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The Characters


Christy Rudd Huddleston, a nineteen-year-old teacher

Christy’s students:

CreedAllen, age nine

Little Burl Allen, age six

Bessie Coburn, age twelve

Ruby Mae Morrison, age thirteen

Mountie O’Teale, age ten

Clara Spencer, age twelve

John Washington, age ten

George Huddleston, Christy’s brother, age fifteen

Mr. and Mrs. Huddleston, Christy’s parents

David Grantland, the young minister

Ida Grantland, David’s sister and the mission housekeeper

Alice Henderson, a Quaker missionary who helped start the mission at Cutter Gap

Richard Benton, George’s roommate at school

Abigail Benton, Richard’s little sister

Dr. Neil MacNeill, the physician of the cove

Ben Pentland, the mailman

Mr. Koller, headmaster at the Bristol Academy

Granny O’Teale, an elderly superstitious mountain woman

Jack O’Dell, acquaintance of Dr. MacNeill’s

Mr. Drake, George’s English teacher

Mr. Burns, George’s Latin teacher

Miss Murkoff, Mr. Koller’s secretary

Peter Smithers, a student at the Bristol Academy

Prince, a black stallion

Goldie, Miss Alice’s palomino mare
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“Miz Christy, I brung you some flowers. Some magic flowers.”

Christy Huddleston smiled at nine-year-old Creed Allen, one of her most mischievous students. He stood before her desk, smiling his Tom Sawyer grin. His hands were empty.

“Invisible flowers,” she exclaimed. “My favorite kind!” She made a show of accepting her imaginary bouquet. “Thank you, Creed. Now it’s time to get to your seat. The noon break is over, and we’ve got an English lesson waiting.”

“They ain’t invisible, Miz Christy,” Creed insisted. “They’s magic.”

He glanced over his shoulder at his classmates, who were watching him expectantly. Then, with a flourish, he waved his hand.

Suddenly, to Christy’s amazement, he presented her with a bouquet of brightly colored paper flowers.

“Creed!” she cried. “They’re beautiful! But . . . how did you ever—”

“Like I said,” Creed said, strutting back to his desk, “they’s magic.”

Christy examined the colorful “bouquet.” It was a simple magic trick. In fact, her own brother, George, used to perform the same trick when he was younger. But where on earth would a poor child like Creed get hold of something like this? Her students’ families couldn’t afford shoes or food, let alone magic paper flowers!

“You know, my little brother used to do a magic trick like this,” Christy said.

“You mean George?” Creed asked.

“Why, yes. I guess I must have mentioned him before.”

“No’m.”

“Then how did you know his name?”

Creed grinned from ear to ear. “Could be ’cause he’s hidin’ behind that there blackboard, a-waitin’ to surprise you!”

Before Christy could utter another word, out jumped George from behind the blackboard. He ran to her, lifted her right up out of her chair, and swung her around in a circle.

“Hey, there, Sis! Surprised?”

“George! I can’t believe it’s really you!” Christy laughed. “Now, please put me down. I’m getting dizzy.”

George looked like their father, with his chiseled chin and his deep blue eyes framed by dark lashes. However, their faither had a solemn, worried air about him, but George always seemed ready to take on the world. And, like their mother, he had an infectious laugh and a dimpled grin that was hard to ignore.

Christy had also inherited their father’s blue eyes, but she had their mother’s delicate build. And when it came to personality, she was much more like their father than George was. She was responsible, kind, and quick to worry.

“Class,” Christy said, straightening her dress, “I’d like you to meet my brother, George Huddleston.”

“Oh, I’ve already met a few of these characters,” George said, winking at Creed. “I taught Creed that magic trick during the break while you were reading to some of the other children. He’s a quick study.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Oh, just an hour or so. I walked from El Pano. Got lost a few hundred times. Then I did a quick tour of the mission. Love what you’ve done with the place, by the way.”

“I don’t understand,” Christy said. “Shouldn’t you be at boarding school?”

George rolled his eyes. “So much for the postal service. Didn’t you get my letter?”

“Letter? No. I haven’t had a letter from you in ages, George,” Christy shook a finger at him, “even though I write you every single week.”

“I know, I know—I’m the world’s lousiest correspondent. But they keep us pretty busy at school, Sis. The thing is, I did write to tell you I was coming,” he grinned, “Or warn you, I guess I should say.”

“Don’t be silly.” Christy gave him a hug. “You know I’m thrilled to see you. But what about school?”

George picked up a piece of chalk from the blackboard. “We had a big storm the other day. It caused a lot of damage. The place is going to be closed for a couple of weeks while they do repairs.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Well, it depends on your point of view. Most of us were pretty excited.”

“Is it my turn?” Bessie asked as she gazed at George.

“Yes,” said George rather matter-of-factly. “Introducing Bessie.”

Bessie twirled in a circle and began pulling handkerchief’s from George’s coat sleeve. To the group’s amusement, George acted more astonished with each handkerchief’s appearance. As the laughter died down, George ran to the blackboard.

With a few quick strokes, George drew a picture of Christy on the blackboard. In it, she was holding a paper flower in her teeth while she graded a stack of papers that towered to the ceiling.

The children laughed uproariously. Christy had to admit it was a very funny portrait. George had always been an excellent artist. In fact, he was good at almost anything he tried—when he applied himself.

“All right, class, settle down,” Christy said, smiling in spite of her stern tone. “My brother is allowed to draw funny pictures of me, but I don’t want the rest of you getting any ideas!”

“Well, well. Don’t you sound just like a real teacher!” George exclaimed.

“I am a real teacher,” Christy replied, trying not to sound defensive. She grabbed the eraser and removed the picture while the children groaned. “You know, I don’t remember hearing anything about a bad storm around those parts,” she said. “You’d think Mother might have mentioned it. I just got a letter from her yesterday.”

George didn’t answer. He turned to the class and said, “How about one more magic trick for the road?”

They applauded wildly. Christy sat at her desk and watched her crazy, wonderful, unpredictable brother “pull” a coin out of Mountie O’Teale’s right ear.

Christy shook her head. Clearly, she had her work cut out for her. It was going to be very hard to top that performance with another grammar lesson.
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“My, my, will you look at that boy eat?” exclaimed Miss Ida at dinner that evening.

George ladled out another huge helping of mashed potatoes. “Finest food I’ve eaten in a long time, Miss Ida. You’re the real magician around here.”

Miss Ida smiled. “Your brother is such a charmer,” she said to Christy.

Christy grinned with pride. Only a few hours had passed since George’s arrival, and already everyone at the mission seemed to like her brother.

Miss Alice, who’d helped found the mission, had told Christy how bright and entertaining she found George. David Grantland, the mission’s young minister, laughed uproariously at George’s jokes. Miss Ida, David’s sister, was clearly charmed.

And as for Ruby Mae Morrison, the thirteen-year-old girl who lived at the mission house—well, she was absolutely smitten. Christy could tell. She’d seen Ruby Mae and her friends go through all kinds of crushes at school. And if the doe-eyed look Ruby Mae was directing at George was any indication, Ruby Mae was already head-over-heels in love.

“Miss Ida, I ate up all your chicken, too,” Ruby Mae said, grabbing for the last of the mashed potatoes. “How come you never compliment my eatin’?”

“Because you eat more than five full-grown men put together,” Miss Ida scolded.

“Nonsense,” Christy said, winking at Ruby Mae. “Ruby Mae has a normal, healthy appetite. Just like me.”

George laughed. “It’s true. Christy could out-eat me any day of the week.” He shook his head. “I still cannot believe my big sister is a real, live teacher. To me, she’s still just a kid with pigtails and dirty knees, playing with spiders.”

“Spiders!” Miss Ida exclaimed.

“Oh, Christy always loved to learn about insects. It used to drive Mother crazy.” George shrugged. “She always liked to find out where and how they live.”

“So you’re attending the Bristol Academy this year?” David asked. “Is that anywhere near Asheville?”

George finished off his glass of milk. “It’s in Cullowhee, not too far from there.”

“How do you like the school?” asked Miss Alice.

“I like it fine, although it’s hard work, and the teachers are tough graders.”

“Just like Miz Christy,” Ruby Mae said softly. “I’ll bet you’re the smartest boy there, George.”

“Hardly!” George scoffed.

“George doesn’t always apply himself, Ruby Mae,” Christy said, smiling at her brother. “If he did, there’s no telling what he could accomplish.”

“I don’t always apply myself, neither,” Ruby Mae admitted to George. “Applyin’ makes my head spin.”

“Ruby Mae, I think you and I are going to get along just fine,” George said.

Ruby Mae gazed back at George like a lovesick puppy.

“So how long will you be able to stay, George?” David asked.

“A couple of weeks, at least. Maybe even longer. The fire did a lot of damage. Who knows?” George grinned at Christy. “Maybe I’ll just stay here forever.”

“Wait a minute,” Christy said, frowning. “I—”

“All right, all right.” George held up his hands. “I promise I won’t stay forever, Sis.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. Did you just say fire? I thought you said the school was damaged by a big storm.”
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