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“Walt Larimore can write! He weaves a tale that will take you into the coves of the Great Smoky Mountains and introduce you to the hearts of its noble people. Pull up a chair, pour a glass of iced tea, and relax with a story that will capture you.”


—Ruth Graham, author of Fear Not Tomorrow, God Is Already There


“Sugar Fork takes a unique look back to a lost and almost forgotten era in the history of the industrial age of the southern Appalachian Mountains—a transitional period in the history of Western North Carolina. As the fictional characters of Sugar Fork interact with figures whose names grace the pages of both local and national history books, these characters come alive. I am delighted with Sugar Fork!”


—Judy Andrews Carpenter, director of the Proctor Revival Organization


“The Randolph family could easily fall apart trying to survive in the Great Smoky Mountain wilderness. The captivating stories and colorful voices of these characters, their lives and struggles, will stay with you long after you reluctantly come to the end. A good old-fashioned novel.”


—Julie L. Cannon, author of Twang


“Come hike with me through the virgin Smoky Mountain forest, along stream beds lush with trilliums, ferns, and orchids. Contrast this spectacular beauty with the simple life of an orphaned Southern Highlands maiden. See hope, faith, and love conquer hate and greed in a setting where good, simple folk wrestle evil in the bygone world of old Appalachia. Walt Larimore has done it once again in his powerful, heart-string-tugging page-turner, Sugar Fork.”


—Eric Wiggin, author of the Hannah’s Island series, Bridge Over Coal Creek, and The Recluse




PRAISE FOR


[image: Images]


“Walt Larimore isn’t just a great storyteller. He paints word pictures that linger like country wood smoke—so strong you can’t get it out of your mind.”


—Chris Fabry, author of ECPA Christian Book Award for Best Fiction winner Almost Heaven


“Hazel Creek stands right along with Catherine Marshall’s Christy or Francine Rivers’s The Last Sin Eater. This book will stir your emotions at a deep level, entertain, and open your eyes to a different time and world far back in the Great Smoky Mountains. I hated to see it end, and I’m thrilled to give Hazel Creek my highest recommendation.”


—Miralee Ferrell, author of Love Finds You in Sundance, Wyoming


“A compelling story of courage and faith.”


—Augusta Trobaugh, author of Sophie and the Rising Sun and River Jordan


“In Hazel Creek, author Walt Larimore tells a story woven through with timeless themes of family, friendship, and faith.”


—Beth K. Vogt, author of Wish You Were Here
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To Gilbert Morris
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PROLOGUE
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Saturday, September 12, 2009


“You look like a giant prune in a rucksack,” I said, chuckling as I strode behind her. She was strapped to a carrying chair—a backpack used to carry feeble or injured folks in the wilderness—and was being carted up the precipitous mountain trail by a young, muscular national-park ranger. Sitting back-to-back with him allowed her to face our group as we struggled to keep up.


“It’s rude calling someone a prune. Not nice at all.” She scowled.


“I apologize, Mrs. Abbie.”


“Accepted, but I cannot believe ya talked me into this!” she complained. “This is plumb foolish.”


“You do look pretty funny,” I said, laughing out loud. I was getting short of breath and felt the sweat pouring down my face as the climb became steeper and steeper.


“Ya best stop laughin’ at me! The Good Book says respect your elders.”


“You sure about that?” I asked, already knowing the answer.


“Are ya questionin’ my Bible knowledge?” she scolded, as she cleared her throat. “Okay, here it is, and I quote: ‘Rise in the presence of the aged, show respect for the elderly and revere your God.’ That’s from Leviticus, chapter nineteen, and the thirty-second verse.”


“Well, I am honoring you, Mrs. Abbie.”


“How’s that? By calling me a prune?”


“I apologized for that. But I am honoring you by bringing you to Decoration Day at your family cemetery. And I’m showing my respect by coming back with you to your home place. You say you haven’t been out here to Sugar Fork in what, about sixty-five years? Doesn’t that count for something?”


“Harrumph,” was her only reply.


Three months earlier, I completed my family-medicine residency at the prestigious Duke University Medical Center and was assigned to practice in Bryson City, at the far western end of the state, in exchange for reducing my considerable medical-school loans. Only about fourteen hundred folks inhabited the hamlet, known as the southern wilderness entrance to the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, but it sported a well-equipped forty-eight-bed hospital. I looked forward to practicing there for at least the next four years.


“Couldn’t you have chosen a cemetery site that’s a bit easier to get to?” I asked.


“I didn’t pick it,” she countered. “My grandpa chose the site. But I’ll tell ya this: it’s ’bout as pretty a family plot as there is in these here Smoky Mountains. And I’ve seen a bunch of ’em, Doc.”


Suddenly the ranger’s foot slipped, and he and Mrs. Abbie began to fall toward a precipice. Her eyes widened as her hands flew to cover her mouth and stifle a shriek.


I lunged forward and grabbed Mrs. Abbie, which served to stabilize them both.


“You saved us from a terrible fall, Doc. Makes me think back to when Gypsy Mary did the same thing when I was a young’un.”


“Just glad you’re as thin as you are, Mrs. Abbie,” the ranger called over his shoulder as he repositioned the shoulder straps. “Thanks for the help, Doc. Should be at the top soon,” the ranger panted. “Then we’ll be able to rest a bit.”


True to his prediction, in less than fifteen minutes we came to the top of the ridge, which was covered by a thick forest.


“Here,” the ranger said, “let me put you down on this stump. Looks like this was a giant chestnut tree at one time.”


“Pa said she were the crown of this ridge for at least two centuries,” Mrs. Abbie commented. “Stood over a hundred and twenty feet tall and her branches covered the whole ridge, including the cemetery. Had to have her cut down and sold after the chestnut blight hit in ’27. Old man Calhoun had to pay me a pretty penny for her trunk. He hated handin’ me even a single dime.”


The other members of the party, including a reporter from one of the most prestigious papers in the county, all breathing heavily, crested the ridge. I suspected the editor of the local Smoky Mountain Times in Bryson City had tipped him off about our historic trip. The members of the party were too short of breath to say a thing, so they just mopped their brows as they inhaled water or sports drinks.


After the ranger unhooked Mrs. Abbie, I pulled out my handkerchief and began to pat the moist beads on her deeply wrinkled forehead. “Let me wipe that sweat off.”


“Proper women don’t sweat,” she complained.


“Really?”


“It’s true. But we can dew up a bit, like a honeysuckle vine in the early morning.”


I laughed as I gently dabbed her forehead. Mrs. Abbie Randolph was one of my first patients at the Mountain View Manor Nursing Center and was my first centenarian. I quickly grew to admire her and found her stories about growing up during the early years of the twentieth century in the Hazel Creek watershed of what is now the Great Smoky Mountains National Park as fascinating as they were engrossing.


Besides seeing Mrs. Abbie during rounds at the nursing home once a month, I, along with my wife, would share lunch with her at the Fryemont Inn in Bryson City every week or two. What I learned about Hazel Creek captivated me; however, what I was finding out about the small creek on which the Randolph family farm was located, the Sugar Fork, was enthralling. Finally I suggested we make a visit to the site of her former home.


She had wavered about making the trip ever since I suggested it during one of our lunches. Even though she was initially reluctant, in the hope that she would eventually agree, I worked with the North Shore Cemetery Association and the National Park Service, both of which bent over backward to assist me in putting the trip together. It was not inexpensive, but I felt it was a worthy investment.


“Looky there! There it is!” she exclaimed in an excited voice, pointing with a small, crinkled, trembling finger in the direction of a stone wall.


I saw her little body shiver and wondered if it was with trepidation or anticipation.


“The rock wall used to be whitewashed, but I guess the paint’s all chipped off over time.”


She sighed as I offered her my arm, and we began to slowly walk toward the enclosure.


“It was certainly well built,” the ranger commented, as he closely examined the moss-covered rocks. “Look, no mortar or grout at all. Just stacked stone with hardly any space between the rocks. And still standing after all these years.”


“Over a century,” she said, as she looked around and pointed to a narrow opening in the wall. “This here’s where the gate used to be. When I was a little girl, this wall seemed so tall. Guess I was just a tad short,” she said, smiling.


After walking in, Mrs. Abbie sat down on the two-foot-tall wall. The cemetery wasn’t more than twenty by twenty feet and was surrounded by a thick forest fighting for a foothold among the large boulders strewn across the ridge. Several members of the party entered with rakes and flat-headed shovels. “Okay to begin cleaning up, Mrs. Abbie?” the ranger asked.


She nodded and pointed to the two white marble tombstones. “There are Mama’s and Pa’s stones. Dr. Keller bought ’em both and had Danya haul ’em up here after Pa died.”


“This looks like a pretty rocky place,” the reporter observed. “Bet these graves were hard to dig.”


Mrs. Abbie nodded. “In fact, the crew that dug Pa’s grave musta been the strangest collection of gravediggers in history—two gypsies, two black men, and a Haint.”


“A Haint?” the reporter asked, as he pulled out a notepad and pen. “What’s a Haint?”


“That’s all I’m gonna say ’bout that,” Mrs. Abbie replied. “All the graves face due east. It was the tradition. That’s so when the Lord returns, and the resurrection of the bodies begins, everyone is facin’ the Lord hisself.”


The men began to rake the ground, which was covered by a thick carpet of composting leaves and mast.


“Be careful when ya get to the stones,” she warned. “Don’t wanna scratch ’em.”


Over the next few minutes, the men carefully cleared off seven stones and cleaned them with brushes and soapy water they retrieved from their backpacks. As the stones were scrubbed, the carved inscriptions appeared, as if by magic.


“Why don’t most of the graves have tombstones?” the reporter inquired.


“They were just too expensive for mountain folks. So, we took plain ol’ flat fieldstones, placed ’em over the graves, and carved the names and the dates. Sometimes a verse or remembrance.”


“Who’s under the four larger stones?” the reporter asked.


“That one is for Pa’s ma and the other for his pa. They came over from Tennessee and staked out this claim back in the late 1800s. Pa’s pa cleared the land and built the first cabin on the property. He was as fine a man as there were. They said he could shoot a fly off the ear of a bear at a hundred paces with his Winchester.”


“And the other two?”


“Ya won’t find an inscription on ’em,” she said, as she looked suspiciously at the unwanted reporter, and turned to me. “The folks buried there didn’t want one. But that’s another story for another day.” Mrs. Abbie was quiet for a moment and then said, “Them small stones is where my little brothers sleep.”


I turned to look at her as her dark brown eyes misted.


“They represent three sad stories,” she said, almost in a whisper.


I reached into my day pack and pulled out a clean bandana. “Here,” I said, handing it to her. She took it and wiped her tears. The men were quiet for a moment, leaning on their rakes.


Truth be told, in the few months I had known her, I developed a deep affection and growing appreciation for this unique woman and the remarkable story of her family—a story worthy of being told: a tale of good battling relentless evil; a yarn of five young girls and their struggle against evil men and uncaring nature; a chronicle of faith, friends, and family; an amazing embroidery weaving threads of innocent affections mingled with heartbreaking events; a needlework composed of both love and loss, framed by the lyrics and melodies of ancient mountain songs that added a sweet touch of music to her chronicle.


Today I hoped I would learn a few more chapters of her family’s extraordinary legend, most of which took place on the Randolph family farm and in the Sugar Fork valley, located more than a thousand vertical feet below this high, lonely ridge.


“Well,” Mrs. Abbie said. “How ’bout we place the silk flowers we’ve brought, have Pastor Semmes lead a short memorial service, and then head down to the home place for our picnic and frolic.”


A tall man with thinning hair, wearing a clerical collar, walked into the cemetery. He cleared his throat and began. “Mrs. Abbie, my great-grandfather married your ma and pa, and he proudly officiated at your very own marriage. Before that he baptized you and all seven of your siblings. He also baptized each of your children. He led every single service at this cemetery. The last one was a long time ago, so I’m honored to be asked to do this service for you today, and in the memory of Rev. Willie Neuman Semmes and your ancestors.”


“Who’d you marry?” I whispered.


“Shh!” she cautioned. “We gotta pray.”


“Tell me later?”


She said nothing, but clasped her hands and bowed her head as the pastor opened his great-grandfather’s Bible and began. “Let us pray.”
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Wash


The hills looked barren and exposed, almost naked, as the biting cold March wind blew across the Randolph farm. During the bleak winter months, the views up and down the Sugar Fork changed dramatically. With the loss of its luxuriant and lavish leafy canopy, the forest revealed its normally veiled ridges and hollows, crests and gorges, vales and basins—a landscape carefully concealed during every other season.


Abbie Randolph gazed down the valley with her attentive dark brown eyes. The oldest of Nate Randolph’s five daughters, she was tall for her age and considered one of the most eligible girls in the entire area. She was pleased that the curves for which she had prayed so long were beginning to blossom. Her dark brown eyes sparkled above a radiant smile and her thin, soft face, framed by glossy, shoulder-length auburn hair, neither exposed nor revealed the harshness of running a homestead in the wilderness. The arduous life of the highlanders often hardened and creased the faces, souls, and hearts of those less hardy than she.


However, of recent she had begun to worry that her facial features would begin to show the signs of the stresses from the responsibility of having to complete the myriad tasks previously accomplished by her mother. Added to this was the never-ending burden of her schoolwork. The combination of chores and study made her days significantly longer and more difficult, not to mention making her relationships with her younger sisters testier and increasingly strained.


It won’t be long before we start seein’ some spring weather . . . at least accordin’ to the Farmers’ Almanac, she thought. Her family had not kept up with the almanac in previous years, because their old friends Lafayette and Dove Faulkner intimately familiarized themselves with the entire publication and made sure their neighbors knew all the applicable particulars.


Mr. Lafe, as she and her sisters called him, though he was more than eighty years old, had been Abbie’s ride to town to attend school for as long as she could remember. His passing that spring after a horrible bout of double pneumonia—an illness which killed the majority of those it struck in the mountains—was particularly distressing to her.


Premature death was a reality of life for the mountaineers of western North Carolina. Abbie knew women frequently died during or after childbirth, as had her mama a year and a half before. Children often went to sleep—permanently—long before they had a chance to grow up, as had been true with her three little brothers. Tragical, she thought, as she sighed. No good lingerin’ on the past. At least Mr. Lafe lived a good, long life. She was trying to comfort herself. But I still miss him in a powerful way.


Dove, his wife of more than sixty years—they married when he was twenty and she only thirteen—died in her sleep only two weeks after her husband. “It were a broken heart what took her,” Maddie Satterfield, the local healer and midwife, told the girls. “I’ll miss ’er. We was the dearest of friends fer over fifty years. It took her that long to git me goin’ back to church, at least once in a while.”


Abbie used the back of her wet hand to brush her long hair away from her face. What is it ’bout this time of year I don’t like? She felt her nose crinkle as she pondered the question. Guess it’s ’cause it’s so blame gray and dull! But spring’s not far off. Cain’t wait to see the flowers and baby rabbits and newborn birdies.


She stood up and extended her back to stretch out her cramped lower-back muscles. That’s what I like about spring: it represents new life and a new start. It’s like washin’ off the old. That’s what I need!


The morning air was crisp and cold, and from time to time Abbie would hold her hands close to the fire roaring underneath a huge black pot. A nearby wire held the bed linens and towels that had already been washed, while another wash line held one-piece underwear that looked like a family of ghosts swaying in the breeze.


Although Abbie detested washing clothes, as the oldest, she was responsible for the entire operation. It involved smearing the clothes with soft lye soap, then thoroughly boiling them in the wash kettle, which was hung above the fire on a tripod. Then the clothes would be laid out on a washing bench their pa had made from a huge virgin white oak trunk and pounded out with a paddle. After that, the clothes were smeared with the soap once again and plunged back into the hot water where they would be scrubbed vigorously. That boiling and rinsing completed the cycle.


Abbie looked longingly toward the forest. She could almost hear the trees calling her to come explore and play. I’m too growed up for that now! she thought. Got to be the mama of this farm, like it or not.


Usually her younger sisters helped with the washing, but their teacher, Miss Grace Lumpkin, was tutoring the two oldest, Whit and Corrie. Meanwhile, the two youngest were in the cabin, where Anna Katherine was caring for the baby, Sarah Elisabeth.


“Back to the wash,” Maria commanded in her usual deep, husky voice, as she laughed and stood to her feet. Abbie had grown to love and admire the tall, full-figured gypsy woman who, along with her younger brother, Danya, worked full-time on the Randolph farm since before her mama’s death. The siblings, in their late twenties, had emigrated from Russia and spent time with a traveling carnival until deciding to settle down.


With jet-black hair that nearly reached her waist, wide full lips, an olive complexion, high cheekbones, and black arching brows, Maria attracted the gawking of the men in the company town of Proctor whenever she journeyed the six miles down valley to go there.


Of course, the ogling had, to Maria’s relief, become less obvious since she and the local deputy sheriff, Zach Taylor, one of the area’s most desirable bachelors, began seeing each other. Then again, Maria’s colorful dresses and scarves; long, dangling golden earrings; and rings she wore on several fingers would have made her stand out in any crowd of mountain women.


Suddenly Maria looked down the road. “You hear something?”


Maria’s dark eyes joined Abbie’s in gazing down the road leading away from the Randolph cabin. Abbie listened a moment, then shook her head. “Don’t think I do.” She then returned her attention to the loathed washtub.


“Bet your mama would have loved your sisters’ birthday party last weekend,” Maria said as she wrung out the items she had just rinsed. “It was so much fun. I can’t believe little Anna is eight and Whit has reached fifteen.”


Abbie bent down to continue the washing. “’Bout everyone came!”


“It appeared to me you were your gayest when Bobby Lee Taylor arrived.”


Abbie laughed and nodded. “Of course. He’s my beau. And ever since we started courtin’, I cain’t hardly get him off’n my mind. Every time I see him, at church or school or just anywhere, why my heart just flip-flops.”


“Reckon he’ll be setting a wedding date soon? You’ve been courting how long now?”


“Since my fifteenth birthday.”


“I figure that to be a bit over eighteen months,” Maria said. “I think a spring wedding would be fine. Over a year of courting is more than enough in my book.”


“I agree!” Abbie responded. She stood to face Maria. “How ’bout we make it a double wedding? You and the sheriff, his son and me. Your brother could be the best man for us both.”


Maria’s guttural laughter echoed off the family barn. “I think Danya would be honored. He’d go down in the record books as the largest best man in the history of the Smokies.”


Abbie smiled as she thought about the gentle giant. His six foot, six inch, 260-pound frame was massive, but his heart and demeanor were gentle and mild mannered. His olive complexion, fierce curly beard, and dark blue eyes surrounded a large bulbous nose. He usually wore a hat, to both contain his thick, wavy coal-black hair and cover his large ears, which tended to stick straight out from his huge head.


Abbie was surprised to feel her eyes begin to fill with tears.


“What is it?” Maria asked as she stepped toward Abbie and took the girl’s hands into her own. “Are you all right?”


Abbie shook her head. “Mama loved you and Danya. I remember the day we all met you and when we all shared our first dinner together.”


Maria pulled Abbie into her arms and gave her a gentle hug. “Your pa and mama, along with you girls, were kind to take us in. Otherwise we’d likely still be traveling with that vagabond troupe that brought us to this valley. The carnival life was very difficult. People can be cruel to carnies—that’s what they called us. But your parents gave us work here on your farm. They invited us to live here and to become part of the family. Danya and me . . . well . . . we will be grateful forever.”


“Don’t know how Pa would’a kept the farm runnin’ without you two,” Abbie said as she sniffled.


“Initially we all worried about him, didn’t we? After your mama passed, he seemed depressed for so long. We all feared for him. Then, last fall, our worrying increased when he turned over most of the farm management to Danya and spent long days away from here. Remember how we all fretted he had taken a job in the new Fontana Copper Mine just over the ridge in the Eagle Creek valley? It seemed to explain the hours he spent away and the money he brought home to you girls.”


Abbie nodded. “Not to mention the luxuries he brought us—the store-bought soap, scented candles, and even a nice set of towels for each of the girls. He ain’t never been able to afford such things.” She pulled back, reached into her pocket, and brought out a small handkerchief. “He even brought me this.”


After wiping her tears and gently blowing her nose, she continued. “Pa dismissed my concerns ’bout him bein’ away so much. I was a-feared for him. He told me not to worry. But I did, till ya told me the truth.”


“Maddie let me and Danya know your pa was running her and Quill’s moonshine over to Bryson City. She wanted us to know so we’d be aware of where he was. I told you because I didn’t want you to be needlessly upset.”


“But I was, Maria! It’s the first secret he’s ever kept from me; at least the first one I know ’bout.” Abbie blew her nose again. “I was so a-feared ’bout his runnin’ whiskey. I was powerfully bothered by it. Didn’t seem right. Sure ’nough didn’t seem legal.”


“But Maddie told us that all the moonshine he was running was legal because it was labeled as medicine,” Maria responded.


“I know,” Abbie sighed. “Doc Kelly, the pharmacist, took the deliveries and stocked it. And Dr. Bennett, Doc Kelly’s pa, was the one to write the prescriptions for his son to fill and dispense. Even the sheriff over in Bryson said it was all legit—”


“But you didn’t believe it, so you checked with Sheriff Taylor down in Proctor, right?”


“Yep.”


“And he said it was legal, right?”


“That’s partly true, Maria. He’s said makin’ medicinal moonshine were legal. It’s just the transport what worried him. Said it were a gray area under the law. But what bothered me the most was that I knew Mama would want Pa to depend upon the Lord and not upon some questionable activity.”


“Maybe this is the Lord’s way of providing for you girls, Abbie. After all, doesn’t the Good Book say, ‘God is able to make all grace abound toward you; that ye, always having all sufficiency in all things, may abound to every good work’? I’m thinking there’s sufficiency here for you and the girls.”


Abbie nodded. “But to be honest with ya, I was most a-feared ’bout what folks at church would say when they found out. Why, they’d likely shun us, I tell ya! Plumb made me lose sleep!”


“Your pa’s a good man, Abbie. Remember how he and the rest of the men spent a full week raising and finishing our home?” Maria asked, looking at the small cabin standing at the edge of the meadow. “It was the first time Danya and I had a house of our own since we moved to America from the home country. A lot has changed for us.”


Abbie sighed. “For us both, Maria.”


Maria spun around. “I thought I heard something. Here they come.”


“It’s about time,” Abbie said, dabbing the last of her tears.


A woman of medium height—her brown hair pulled up in a bun, her green eyes flashing above a radiant smile—expertly guided the handsome chestnut gelding pulling her carriage up the road. Grace Lumpkin, the teacher at the one-room school and the woman who seemed to have captured their pa’s affection, let loose an infectious laugh as she pulled to a halt in front of them. “Okay, girls!” she called out, “playtime is over. Looks like you’re just in time to help Abbie and Maria.”


Darla Whitney, a thin girl whose heart-shaped face featured dark brown eyes and was framed by a wealth of thick brown hair, stepped daintily from the carriage. Abbie always thought of Whit as the most fragile of her sisters, both physically and emotionally. Of all the sisters, she had the greatest difficulty handling the death of their mama.


Behind her, the mischievous and irascible Corrie Hannah jumped out. Corrie had inherited the bright red hair and green eyes of her mother and was considered the feistiest of the girls, by far the most impulsive and daring, something of a tomboy, caring little for the things that proper young girls were supposed to care about, such as dolls, playing house, or combed hair.


“Good morning, Abbie, Maria,” Grace called out.


“Top of the morning to you,” Maria replied.


“The lessons went well, Abbie,” Grace reported.


“We done good!” Corrie blurted out.


Grace laughed. “We did well,” she corrected. “I think the tutoring is helping, especially for Miss Corrie Hannah. She’s coming along. I may even be able to pass her on to the seventh grade.”


“Will miracles never end?” Whit said, laughing as she poked her sister. “Come on, Corrie, let’s start hepin’.”


“Helping,” Grace corrected. “Abbie, is your pa still out hunting?”


“Yes, ma’am,” Abbie responded. “He took his huntin’ dog, Lilly, and left before sunup to get some game. Don’t ’spect him back till this afternoon at the earliest.”


“He loves that Mountain Cur hound of his, doesn’t he?”


“She’s a good dog, Miss Grace.”


“Well, I’m hoping to see you all in church tomorrow.”


“Lord willin’,” Abbie replied.


Grace reined her quarter horse and waved as she pulled around and down the driveway toward the Sugar Fork. Abbie felt her lips tighten as she thought about how Miss Grace and her pa had tried to keep their visits and budding romance a secret. However, one day Miss Grace did something that gave fodder to every gossip up and down the valley.
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Hurt


The first time Miss Grace sat by Nate at church, it was the topic of discussion around the valley, especially from the loose lips of one Etta Mae Barnes, wife of the owner of Barnes General Store in Proctor. But eventually folks seemed to accept the budding romance.


This was especially true after Reverend Willie Semmes put out the word to the women to cease and desist the whispering. “I believe with all my heart that Callie Jean Randolph would approve of her husband seeing Miss Grace Lumpkin,” he had told them when he dressed them down at a special meeting of the Ladies’ Circle.


Abbie appreciated the pastor taking up for her pa and Miss Grace but just could not bring herself to accept that her pa might be having feelings for another woman. With his falling for Miss Grace and spending so much time away from the family, Abbie couldn’t help but wonder if he was thinking as straight as he should be.


Pastor Semmes continued. “Y’all might wanna remember that Miss Lumpkin was born to the family of a Georgia farmer. Her pa, William Wallace, was a Confederate veteran who gave his children a strong sense of pride in our Southern cause. Her religious upbringing—even though Episcopalian, which I can forgive due to her devotion to our church—and her love of the Scripture, would all be approved by Cal.”


Abbie would be the first to concede that Miss Grace, as all the children called her, was the only possible woman in the area who might have a chance of winning her pa’s attention after the loss of his lifelong love. And Miss Grace had accomplished just that, winning not only his affections, but also the admiration and regard of Abbie’s sisters. Nevertheless, and in spite of how much Abbie respected her as a teacher and liked her as a person, she just could not begin to imagine Miss Grace coming anywhere close to replacing her mama.


“Durn!” Corrie exclaimed, bringing Abbie’s mind back to the present. “I’d just as soon wear dirty clothes!” She pounded several pairs of pants, then, as the wire was full, carried and pinned them to the lower limbs of the big magnolia tree that almost overshadowed the barn.


“You know what I seen in the Monkey Ward book?” Whit called out, referring to the annual Montgomery Ward catalog.


“What?” Corrie asked, as she returned to the washboards.


“I saw what they’re a-callin’ a washin’ machine. You just throw dirty clothes in there, and it washes ’em all clean as anythin’.”


“Maybe Pa bought us one over in Bryson City this last week,” Corrie mused. “He drove over there a couple of times.”


Abbie looked over her shoulder to see if he might be coming up the road, and she felt her mouth grow taut when she didn’t see him. For some reason, an uneasy intuition had haunted her since he left that morning.


“Maybe he’s hidin’ it at Maria and Danya’s cabin and is plannin’ to give it to us for a present. Maybe tonight at dinner!” Corrie said, laughing.


Maria looked sternly at her. “Corrie Hannah, if there was a washing machine at my house, don’t you think I might just be using it right now?”


“Then maybe he took it to Miss Grace’s place down in Proctor for safekeepin’,” Whit suggested.


“Or maybe Mr. Barnes has it at his general store in Proctor and will personally deliver it to us later,” Corrie said. “A machine will fit better in his delivery wagon than in Miss Grace’s carriage.”


“Maybe Pastor Semmes or his wife, Maybelle, is hiding it at the parsonage,” Whit said.


“And maybe when they come,” Abbie mused, “they’ll bring along their son, Rafe, to offer to court you, Whit. After all, you’re fifteen now. It’s time for you to begin courtin’.”


“I still think Rafe’s sweet on Corrie,” Whit quickly responded.


Corrie stuck her tongue out at Whit, and then said emphatically, “I’m definitely gonna get me one of them when I get growed up!”


“What, a washing machine or a boyfriend?” Maria asked, laughing.


“You’ll just have to wait and see. But I’ll tell you this much, I’m gonna marry me someone who is as rich as—”


Suddenly a loud scream from the cabin startled the girls. Dropping a pair of pants that was hanging by one clothespin, Corrie sprinted toward the cabin with Abbie, Whit, and Maria right behind.


Bursting into the cabin, the girls found Anna sitting on the hearth, pale and crying, while sixteen-month-old Sarah Elisabeth was on the floor squalling at the top of her lungs.


“Whatcha done now, child?” Corrie shouted.


“I ain’t done nothin’!” Anna exclaimed, squeezing her left pointer finger with her right hand. Her blond hair and blue eyes were striking. “I was crackin’ walnuts on the hearth for y’all, and the hammer accidently squished my finger. It right made me yelp, I tell ya. And when I cried out, Sarah Beth let in.”


Whit walked over and picked up Sarah. The toddler immediately began to quiet down. “Sarah girl, your curly hair looks like you went to town and paid for fancy ringlets,” Whit cooed as she ran her hand through Sarah’s wavy blond hair.


“Since all’s well here,” Maria said, as she turned to walk out of the cabin, “I’ll go finish the wash.”


Abbie reached out for Anna. “Here, lemme see, sweetie.” She carefully examined her sister’s finger, which was bright red and beginning to swell. “Can ya move it?”


Anna nodded and began to make a fist.


“Good news. It don’t look broken. I think it’ll be all right. Here, let’s do Pa’s magic healing recipe and make it well.” She kissed Anna’s finger. “May this kiss heal thy red-rose-pricked finger, Sleeping Beauty.” She then cradled Anna’s swollen finger in her right hand, while passing her left hand, palm down, in a circle above the puffy finger, and said, “Abracadabra, Cinderella, Rumpelstiltskin, get well!” The whole ritual caused Anna to smile.


Whit was walking the floor with Sarah, making comforting noises.


Corrie walked over and gave the baby a kiss on her forehead. “Now, now, Sarah Beth, you’re all right. That mean ol’ girl ain’t worth dried spit for taking care of a little one like you.”


“It weren’t my fault!” Anna said loudly.


“Ya let the fire almost go out!” Corrie complained. “I swan, girl, you’re as worthless as withered weeds!”


“I ain’t worthless!” Anna shot back. “Pa says I’m beautiful.”


“Well, beautiful, you’ve done run us outta wood!” Corrie scolded. “Why don’tcha take yer beautiful self out and get some more? Ya don’t have two broken legs, do ya?”


Abbie was relieved that the crisis was so minor but bothered by Corrie’s harshness. “Ya don’t have to fuss at her so much, Corrie,” Abbie scolded. “I think she’s doin’ the best she can.”


“Well, her best ain’t good enough!” Corrie exclaimed. “Anna, did you put the taters in the coals like you were told to?”


“I was just ’bout to do it,” Anna answered.


“Just ’bout to? You had all day to do it! I’ve a mind to take a stick to ya, Anna Katherine Randolph.”


Anna’s face twisted up as she attempted to keep the tears back.


Abbie walked over to Anna and put her arm around her shoulders. “Don’tcha cry, Anna.” She turned toward Corrie and said, “It was my fault. I forgot to put ’em in the coals.”


Corrie folded her arms and turned away from her sisters. “I think I might just run away!”


“Girls! We’re supposed to be sisters!” Abbie said. “Look at what we’re doin’. We’re gettin’ all over each other and bitin’ each other like fleas on an ol’ hound dog.”


Whit and Anna looked at each other.


“And I’m likely the worst!” Abbie exclaimed. “I know that I am too hard on you’uns at times, and even too hard on myself. I blame it on stayin’ exhausted all the time. And I think we’re all a bit strained from the work of keepin’ a house, ’specially with a little one, and goin’ to school. Reckon we’re all wore a bit thin.”


She sat down in her mama’s rocker. “But I’m wore down the most! I feel cheated. Gotta be the oldest sister and the mama to this whole group. And I gotta supervise all the chores and try to git my schoolwork done. It’s just too hard! ’Specially with Pa bein’ gone so much.” She crossed her arms across her chest.


Whit walked up beside her. “Abbie, this ain’t gonna last forever. Ya’ve got Bobby Lee as a beau. He loves ya and he’s gonna care for ya. Ya’ve got Emily Rau, Maria, and Danya to help out anytime you ask. Ya’ve got friends, ya’ve got your family, and ya’ve got food and a farm. Despite the hard times, we got us a lotta blessing.” Whit looked at her sisters. “We all need to git outta this pity party of ours . . . and now! ’Specially you, Abbie. We all need ya to be strong when we’re not.”


Abbie nodded as she took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “You’re right, Whit.” Abbie thought for a moment as she tried to remember a verse from the Epistle of James. When it came to her, she slowly recited it. “Be patient therefore, brethren, unto the coming of the Lord. Behold, the husbandman waiteth for the precious fruit of the earth, and hath long patience for it, until he receive the early and latter rain. Be ye also patient; stablish your hearts: for the coming of the Lord draweth nigh.”


Whit laughed. “Mama made us say that verse again and again. But I think it’s easier to say than do.”


“Remember the rest of the verse?” Corrie asked. “Mama made me say it anytime I’d complain about you girls or my chores.” Standing up, she pretended to open a Bible and let it flop across her outstretched hand as she leafed through the imaginary pages until she found what she was looking for. Pointing to the unseen Bible, she began, “As the apostle James teaches us in the ninth through eleventh verses of the fifth chapter of his epistle, ‘Grudge not one against another, brethren, lest ye be condemned: behold, the judge standeth before the door. Take, my brethren, the prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering affliction, and of patience. Behold, we count them happy which endure. Ye have heard of the patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender mercy.’ ”


The girls all clapped as Corrie bowed.


“You could be a preacher!” Anna exclaimed.


“I just may one day,” Corrie said, sitting down, “’cept it would have to be a rich church to pay me very well!”


The girls laughed as Corrie smiled and continued. “Well, I guess I need to apologize, Anna. I’ve forgotten those verses and hope the Lord won’t judge me too severely.”


“He won’t,” Anna reassured her. “I’m sure of it.”


Abbie smiled as she took Anna’s hands into hers. “I hope you girls won’t pay me no never mind when I get too sharp.” Abbie also suspected that her worry about her pa contributed to her bad mood, but decided not to say anything about it.


Whit, the sweetest tempered of the five, smiled and said, “That’s all right. I’ll go with Anna to get the wood right now.” She turned to go, but as she did, she stopped suddenly. “Somebody’s a-comin’! Maybe it’s Pa!”
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Walkingsticks


“He’s a-comin’ back!” Corrie exclaimed as she raced toward the door. “I hope he got us a deer.”


“Maybe he got us a turkey!” Anna cried as she ran to follow Corrie. After Corrie threw open the door, disappointment tinged her voice. “It ain’t Pa. It’s the Walkingsticks.”


Abbie felt her stomach knot. Her worry for her pa welled up in her soul like a pot of soup boiling over as she walked to the door. Two Cherokee Indians approached the cabin wearing white man’s clothing. In the summer and fall they would wear deerskin chaps and moccasins, but now they wore insulated hunting boots and brogans. Abbie waved and tried to smile as she concentrated on quelling her fears.


Jonathan Walkingstick and his oldest son, James, had been close friends to the Randolphs ever since she could remember. They lived ten miles east of Bryson City, in the Qualla Boundary, part of the original Cherokee Nation, but often came by on hunting trips or when traveling to the Snowbird Mountains near Robbinsville, south of the Little Tennessee River.


“Greetings, girls!” Jonathan said. He was sixty-two years old and his face was lined from years of exposure to the elements, but his posture was straight and his hair still as black as a crow’s wing. His son, forty-four-year-old James, taller and more muscular than his father, also had hair so black it shone, and his eyes were as dark as the darkest night. Abbie did not know two more considerate or compassionate men.


“Where’s your pa, girls?” James asked.


“He’s gone huntin’,” Anna said, sticking her head around Abbie’s waist.


“Well, I wish he hadn’t done that.” Jonathan shrugged as he unstrapped a large backpack and swung it onto the ground. “We trapped a bear last week, and we brought you folks a big chunk of it.”


“That’s wonderful!” Abbie exclaimed. She was partial to bear meat, especially when it was cooked just right, and at once changed her mind about the plan she had for supper. “I’ll cook up a bunch of it if’n you fellows will stay and help us eat it.”


“We’d be happy to,” Jonathan said. “That is, if it’s no trouble.”


“None at all!” Abbie replied.


“How ’bout we slice some meat for the meal, and put the rest in the smokehouse?” James asked. “Then my father and I will chop some wood.”


Abbie nodded. “And we girls will throw ourselves into preparin’ the dinner.”


After finishing with the meat and filling the wood box for Whit and Anna, the two men sat at the kitchen table as the girls worked.


“Our neighbor, Mr. Tom Rau, tells us the bear aren’t as plentiful these days,” Corrie commented as she peeled carrots.


“That’s what most of the white hunters are saying,” James said. “But my father can track and trap with the best. And we know where they are and how to find them.”


“Unlike the elk and panther that I hunted when I was a child,” Jonathan said wistfully. “Those are now all gone from these mountains. But bear meat, for those who like it, and most people in these parts do, is still my favorite game.”


As the girls and the men talked, Abbie trimmed the fat from the bear meat, cut the meat into small pieces, and parboiled it for ten minutes in creamy milk from their springhouse. Then she browned the meat in bacon drippings in an old cast-iron frying pan on her mama’s cooking stove before adding salt, pepper, branch water, and butter. She then put the meat and fixings in a big pot and hung it in the fireplace, adding wood to the coals. She planned to cook the stew for an hour and a half. She would also make dumplings and drop them into the simmering stew a half hour before it was done.


As the food was cooking and Sarah Beth napping, the younger girls took James to tour Maria and Danya’s cabin and invite them up for dinner, while Abbie quizzed Jonathan about his family and the latest news from the tribal lands.


As Jonathan was sharing all the recent reports from the Cherokee community, Abbie found herself uncharacteristically silent as she stared into the fireplace.


“Your spirit seems glum, Abbie.”


Abbie was quiet for a moment, and then looked up at the old man. “Mr. Jonathan, when I was lookin’ across the valley this morning, I seen so many patches without forest, without trees, I plumb found myself gettin’ so angry at the lumber company that my insides shook.”


He nodded.


“They’re destroyin’ and wreckin’ our woods. If it weren’t for Pa, Mr. Rau, and Mr. Kephart, they’d have already clear-cut the entire Sugar Fork valley. It just seems so unfair.”


After a few moments of silence, the old man said, “I sense that’s not all, is it?”


Abbie continued to stare at the fire. For a moment she didn’t know how to answer him. Finally, she knew what it really was and shook her head.


“What is it?”


She felt her eyes tear up. “I’m powerful worried ’bout Pa. He’s gone more than I like.” She looked back at the old man. “At times I feel guilty about being mad at him. It’s wrong, ain’t it, to be mad at Pa?”


The old man’s eyes softened and he shook his head. “No, my little sister, it’s not wrong to want the best for your family. It’s not wrong to ache to have someone return who’s away from you. Most people feel angry at times. I know I have.”


“You have? When?”


He turned to look into the fire for a few moments. Finally, he said, “Abbie, I too have had anger for those who have taken much from me and my people.”


“What do you mean?”


“We Cherokee have lived in these ancient mountains since the Great Spirit formed them. He gave this land to us. Then the white people came to our land nearly three hundred years ago. For two hundred years, my people extended hospitality to all of them. We’ve always been happy to help newcomers. Many of our peoples intermarried. White people had a written language and taught it to my people. As a result, my ancestor Chief George Sequoyah developed the Cherokee alphabet in 1821, and the majority of the Cherokee nation became literate.”


“I heard the story at school.”


“This is where the story turns sad. Land speculators wanted to take my people’s land to sell. We Cherokees fought this in court, all the way to the great Supreme Court of the United States. Unfortunately, we lost, and in 1838, most of my people were forced to move from these mountains to Oklahoma; forced to walk over eight hundred miles. During the cruel march, many died of exposure, disease, and the shock of separation from our native homeland.”


“That’s why they call it the Trail of Tears, isn’t it?”


Jonathan nodded. “All the Cherokee in western North Carolina today descend from those who were able to hold on to land they owned, or those who hid in the hills, defying forced removal. And then there were those who returned from Oklahoma on foot, like my great-grandfather. But he returned a man broken in heart and spirit, an anger-hardened man.” Jonathan stared into the fire.


“Did he hate the white man for doing that?” Abbie asked.


Jonathan turned to Abbie. “I asked him the same thing when I was a young man. He told me that he did not hate any longer. I remember my anger burning as I said to him, ‘Why not? After all they did to you . . . to our people . . . why not?’ ”


“What did he say?”


The old man looked back at the flames. “Abbie, he told me that hate destroys only the one who hates. Hate does nothing to those who commit injustice against you. But hate can demolish . . . it can decay your very heart and soul.”


He took an iron poker and stirred the coals as he continued. “As I listened to him, I calmed down. He told me it was not easy for him to give up his anger, his bitterness . . . his hatred. He struggled with these feelings many times over many years. Finally he realized he had two wolves inside his heart: one was good and one was evil. The good wolf lives in harmony with all around him, and does not take offense when no offense is intended. He will fight only when it is right and just to do so, and only in the right way.”


“And the other wolf?”


“The other, Abbie, is wicked. He is full of hatred, bitterness, lies, and anger. The smallest thing will set him off into a fit of temper. He is the evil one that fights with everyone, all the time, many times with no reason.” He tapped his forehead. “That wolf cannot think straight because his anger and hate are so great. That wolf is the foolish one. He renders the person who embraces him just as helpless in his anger and hatred—he causes disease and disorder inside the heart and spirit.”


Abbie also looked at the fire, letting the ancient wisdom seep into her heart.


Jonathan continued. “My grandfather said it was hard for him to live with these two wolves inside his heart, both trying to control and dominate his spirit. He finally realized only one could win the great battle.”


Abbie looked intently into the Indian’s eyes and asked, “Which wolf won, Jonathan?”


He smiled, looked back at Abbie, and quietly said, “The one he fed.”


Abbie smiled back. “I like his advice very much.”


“I do, too, Abbie,” the old man said. “He used to say, ‘Don’t let your yesterdays eat up your todays.’ He was wise.”


Abbie nodded. “His counsel reminds me of something written in the Bible.”


“Which is?”


“Saint Paul said, ‘Let all bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, and evil speaking be put away from you, with all malice. And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, even as God in Christ forgave you.’ ”


Jonathan smiled. “It sounds like this Paul knew of the two wolves. I like his wisdom.”


“Me, too,” Abbie responded.
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Amen


After dinner, everyone was sitting around the warm, crackling fire. The two Indians and Danya were smoking their pipes as the girls were sipping the hot chocolate Corrie and Anna had prepared.


“I’m a-feared somethin’s happened to Pa,” Whit said.


“He said he might be late, Whit,” Abbie answered, trying to comfort her sister, but her heart continued to feel troubled.


James spoke softly. “Sometimes a hunter has to go a long way when he is tracking a large, muscular buck; they are mighty creatures and can run long distances. Your pa is a good hunter. My guess is that he probably got one but it was too late to bring it in. Did he take his horse with him to bring the carcass back?”


“Yep. And he always takes some camping gear with him,” Abbie explained, “along with Lilly. That Cur would protect him from Satan hisself.”


“He’s probably all right,” Maria said.


But Abbie could see the worried look on her face. This was even more bothersome to Abbie, as Maria was known to have the gift of prophecy.


“Maybe we should go look for him,” Corrie suggested.


“It’s too late today,” Danya said, looking toward the window at the fading light.


“I agree,” Jonathan said. “If he doesn’t come back in the morning, my son and I will look for him.”


“You’uns could stay in Pa’s summer room across the dog trot,” Abbie offered. “The chimney’s good and you’re welcome to our firewood.”


“That’s a kind offer, Abbie,” Jonathan said. “But my son and I are more comfortable sleeping under the stars.”


Corrie, thinking out loud, said, “Pa ain’t never stayed the night out when he went huntin’ alone. He’s too good a shot. And there are still plenty of deer in the Sugar Fork valley. And it’s gonna be below freezin’ tonight. Something’s amiss, I’m tellin’ y’all.”


Abbie thought sure she also saw worry deep in the old chief’s eyes. Another chill came over her. Since the death of her mama, she had clung to her pa, perhaps more than she should have. “He’ll be all right,” Abbie said as confidently as she could. “Don’t worry about him, girls. Let’s get ready for bed.”


“Jesus said, ‘Let not your heart be troubled,’ ” Anna added as seriously as she could.


Abbie smiled and pulled her close. “Amen. Thanks for the reminder, little one. I think all that Scripture memory we’re doin’s makin’ a difference.”


Anna nodded. “And we need to say a bedtime prayer for Pa.”


“Jonathan and James, would you mind joining us for evening prayer?”


The two men looked at each other, and then the older turned to Abbie and smiled. “Of course,” he softly responded.


As they joined hands and bowed their heads, baby Sarah exclaimed, “Amen!” even before they began to pray.


“Well, I guess that ends that!” Whit said. Looking at the Walkingsticks, she said, “Sarah doesn’t like long prayers and she’s learned saying ‘Amen’ can stop a long one. Now I guess she’s learned she can stop them before they start.”


All of the older girls, except Abbie, giggled. She hoped against hope they couldn’t sense how concerned and anxious she really was about their pa.
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