers. Luke and Jake glanced 

back toward me with a silent snicker then jumped out to join the 

other boys. I knew it. Jimmy was scheming—conjuring up his 

special brand of tomfoolery. 

Avoiding my gaze, he waxed eloquently as I paddled our 

raft into the still waters. “You boys need to keep a careful look 

out for the mountain men in these parts. They hide up there in 

the hills.”  

Jimmy pointed slowly to the mountains with a serious 

expression. He timed every pause perfectly, and the inflection in 

his voice created suspense.  
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“Two years ago we were takin‟ a break just like you‟re 

doin‟ now. One of the boys wandered off into the woods. We 

yelled and whistled for him … no answer. I searched high and 

low for that young man, but we never found him. But … I did 

stumble across a couple of those weird mountain men.” 

I bit my tongue and tried to look away from the storyteller. 

Jimmy continued, “Those men were sadistic, dirty, toothless, 

stinky and I knew they were lyin‟ to me. One of „em held a 

rifle, and the other carried a banjo … was wearin‟ the missin‟ 

kid‟s hat. I very carefully eased off back into the woods and 

then ran as fast I could back to the raft. I never looked back. 

Gunshots sounded behind me, but I blazed a new trail that day.” 

The boys peered at Jimmy with mouths open and eyes alert. 

The hook was set. 

“You know boys, I don‟t want to scare anybody, but they 

say that sometimes when you listen real hard you can still hear 

that boy yellin‟ for help … I‟m serious.” 

He jumped down from the rock and looked sharply up the 

ridge. “What was that? Did you hear that? Is someone movin‟ 

up there? Wait a minute … I see someone movin‟ up there 

behind a tree.” Jimmy held the most genuine expression and 

pointed to a large oak tree. As if on cue, Luke started making 

banjo music with his mouth. A few of the dads doubled over 

with laughter, unable to hold it back any longer. Jake followed 

up with a long string of squealing sounds. 

The younger boys began staring at their dad‟s, confused. 

“What‟s so funny? Was that just a joke or something?” One kid 

asked with a scornful, yet relieved look. When Jimmy finally 

calmed down from a laughing fit, he addressed the youth. “You 

mean you‟ve never seen the movie Deliverance? You know, 

with Burt Reynolds?” 

“What‟s Deliverance, and who in the world is Burt 

Reynolds?” The kid sounded back with a dunce expression and 
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a shrug. That created another laughing spell, and Jimmy roared 

so hard that his side began to hurt. The storytelling deacon had 

once again completed his mission. The hilarious moment 

tapered, and Jimmy along with his boys and their guide pushed 

off to tackle Five Falls. 

We all watched nervously as their raft moved through the 

roaring obstacle course. Their guide was good, and he made it 

seem so easy from our vantage point. A piece of cake. They 

made it through the rapids with no trouble whatsoever. If 

Jimmy White could get through it, I knew I could as well. I 

stared over to Dave who swallowed hard and tried not to pierce 

my gaze. Finally, it was our turn. We each took a deep breath 

and paddled steadily to the first rapid. 

“You ready for this?” I smiled at Luke and he nodded 

affirming with an excited grin. The raft crept along much the 

same way a roller coaster would do just as it was about to crest 

the peak. Each person sat poised, ready for my direction, 

counting on my experience to get us through. 

My heart began pounding as I yelled calculated orders to the 

other six paddlers. Committed to the current‟s strong will, we 

entered the Entrance Rapid okay, but something felt wrong. A 

terrible, unexpected dread seized me, and Dave‟s previous 

concerns suddenly flooded my thoughts. 

With the water level so high, I lost my bearings; the river 

upset my ability to think clearly. The raft stole my control and 

turned it over to the river. With no warning, the woods began to 

spin around us. Rocks swung into us, punching us like a skilled 

boxer; we were almost down for the count. Entering the 

Corkscrew, Murphy and his band of gremlins showed up. The 

raft spun uncontrollably and suddenly was upside down, 

spilling us all into the bubbling white torrent.  



The Guide 

 

  
 16 

 
  

“Dave! … Dave!” I yelled as the cold waters pulled me 

under. Silence. Darkness. My body tumbled in a deathly 

whirlpool. 

“Clark! … Clark! Grab hold. Clark! … Cla …” Silence 

again. The blurring surroundings held me captive, and I 

struggled to move my body toward the vague light. The walls of 

water were like the walls of a coffin. I felt doomed. Just then, 

my feet found a solid surface, and I sprang away with all my 

might. 

Breaking the water‟s surface, I reached again for Dave‟s 

paddle. It slipped through my fingers as the river dragged me 

back down. This cycle went on two or three times.  

Exhausted. Desperate. Enlightened. A sudden idea calmed 

my panic. Contrary to my natural tendencies, I dove deeper and 

escaped the hydraulic trap. The prior training and prior 

experience had paid off. A few seconds later, I popped up to the 

surface and managed to swim to the bank. I sat there, panting 

and coughing. We all watched as our raft was washed 

downstream. Then … real panic hit. My heart turned ice cold, 

realizing that Luke was no where in sight. 

“Guys! Where‟s Luke? Does anyone see Luke?” Their 

whole focus had been on saving me as I fought the river. We 

frantically searched the waters, trying to locate my sixteen year 

old son. “Dave! Hurry! We‟ve got to get down stream—got to 

find him. Maybe one of the kayakers spotted him and grabbed 

him.”  

“Take it easy, Clark. I bet he‟s down the river a ways just 

resting and waiting for us to pick him up.” 

“I hope you‟re right.” Of course, he wanted to encourage 

me, but there was no way he could hide the doubt embedded in 

his eyes. 

Dave and I scrambled down the bank until we came to a 

group of kayakers who were holding our raft. One of the men 
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told us they had spotted someone being swept away through 

Crack-in-the-Rock. A couple of kayakers chased after him. We 

leaped into the raft and paddled all the way to Dead Man‟s Pool. 

At the pool‟s edge, I noticed something familiar. A paddle. A 

helmet. Luke‟s paddle. Luke‟s helmet. A kayaker retrieved 

them and handed them over. The other men present just shook 

their heads and shrugged there shoulders. No sign. 

We followed the river for half mile until it spilled into Lake 

Tugaloo‟s calm waters. “He‟s got to be here somewhere Dave. 

He had to make it this far—surely.” 

“We got several people looking for him, Clark. Jimmy‟s up 

there ahead of us somewhere. Don‟t worry; we‟ll find him.” 

The sun was making its way closer to the west, and we 

continued to paddle, following the edge of the still lake. I 

noticed that Dave had stopped paddling. 

“What‟s that?” Dave pointed in the distance. A hundred 

yards down along the lake‟s bank, we spied a huddle of men. It 

was an unusual sight.  

“Not good. That‟s not good,” I nervously rattled off and 

began plowing the paddle into the water. 

We drew closer, and I noticed someone lying flat on the 

ground. One man hovered over the body doing chest 

compressions. Several others were kneeling, and one man was 

talking into a radio. Jimmy White stood on the bank, staring at 

me with a downcast face. Suddenly, a terrible fear seized me. 

This ominous gathering of men could relay only one meaning. It 

was Luke. 

“No! ... No! … Luke! ... Oh, dear God, not my son! … Not 

my son!” I leaped from the raft, throwing my helmet and life 

jacket aside. Frantically, I dashed to my teenage son‟s side and 

began to weep. My chest felt like it was in a vise, and I couldn‟t 

breathe. Taking his hand, I stared at him in horror and disbelief. 

His skin was deathly blue, and his body lay lifeless in the sand. 
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The exhausted kayaker continued for several minutes, 

attempting to bring Luke back to life, but he was gone. No 

more.  

I grabbed my son close to my bosom, crying incessantly. 

My friend Dave tried to console me, but all to no avail. Nothing 

and no one could calm my soul at that moment. For an hour, I 

wept like I‟d never wept in my life. The flowing stream of tears 

seemed infinite. My life force was slowly being drained away. 

Memories suddenly flashed through my mind. He lay there 

crying in his crib at the hospital. Then followed an endless 

series of firsts. I saw his first steps, his first birthday, his first 

fish, his first hunt, his first car. On and on, those cherished 

mental pictures saturated my thoughts. Suddenly, a man in 

uniform wearing a stethoscope interrupted my trance. The 

medics had arrived to take my son away, and so we began that 

awful despair filled trip back home. 

Empty. Confused. Devastated. That day a darkness and 

hopelessness fell over my soul and struck my faith a severe 

blow. From that point forward, my life would never be the 

same. How I wished I could have paddled back in time and 

prevented that moment from ever happening. The Angel of 

Death visited us that day. 

A formless mist appeared above the lake‟s surface as the 

sun‟s departing rays ended the day on a cruel note. With glassy 

eyes, I stared blankly into the growing gloom.  

Where was God? Why would He allow my son to be taken 

from me that way, unexpectedly, before his time? Luke had so 

much potential, so much promise. A young man destined for 

great things. The invested time and memories with my precious 

son seemed futile now. Cut short. From that day forward my 

life would change course. Life itself would become like that 

river—full of unpredictable rage, unforgiving, merciless. 

 


