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IN THE HAZEL CREEK VALLEY of the Great Smoky Mountains, Nathan and Callie Randolph, with their five unique daughters, wrestle to maintain their farm, forests, family, and faith against an unforgiving wilderness. An evil lumber company manager is seeking by every means possible to pilfer their land and clear-cut their virgin forest.


A cast of colorful characters, including a menacing stranger, gypsy siblings, a granny midwife, and a world-famous writer—even a flesh-and-blood Haint—collide in a gripping struggle of good and evil amid eruptions of violence and tragedy. Our heroine, fifteen-year-old Abbie Randolph, has to help save her family’s farm and raise her sisters while preserving her faith.


This important story, based on almost ten years of research and four years of living in the area, captures the speech, ways, and beliefs of these unique pioneers at a crucial and irreversible turning point in this Smoky Mountains community of the Southern Appalachians. With the march of the industrial age, especially commercial lumbering, the traditional life and ways of our southern highlanders in general, and the Randolphs in particular, were about to change forever.
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“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. Once you experience Hazel Creek, you’ll never want to leave.”


—Chris Fabry, author of ECPA Fiction winner Almost Heaven


“This captivating story took me to a simpler time when humans were closer to creation and to the creator. I found in it echoes of Christian classics—Catherine Marshall’s Christy, for one—and that puts Larimore’s book in the best of company. Being in the Great Smoky Mountains wilderness when it was still wild nourished my soul!”


—Julie L. Cannon, author of I’ll Be Home for Christmas


“A powerful, heartwarming story of courage, love, and faith, Hazel Creek is sure to leave the reader ready for a sentimental journey into an era and region that has charmed the hearts of millions.”


—Eric Wiggin, author of Skinny Dipping at Megunticook Lake and Emily’s Garden


“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. He deftly recaptures life in the Great Smoky Mountains in the mid-1920s through the eyes of fifteen-year-old Abbie Randolph, weaving in both love and loss and the occasional lyrics of songs that add a sweet touch of music to the story.”


—Beth K. Vogt, author of Wish You Were Here


“Larimore captures both the natural beauty and the culture of the people who once lived there that make Hazel Creek one of the most beloved sections of the Great Smoky Mountains.”


—Daniel S. Pierce, professor of history at the University of North Carolina at Asheville and author of The Great Smokies


“Hazel Creek intertwines fictional characters with historical facts so well that they come alive in a unique way that will stir the hearts and minds of readers and will encourage them to become better people. The research given to this writing is impeccable and the sensitivity to the inward character and integrity of our beloved mountain ancestors is nothing short of inspired insight. I am simply delighted with Hazel Creek!”


—Judy Andrews Carpenter, founder/director of The Proctor Revival Organization


“Hazel Creek is an American portrait of day-to-day life in the early 1920s. Through the eyes of Abbie, we feel the struggles, courage, determination, and faith of the Randolph family. This glimpse into the past stirs the heart and leaves us wanting more.”


—David Stevens, MD, CEO of Christian Medical & Dental Associations, author of Jesus, M.D., and coauthor of Leadership Proverbs


“Walt Larimore’s 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
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Visit Dr. Larimore’s health website at www.DrWalt.com.


Visit Walt Larimore’s blog at www.DrWalt.com/blog.


You can purchase Walt Larimore’s autographed books at http://dr-walts-store.hostedbyamazon.com/.
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May 24, 2009


A Century


She didn’t look one hundred years old.


“This must be the best view from any nursing home in the country,” I said, sitting in a rocking chair next to her wheelchair. I placed a brown bag at my feet and gazed at the lush, rounded mountains, which undulated in wave after wave, stretching to the horizon over twenty miles away—where the highest mountains separated North Carolina and Tennessee.


A wry smile slightly lifted the corners of her wrinkled lips. “To gaze across the great ridges, which like giant billows blend their sapphire outlines with the sky.”


“Nice,” I said. “Poetic.”


“Not mine. They’re from a writer named Christian Reid.”


“Haven’t heard of him.”


“Her,” she said. “Frances Christine Fisher Tiernan. But she wrote under a pen name. It allowed her to compete with her male counterparts—kinda like one of my sisters before . . .”


“Before what?”


“That’s all I’m gonna say ’bout that.” She turned back toward the ancient mountains, clothed in their spring coat of fresh leaves.


I chuckled. “I guess I need to add Reid to my reading list.”


“If you’d been taught fine readin’, like my sisters and I were, by the likes of Horace Kephart, you’d have read much more just like it.”


“Don’t know that name, either.”


“Sad,” she said. “One of the best-known authors at the start of the last century. He wrote famous books like Our Southern Highlanders and Camping and Woodcraft, and scads of articles for Field and Stream magazine.”


“You read him a lot?”


“Read him? I knew him—loved him like a second pa. He lived near where I was raised. And that’s all I want to say about that.”


She turned back to face the peaks and valleys from which, I would soon learn, she had come—a wilderness that had shaped her past and personality as much as its view inspired us.


“I brought you something,” I said. “It’s not wrapped very pretty, but . . .”


“Magnolia blossoms,” she said, smiling and reaching for the bag. “Smelled ’em comin’ down the hall.” She opened the bag and placed her nose in it, taking a slow, deep breath. “Ah, just like the ones on my family’s homestead. That old tree could perfume acres at a time.” She took another sniff. “Just like I remember—a bit like heaven and summer all rolled into one.”


She removed one and held it at arm’s length, slowly twirling it and admiring it as if it were the Hope diamond. “Just look at that, Doc. Must be nine—no, ten inches across. Looks like freshly starched linen and smells even better!”


“They say the magnolia tree is rare in the Smokies. But your family had one?”


“Sure did. Magnolia grandiflora, the queen of the South. Gives new meanin’ to the term white-on-white. Just look at all the shades of pure, silky white against the deep green leaves. It’s an astonishin’ and marvelous flower.” Her smile went from ear to ear as she gazed at the bloom. “What a wonderful birthday gift.”


“Did you have a good party today? Heard people came from all over to celebrate you making it to the century mark.”


“Said who?”


“One of the ER nurses who had come up here.”


“You must be talkin’ about old Louise Thomas—who claims I look as old as Seth himself.”


“Seth?”


“You know, Adam’s son.”


“Adam?”


“Adam and Eve, sonny.” She shook her head. “Louise was tryin’ to get my goat, saying I looked as old as Seth when he died.”


She was quiet for a moment—waiting for me to ask. Finally, I took the bait. “Which was how old?”


“The Good Book says he lived nine hundred and twelve years. Course, any fool knows Jared and Methuselah lived longer; Jared, nine hundred and sixty-two years, and old Methuselah, nine hundred and sixty-nine years. But I don’t want to live that long. Gettin’ to one hundred is hard enough. It’s ’bout wore me out!”


“Sorry I couldn’t make it up for the party. I’ve been running since sunup.”


She turned to look at me and patted my arm. “You doctors are always as busy as one-armed paper hangers.”


“Well, Miss Abbie,” I said, “I’m here for a bit.”


“You know much about me?” she asked, still gazing over the mountains as the lights of the small hamlet of Bryson City began to illuminate the valley below us.


“Just what I’ve read on the chart. Other than all the medical stuff, I know you’re a widow. Active over at First Baptist Church. Have kids that have moved elsewhere—”


“More important, I don’t smoke, or dip, or chew,” she interrupted, smiling, “or dance with boys who do.”


“Well, that’s a good thing,” I said with a chuckle. “Might shorten your life.


“Where’d you grow up?”


“Out on Hazel Creek. Not twenty miles from here as the crow flies. But it used to take all day to drive out there.”


“What road is it on?”


She looked at me like I had two heads. With a laugh, she explained, “The town of Proctor was out on Hazel Creek—it’s now part of the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. But we was all forced to move out when they built Fontana Dam and the government stole our land for the park.”


“When was that?”


“Nineteen hundred and forty-four. I was thirty-five years old when we left our old home place. My grandpappy had homesteaded the land.”


“Proctor musta been a hole in the wall.”


She shook her head and looked at me once again as if I was dimwitted. “Heckfire, son, because of Calhoun Lumber Company, Proctor had well over a thousand citizens in the 1920s. It was bigger then than Bryson City is now. But our farm was a long way from town—about six miles up valley. And walkin’ those miles seemed to take an eternity back then.”


“Well, Miss Abbie—”


“You’ve made that mistake twice now.”


“What?”


“Callin’ me Miss Abbie. It’s Mrs. Abbie,” she corrected. “Was married nearly seventy years to a wonderful man.” She showed me her wedding band. “One of my most prized possessions. Was my mama’s . . . once upon a time.”


“Well, Mrs. Abbie, I bet it was a unique time to live back in the Roaring Twenties.”


She laughed. “No one accused Proctor of bein’ a roarin’ anythin’. But Hazel Creek was unique. Some called it the ‘Wild East.’ Others, like Reid, called it the ‘Land of the Sky.’ Hazel Creek had wild animals like panthers and bears, Cherokee Indians, desperados, lumbermen, moonshiners, revenuers, visitors from all over, mysterious wanderers, more than one world-famous writer, Civil War heroes, murderers, rustlers . . . even a flesh-and-blood Haint. Tarnation, without him—and the Good Lord—we would have for sure lost our farm.”


“A Haint? What’s a Haint?


Abbie laughed again. “It’s a term we used on Hazel Creek to describe a ghost—or a person whose soul was haunted. You know, hainted—a Haint.”


“Sounds like an interesting person—and a mysterious place.”


She nodded, looking back over the mountains. “It was—and so is he.”


“The Haint?” I inquired.


“No, the Lord. He’s mysterious and works in wonderful ways. And Hazel Creek certainly had more than her share of massacres, secrets, adventures, and whodunits.” She turned to look at me. “Got time to hear about a few?”


“Sure!”


She turned back toward the mountains and, with a faraway look, began . . .
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Smoking


Good! she thought. No one’s seen me.


Abbie’s movements were quick, her dark brown eyes alert, almost anxious. She wore a dress made out of secondhand cloth, the original bright floral patterns faded to a pale tan, and a straw hat, equally pale and limp. She glanced in all directions once again to be sure she was alone.


Hurrying around the corner of the barn, she stopped to catch her breath. She brushed her long auburn hair away from her eyes and peeked back around the corner, embarrassed by both her nervousness and rapid panting.


She tried to relax by taking a long, slow, deep breath, then letting the air escape slowly through her lips as she rested the back of her head against the rough planks of the old barn. She smiled as she recognized the pungent, earthy aromas that always wafted around their barn—scents that brought back warm memories of playing in the barn with her younger sisters.


A rustling sound caused her to look up. A flight of swallows divided in midair. As she stepped out from below the eve of the barn, four ebony crows cawed as they arose from the field, flapping their heavy wings and making dark silhouettes against the bright sky.


The young girl again cast furtive looks in all directions and then slowly moved back into the shadow of the barn. She reached behind and pulled out a roll of papers that were tucked under her belt and tore a page from the two-year-old Sears, Roebuck catalog. She had found the remains of the catalog where she had stashed it—in the corncrib. Many of the pages had been removed so that only a thin sheaf was left. She read one of the ads:




Doctor Warner’s health corset. Adapted to ladies deficient in bust fullness and those desiring bust support for both slim and stout figures. The special features of this corset give light and flexible support to any lady with an elegant figure and assure her a well-fitting dress.





Abbie studied the ad and then looked down over her own lean body. “Shoot! I ain’t never gonna have no figure,” she muttered as she looked at the busty model wearing the doctor’s corset. “If’n I had a chest like her, Bobby Lee would be comin’ to court in a hurry.” She rolled up the remaining catalog and placed it securely behind her belt.


She sighed and, taking the page, carefully tore out a small rectangle. “I don’t reckon any boy’s gonna take a hankerin’ to a flat-chested mountain girl. Won’t never happen!” Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a small cloth sack and shook into her palm a handful of dried brown corn silks.


Carefully she held the catalog page in the palm of her left hand, cupping it so that it caught the corn silk as she gently ground it between the fingertips of her right hand. She dropped the remaining corn silk on the ground and dusted off her right hand. She concentrated on rolling as perfect a tube as possible but, having never done it before, was a bit awkward. Then she licked it thoroughly and squeezed the ends together. Sticking it in her mouth, she retrieved a kitchen match from her pocket, struck it on the side of the barn, and applied it to the tip of her homemade cigarette.


The paper ignited, and a thin, curling tendril of smoke rose as Abbie held the cigarette between two fingers, as accomplished cigarette smokers did in the silent moving pictures she had seen. She sucked on the end, got a mouthful, and inhaled—and in an instant began to cough violently. She tried to stifle her coughs by clamping her free hand over her mouth.


Recovering, she began to strut back and forth holding the cigarette at a jaunty angle between her lips. She ignored her watering eyes and began to act out another of her many imaginary dramas—ones in which she was always the star.


“So you suppose you can put that over on me, do you?” she said in what she considered a threatening tone, her eyes narrowed as she looked through the rising smoke. “I’m here to tell you that I don’t let nobody pull that kinda stuff on me! If you try it, you’ll be plum sorry!”


She stopped and smiled as she thought about the dramatic streak that ran through her soul—a trait that found little outlet on her family’s isolated farm. She had read a few smuggled romance novels, had seen a few movies, and had created from them a world in which she played out her dreams.


“You’d better stop or I’ll let you have it!” she hissed.


At yesterday’s crime movie at the Calhoun Lumber Company Cinema down in the company town of Proctor, she had been impressed by the showdown between the hard-eyed detective and the ferret-like criminal. Pulling her hat down farther over her eyes, she said in a voice that she imagined was frightening and tough to any fan of crime movies, “I’ll plug you if you take another step!”


As her pretend opponent exited, stage right, she carefully watched him, her hand perched on the butt of the imaginary mother-of-pearl-handled derringer wedged between her dress and its belt.


Back and forth she walked, punctuating her speech with left-handed gestures, occasionally puffing the cigarette while being careful not to inhale the smoke.


Stopping, she quickly looked toward stage left. “Well, if it ain’t Bobby Lee Taylor,” she said gutturally, as she turned to saunter over to the imaginary character, sexily swaying her hips from side to side. “What brings you back to Hazel Creek, big boy? I thought you’d stay away once you became a famous pitcher for the St. Louis Cardinals.”


She took another puff, tilting her head back, as she pretended to listen to his response.


“I don’t care what you say, Mr. Baseball, I know you’ve come back for my little sister. You always liked Corrie better than me. Ain’t that right?” She pointed her cigarette at him. “She’s four years younger than you. You should be ashamed!” She turned to show him her profile and softly ran her free hand down her hip. “And besides, I’m much more voluptuous and womanly than she—”


She heard a loud snap behind her and spun around.


“Whatcha doin’, Abbie?”


Abbie was shocked to see two of her sisters, thirteen-year-old Darla Whitney and almost-eleven-year-old Corrie Hannah, who had stepped around the corner of the barn, staring wide-eyed at her. She quickly put the cigarette behind her back.


Whit with her brown eyes and wealth of glossy brown hair was pretty, almost fragile looking, while Corrie with her bright red hair and green eyes was the feisty beauty of the family.


“I know what you’re doin’. You’re smokin’ a cigarette!” Corrie shouted. She came closer and reached out her hand. “Lemme try it, Abbie.”


“Get away, Corrie! You ain’t smokin’ no cigarette.”


“If you don’t let me, I’ll tell Pa on you.”


Corrie was by far the most impulsive and daring of the four Randolph sisters. She was already somewhat of a tomboy and cared little for the things that young girls were supposed to, such as dolls. She drew closer and insisted, “Lemme try to smoke it!”


“You stop that, Corrie!” Whit said. Then she shook her head as she gazed at her older sister. “You shouldn’t oughta be doin’ that, Abbie. If Pa found out, he’d whup you!”


“He ain’t gonna find out unless you’uns tell him. Now you two get on back to the house and leave me alone.”


“I ain’t goin’ ’less you lemme try smokin’ that cigarette,” Corrie said stubbornly, her bright green eyes flashing. “Come on, Abbie. Lemme try it!”


Abbie held the cigarette high to keep it out of Corrie’s grasp, but even as she did, a strong tenor voice sounded from behind them.


“All right, Lauren Abigail! Get rid of that cigarette.”


All three sisters spun around at once. Abbie felt her throat constrict and suddenly found it hard to breathe.


Her father had come around the opposite end of the barn and now stood before them in his faded overalls. His thick auburn hair stuck out from under his battered straw hat, and his bright blue eyes, which Abbie had always admired, were fixed on her and filled with a growing anger. Just under six feet, strong and lean, Nathan Randolph moved forward and in disgust reached out and plucked the remains of the homemade cigarette from Abbie’s fingers. He threw it to the ground, stomped on it, and shook his head in disgust.


“Pa, whatcha doin’ here?” Abbie asked, her voice cracking.


“Was workin’ on that old truck of mine and heard you girls talkin’. Kinda disturbed ’bout what I’m seein’. I swan, Abbie! I wouldn’t of thought this of you!”


“I . . . I didn’t mean no harm, Pa.”


“Didn’t mean no harm? You’re the oldest, Abbie. You know better.”


Corrie piped up. “I don’t see what’s so bad about smokin’, Pa. You do it your own self.”


“You hush up, Corrie Hannah! This ain’t none of your put-in. You’re too young to understand things like this.”


“I ain’t but four years younger than Abbie!” Corrie countered.


Nate Randolph’s blue eyes hardened and he barked, “Now Corrie, you and Whit get on to the house!”


Abbie heard the steel in their father’s voice and had learned, as had her sisters, that it was best to be instantly obedient at times like this. The two younger girls both turned and ran.


Whit rounded the corner first, but Corrie paused to stick her tongue out at Abbie before disappearing. “You’re gonna get whupped!” she cried, and then vanished.
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Magnolia


“What in the blue-eyed world were you thinkin’, Abbie?”


“I don’t know, Pa. I was just . . . I was just playin’.” Abbie looked up, and her lips trembled. “I was just pretendin’ I was in one of them movie shows.”


“And you have to smoke a cigarette to do that? Abbie, I’m downright ashamed of you.”


Her head dropped as she whispered, “I’m real sorry, Pa.”


“Well, that’s good, but you’re durn lucky it’s the Lord’s Day or you’d get a switchin’ from a sprig off the magnolia in the backyard.” He turned his back on her for a moment, as if in thought.


Abbie was relieved, as she had made two trips to the magnolia tree in her life, both times after she had disobeyed her pa. The memory of the punishments lingered sharply in her mind. The first time he’d let her pick her own switch. The old magnolia, planted by her pa’s pa, was now a giant and exuded the most beautiful of perfumes from its blooms. She had pulled the smallest twig she could find off a lower branch, which had been a mistake, for her father had said, “All right. I gave you a chance to get a good switch. Now I’ll pick one.”


He had picked what seemed to be the most enormous switch she had ever seen and switched the back of her legs. She could still feel the stings. After the second offense, she had chosen more wisely and her father had not protested.


Nate turned back to her and put his hands on her shoulders. She saw something in his tanned face—an expression that at first she could not identify. Then remembering how her father always stressed that she, as the oldest, needed to be a role model for her sisters, she suspected he was not nearly as disappointed with her smoking as he was with her poor example. In a tremulous voice, she said, “I’m awful sorry, Pa. I didn’t expect Whit and Corrie to find me.”


He put his arms around her and held her tightly. She could smell the sweat and earth on him. As he released her, he kissed her forehead and said, “You’re a good girl, Abbie.” He held her out at arm’s length. “Reckon I forget you’re fourteen—be fifteen just next week. But you seem lots older these days.”


Abbie studied his face and full beard. Even though he was only thirty-four years old, decades of exposure to the elements had toughened his face, leaving creases and crinkles that stood out around his eyes when he smiled or laughed, which he was prone to do. She loved him—not just for the toughness that always made her feel defended and protected, but also for the softness that communicated that he loved her and deemed her special.


He looked away and said, “Well, do your playactin’ all you want—just don’t smoke no more cigarettes, ya hear?”


“I won’t do it no more, Pa.”


He drew her close and hugged her again. “I love ya, Punkin. I just don’t love whatcha done. It purely hurts me. But it don’t make me love ya no less, ya hear?”


Abbie smiled and nodded. She loved when he called her Punkin—it always gave her a warm glow.


“Got a question for ya.”


She knew what he was going to ask and smiled.


“What’s one thing you can do to make me love you less?” he asked.


Even though she knew the answer, she demurely lowered her head and whispered, “I don’t know.”


“Nothin’!” he said, beaming. “And what’s one thing you can do to make me love ya more?”


“Nothin’?” she asked softly.


“Nothin’!” he said. “Nothin’ ya could ever do to make your pa love ya more.” He pulled her into another hug and then straightened up.


They started back toward the house, and when her father took her hand and squeezed it she forgot about his rebuke. He had a large hand, almost as hard as oak, and his grip made her feel even more safe and secure. Now as he held her hand in his and looked down at her, his forehead was ridged with lines, and his eyes were troubled.


“Are you worried about somethin’, Pa?”


“Well, I reckon I am a mite.”


“You still worried about the lumber company gettin’ our land?”


“Seems like the Calhoun Lumber Company wants to own the whole of Hazel Creek—to cut down all of the trees put here by the good Lord. Since they moved into our valley, back in ’07, they’ve been buyin’ up every piece of land or timber right they can get their hands on.”


“But they won’t get our place, will they, Pa?”


“Not as long as I can fight ’em off, Punkin!”


Abbie looked into his soft eyes. “There’s somethin’ else, ain’t there?”


Her pa didn’t answer.


“You worried about Mama?”


His mouth drew taut.


“About the baby that’s comin’?”


Nate nodded. “But I’m prayin’ that your ma will be all right. We’ll just have to trust the good Lord.” He smiled down at her. “You get on to the cabin. Your ma needs ya. I’ll be in shortly. I need to run off those desperados that you left in that saloon back there. If they draw on me, I may just have to gun down one or two of ’em.”


“Just don’t shoot Bobby Lee,” Abbie said, as she turned to run toward the cabin. “I think I like him.”


“Then I may just have to shoot him for sure!” her pa shouted after her.


Abbie walked up to their cabin and was greeted by Lilly, the family’s stocky Mountain Cur pup; Julius, their huge long-haired orange cat; and Jack, a gray tabby, who bounded lightly up the porch, meowing loudly.


“Get away, Jack! I ain’t got time for you!” Abbie said.


As soon as she entered the cabin, Corrie blurted, “Did he switch you, Abbie? Did it hurt?”


“You hush, Corrie Hannah,” Callie Randolph instructed. She was sitting in a rocking chair holding her youngest, six-year-old Anna Katherine, in her lap. “It ain’t none of your put-in.”


Suddenly Abbie laughed. She was a good-humored girl and she shrugged her thin shoulders, saying, “No, Pa didn’t switch me. But he was plum disappointed in me.”


She walked over to her mama, knelt beside the rocker, and gently poked her sister in the stomach. Anna giggled.


“I was smokin’ a cigarette all right, Anna, just like blabbermouth there told you.”


“Now, don’t call your sister names, Abbie,” Callie warned.


“Yeah, don’t call me no names!” Corrie called out loudly.


Callie smiled a smile that warmed the room. Abbie always thought her mama a pretty woman, and she still was, even though the pregnancy had caused her to swell. At thirty-two, Callie still had bright red hair and glimmering green eyes, both of which she had passed along to Corrie. She smiled as she lovingly tousled Abbie’s hair.


“I’m sorry you got fussed at,” Whit added as she came over and put her arms around Abbie’s waist. She was the most tenderhearted of the Randolph girls. “I was right saddened over it.”


“Why, it don’t make no never mind, Whit. I was just playin’, but I shouldn’t have smoked that ol’ cigarette. Anyways, I ain’t never gonna smoke no more. It bit my tongue like fire and made me cough like nobody’s business.”


Her mother smiled at her and then laughed.


“I ain’t never gonna smoke no more, Mama. I don’t see no fun in it.”


Suddenly Nate Randolph’s laughter echoed through the door of the cabin as he walked in with an armload of chopped wood. “So Abbie, you ain’t gonna sin if it ain’t fun? Is that the way it is? I reckon if you find somethin’ that’s fun, you’ll do it even if it’s a sin. Is that the way of it?”


“Don’t be foolish, Nate,” Callie said with a smile. “She’s a good girl.”


“You’d say Jezebel was a good girl, Callie, if’n she was your own.” Nate grinned at her as he walked over and gently placed the back of his fingers on her cheek. She took his hand and softly kissed it.


Whenever he showed affection to their mama, the girls quickly took notice of it. Abbie had never seen another mountain man do this, and she loved her pa all the more for it.


“Abbie, since next Saturday is your birthday, how about you take the afternoon off?” Callie said, having forgiven Abbie for the smoking incident. “Whit, you and Corrie have your afternoon chores. When Abbie gets back, then all of you girls will need to start the milkin’ and fixin’ supper, I reckon.”


Nate turned to step outside. “I’ll finish up my chores and then wash up. I’ll look forward to bein’ with this group of good-lookin’ daughters of yours for dinner.”


“Hey! They’re yours, too!” Callie said as she chuckled.
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Rustling


Abbie was walking briskly toward the forest above their cabin as the warm spring breeze blew across her brow. Her pa had given her permission to hike up to the top of their property, to a steep ridge rising over a thousand vertical feet above their cabin. From there she could view northeast to the 5,600-foot-high summit of Silers Bald—the side of which birthed the headwater of Hazel Creek.


As Abbie walked, she recognized the familiar scent of wood smoke lacing the air—likely from the Rau farm, the next home place just up the Sugar Fork, which tumbled down their valley to where it merged into Hazel Creek in a joyous confluence of icy cold waters. Abbie savored the feeling of sunlight warming her hair just before she plunged into the woods.


Entering the forest, she scanned the path ahead and listened for any unusual sounds. She instinctively focused on the birds chattering in the tree canopy, as they could give her clues of any danger that lay ahead, since they could see and hear far better from their lofty perches than she could from the forest floor. For some reason she could not explain, she felt safer in the woods than she did in the meadows. The great trees cast a pleasantly cool shadow over her as the leafy canopy rustled in the breeze.


After walking nearly halfway up to the ridge, Abbie came across a large clearing containing an ancient mountain bog. She breathed deeply the mustiness rising from the bog as she admired the massive virgin hardwood trees surrounding it. Some of the chestnut trees were so gigantic that eight grown men could circle the trunk with their arms fully extended and barely touch each other’s fingertips. Many of the oldest trees were nearly two hundred feet tall and up to twelve feet in diameter.


Poplars, she thought as she looked toward a group of trees on the other side of the swamp. She gazed up to the lowest branches of many of the older trees, which were fifty or sixty feet off the ground.


On their property alone, Abbie had counted over a hundred different types of trees, from the oak, hickory, black gum, and red maple of the lower altitudes to the high-altitude black spruce and balsam. She loved the oldest cherry trees, which reached a height of sixty feet and a diameter of over four feet. And throughout the forest stood remarkable yellow locust and chestnut trees, which furnished not only prodigious amounts of wood when felled, but also, while alive, a phenomenal amount of mast to feed man and beast.


From her earliest memories, she had enjoyed walking alone in the mountains. While her sisters seemed to enjoy community and family events, Abbie took the greatest pleasure in being in the woodland. She had studied the sounds of the birds and could mimic the sounds of the whip-poor-will, the great horned owl, the vireo, and the chickadee. Two Cherokee Indians who had befriended her family, James Walkingstick and his father, Jonathan, along with the old midwife herbalist of the valley, Madeleine Satterfield, whom everyone called Maddie, had taught her how to recognize virtually every plant in the woods. She knew which were poisonous and which part of each safe plant could be used for eating, seasoning, healing, dyeing clothes, and making baskets.


She felt a wisp of wind begin to blow, threw her head back, and smiled up at the sunbeams coursing through the clearing, thankful for their warmth. She took in another deep breath of the moist air and then slowly let it out as she sat down leisurely on a log overlooking the marsh. The flutelike whistles of a male wood thrush—ending with a high, liquid trill of tut, tut, oh-lay-oh-leeeee—bounced across the treetops as a large whitetail doe cautiously emerged from the woods to take a long, cool drink of water.


She spent a few minutes watching the doe drink as a riotous migration party of warblers celebrated a stop on their journey north. Whenever she had the opportunity to see a warbler party in progress, she stood in amazement as they fluttered through the branches in flocks, feasting on insects trying to hide in the budding leaves. Their gaiety was contagious.


A harsh crackling sound abruptly interrupted the tranquil scene. The deer instantly bounded into the forest. As quick as a cat, Abbie jumped up and spun to face the direction of the sound. She heard the slow, then accelerating noise of snapping, popping wood—a tree was falling! Is it one or two ridges away? she wondered. For a moment, she wasn’t sure. The cracking sound grew louder and louder and ended in a final, massive thud. Then the forest was completely silent—even the birds.


Abbie was familiar with the turbulence a dead tree caused when it fell. To clear land, her pa, like his pa before him, didn’t usually cut trees down. It was backbreaking work, so the men girdled the trees instead. They would chop and peel the bark completely around the base of the tree; the tree would begin to die and then, in time, fall over or be felled. The now-downed tree would be completely dried out without the rot that might have occurred had the tree been left on the ground to dry. As a result, by the time she was a small girl, Abbie had heard many, many dead trees fall over; however, the sound Abbie had just heard was not that of a dead tree falling. She was almost sure she had heard a live tree fall—and a massive tree at that. She felt confused. Only the Calhoun Lumber Company was cutting down the majestic giants up and down the Hazel Creek valley, and the company was  under no circumstances allowed anywhere near the Randolphs’ land or that of their neighbors, the Raus.


Abbie remembered her pa threatening Mr. L. G. Sanders, the manager of the company’s Hazel Creek operations, to stay off their family property. Sanders had been caught trespassing on their property more than once. Her pa was sure the man was illegally scouting their forest.


Sanders had tried everything he could to convince her pa to sell their property, and being unsuccessful, he had turned his efforts to trying to buy some of their more valuable trees individually. The Raus had sold two trees to Calhoun. After all, a large walnut or cherry tree could bring a family a significant amount of money. But her pa would never consent to this, seeing it as treason to his own pa’s memory.


She darted around the swamp and through the woods in the direction from which the sound had come. Her Cherokee friends, the Walkingsticks, had taught her how to move quickly through the forest without making a sound.


As she picked up speed, she remembered stories of tree rustlers in the valley before she was born. Since the Calhoun Lumber Company had purchased so much land in the lower Hazel Creek watershed, rustling had disappeared in that part of the valley. But whenever the men gathered together and talked, they discussed the fact that all of the remaining larger and more valuable trees were located in the upper reaches of Hazel Creek and her tributaries, as well as on the few remaining family farms and forests, including her pa’s.


Maybe I’m plum wrong. Maybe it was just a big ol’ rotten tree that fell! Abbie told herself, hoping against hope that her intuition was incorrect as she moved quickly through the virgin forest in the direction of the sound. After crossing a second ridge, she stopped. She heard voices coming from over the ridge just in front of her. Now she knew something suspicious was going on! She crouched low to the ground and began to creep up to the ridge. As she went higher, the sounds of men’s voices became clearer.


Abbie crept toward a massive buckeye tree just at the top of the ridge with a small laurel bush hugging its base. She felt her breathing becoming shallower and faster—and could almost hear old Jonathan Walkingstick whispering, “Little Abbie, slow your breathin’ and it will slow your heart. Keep in control.” She knew something was wrong, maybe even dangerous. Was it her instinct or her imagination? She knew she had a vivid imagination, although it was much more realistic than her sisters thought.


Once under the laurel bush, she took a deep breath and slowly raised her head to look over the ridge into the hollow below. She gasped. A tiny stream of water flowed out of the base of a boulder at the top of the hollow. She knew this valley. This is on our property. It’s where we gather spring onions. The pungent plant was always one of the first to emerge in the spring. Also called wild leeks, wild garlic, or more commonly ramps, they were the first greens of the season her family traditionally consumed. Maddie, the midwife and herbalist of the valley, called them a tonic because she said they provided necessary vitamins and minerals following the long winter months without any fresh vegetables. She and her sisters had harvested them here just a month ago. They named the little valley Ramp Hollow.


What she then saw shocked her. My tree! There, on its side, was her majestic walnut tree! Abbie and her sisters had played under this tree more times than she could count. The tree was a much-loved and ancient giant, reputedly the largest remaining walnut tree in Hazel Creek. It was almost nine feet in diameter—and now it had been tragically sawed down. And she knew why.


A crew of men was working rapidly to cut the massive trunk into six-to eight-foot lengths. She recognized some of the crew, as they lived down valley in the lumber town of Proctor and worked for Calhoun Lumber Company. Abbie was close enough to see their sweat-dampened shirts as they worked, talking to one another in hushed tones and only when necessary.


A black man was driving a pair of oxen up the hollow toward the fallen tree. Abbie knew the oxen would be used to haul the logs down to Hazel Creek. There the logs would likely be loaded onto the narrow-gauge train to be hauled to the Calhoun Mill, located where Hazel Creek flowed into the Little Tennessee River. She knew that the logs could also be floated down the creek, which was the way they were most commonly sent downstream, but it was slower. With stolen logs, best to get ’em off the mountain quickly, she thought.


Then she saw two men standing halfway up the opposite ridge just above the crew. Her eyes were instantly drawn to the shorter man. He was holding his Winchester rifle, and a pearl-handled .22 pistol was holstered at his side. Abbie hissed, “That’s Sanders!”


Standing next to him was a tall stranger—wearing a long, dark duster designed to cover the upper and lower body of a horseman as he rode. He had a Stetson pulled down on his forehead as he chewed on a twig. What was more remarkable to Abbie was his bright red goatee. She had seen goatees on store catalogs’ models, but had never seen one on a person.


L. G. Sanders was standing guard over the whole illegal operation. He glanced around himself constantly, seeming to search the woods for unwanted visitors. Abbie knew he’d use his rifle if he needed to.


I need to get Pa. Now! Abbie slowly lowered her head, crept back down the ridge, and then sprinted home through her primordial forest as fast as she could.
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Decision


Abbie came running out of the forest toward their cabin with her hair streaming behind her. She didn’t break stride as she spotted her pa working outside the barn and sprinted toward him.


He looked up and she ran into his muscular arms, grasping him tightly and gasping for air. “Pa, I saw him! I saw him!”


He smiled. “Old Gray Back? That big old black bear?”


Abbie was trying to catch her breath. “No, Pa! I saw him!”


“Abbie, what are you talkin’ about?”


“Sanders!” Abbie was still panting. “Pa, he and some stranger with a bright red goatee and his men are rustlin’ my big old walnut tree up in Ramp Holler! My tree!”


Nate was clearly taken aback. His blue eyes hardened. “Abbie, are you tellin’ me the truth?”


“I am, Pa! I heard a tree fall, and I snuck up onto the ridge above them. Sanders and his crew have cut my tree down! They have oxen up there and they’re sawin’ my tree into logs.”


He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. “I’m proud of ya, Punkin. But now I need to get my gun. I don’t want you sayin’ a thing to worry your sisters or ma, you hear?”


She nodded, and Nate turned and walked quickly to the cabin. Abbie followed, trying to keep up. Nate’s boots thudded on the porch as he rapidly entered the cabin, reaching for his .44-40 Winchester rifle. Abbie could see him touch his thumb to the magazine gate. She knew he’d be feeling the spring tension to see it was full of cartridges—any one of which could, with a proper aim, easily kill a man at a hundred paces.


Abbie, still panting from her panicked run, stood with her back against the wall catching her breath. Whit and Corrie stared at her, wide-eyed, while Anna Kate played on the floor. Corrie had stopped stirring the cook pot.


“Nate?” inquired a soft voice. Callie looked up at her husband, concern showing on her face.


He said nothing but grabbed a box of shells and began putting them in his shirt pocket.


“Nate, what’s the matter?” Callie stood, straightening her calico dress over her pregnant abdomen. She looked at her oldest. “Abbie, what is it?”


Abbie couldn’t stay quiet. “Mama, a crew from Calhoun is rustlin’ my big old walnut tree up in Ramp Holler.”


“Abbie says she saw Sanders and his men cuttin’ up one of our trees,” Nate said. “My guess is that they’re gonna haul it off as fast as they can.” He continued to put shells in his pocket. “They’re rustlin’ our tree!”


Callie began to tremble. “Nate, you cannot go up there! That man’s evil! Plum evil. They say he’s killed other men and gotten off scot-free. You know that!”


“Gotta go, Cal.”


“No! You ride to town and get help! Sheriff Taylor and some of the boys would come runnin’ if ya asked ’em. We can’t lose ya, Nate!”


Abbie could see tears forming in her mother’s eyes.


Nate turned, his face taut. “Callie Jean, you know as well as I do that no one in Proctor wants to pick a fight with the lumber company. Calhoun has bought most of ’em out. And by the time I get to town and back, they’ll likely have the logs on company property, and then we’ll have no claim at all.”


Anna began to cry. Whit picked her up and looked at her father as he continued loading the rifle. “Please don’t go, Pa,” she pleaded.


Nate leaned the rifle against the wall, walked over, and hugged Callie—softly kissing her on the cheek. “I’ll be careful, Cal. Don’t worry.” Then he walked back to his gun and picked it up.


Callie sat back down on the rocker, rubbing her stomach as she cried out, “I’m beggin’ ya, Nate. Go next door and get Tom Rau to help you. Please don’t go alone! If they shoot you, what are the girls and me gonna do? Calhoun’ll get the farm, Nate, and that’s exactly what they want. Since you won’t sell to them, they’re gonna shoot you!”


“Cal, I’m not gonna get shot. But they’re cuttin’ up Abbie’s tree and I aim to stop ’em. I can’t save the tree, but I can sure enough stop them from stealin’ it. I can make Calhoun pay a top price—and maybe get Sheriff Taylor to give L.G. a bit of time in the town jail. And if’n they don’t buy it, another company will.”


Callie looked down and began to weep.


Nate’s face visibly softened, as did his voice. “Cal, I’ll be back here for dinner before you know it, and, I might add, some of your strawberry rhubarb cobbler. I love ya, Cal. I’ll be back. You have the girls have my dinner ready, you hear?”


Callie smiled as she wiped her tears. Nate walked back to her and kissed her on the forehead.


Abbie ran up to hug her pa as he picked up his rifle and turned toward the door. “Don’t go, Pa! Let’s go get help!”


He hugged her closely. “I’ll be back, Abbie. You don’t think I’d miss your cookin’, do ya?” He smiled at her as she let him loose, then turned and dashed out the door.


After Nate left, Callie slowly rocked as she called her girls around her. “We best pray for Pa, girls.”





5


[image: image]


Confrontation


As Nate approached the ridge above Ramp Hollow, he knelt down and then crawled the last few feet to the ridgetop. He was as quiet as he could be, knowing that he’d be about as welcome as a scorpion in a boot. He positioned himself at the bottom of a large rock. Well protected by the dense brush, he was able to survey the scene.


Abbie was right! Nate thought. L. G. Sanders was just above the stump of their enormous walnut tree, sitting on a flat rock with his rifle across his leg. He was short and chubby. The hair showing under his off-center hat was black and, as always, greased back. He held a scrimshaw pipe between his teeth and looked uncommonly relaxed for a man committing such a serious crime. Next to him was the stranger with the red goatee that Abbie had described. He looked as out of place and as up to no good as a wet rat in a crowded café.


Nate recognized most of the crew. He had seen them working up and down the valley. They were mostly lumbermen from other states, especially Maine and Minnesota, who sold their services to the top bidder, usually for a dollar a day. They worked for lumber companies that slowly bought up and then clear-cut the virgin hardwood forests up and down the spine of the Appalachian Mountains, stripping the ancient forests and leaving behind a pockmarked and hideous terrain of stumps, branches, and brush that was subject to massive fires—not to mention the destructive erosion and devastating landslides that could occur for years after they left. They were slowly demolishing and annihilating his beloved valley!


Hidden in brush, Nate had the advantage. This is gonna be fun! he thought as he carefully pulled his rifle up to his shoulder. He knew he could shoot Sanders through the heart and not be convicted for it. A man defending his property from a rustler was as righteous as a man defending his home, his wife, his children, his church, or his own life. Judge Hughes in Bryson City would release him within a day or two, and the world would be better off without this snake!


Small puffs of smoke rose from Sanders’s pipe as he talked in muffled tones to his mysterious friend. Nate took careful aim, inhaled, and then slowly exhaled. He refined his aim and then slowly pulled the trigger.


Before Sanders even heard the crack of the rifle, his pipe burst into minuscule shards, splintering in every direction. The stranger next to Sanders immediately flipped backward and disappeared. For a moment, Sanders sat there stunned. Then he leaped to his feet as Nate sent a second shot whizzing close by his ear—just as his guest’s Stetson hat began to rise from behind the rock the men had been sitting on. Nate aimed at the hat, shot it, and watched it catapult up into the air and flip several times before falling behind the rock.


The work crew froze. Nate shouted, “Drop your tools and put your hands up! Any man who doesn’t put his hands up will be shot through the heart!”


The men confusedly looked around for the source of the command. Nate shot again, just above their heads, and they all instantly dropped their tools and shot their hands into the air. Sanders, though, held his rifle in a ready position.


Nate stood. Positioned where he was, none of the men could see him except Sanders, but Nate kept his eyes and ears tuned for any sound or motion from the stranger who had disappeared. He carefully aimed the gun at Sanders’s chest and calmly ordered, “Sanders, drop your rifle and pistol, or I’ll drop you.”


Sanders glared at Nate.


“Now!”


Sanders squatted down, placed his rifle on the ground, and then stood up.


“Drop the pistol!”


Sanders pulled the pearl-handled pistol from his belt and laid it on the ground. Nate could see that Sanders was trying to control his rage as he stood and spit out the mouthpiece—all that remained of his favorite pipe. Nate kept his rifle pointed at Sanders.


“Tell your friend to come up from behind the rock.”


Sanders looked behind him and said something. Then the tall man stood up with his hands above his head.


“Pull your duster back!” Nate commanded. “Lemme see your belt.”


The man followed the instructions, revealing pistols in holsters on both hips.


“Drop them to the ground, mister.”


The man picked up his Stetson, put it on, and nodded, before carefully placing each gun on the ground and standing upright.


Sanders nodded. “I got no beef with you, Randolph. Why’d you shoot at my friend and me? Ought to have you arrested.”


“Me?” Nate said. “It’s you’uns who are rustlin’ my tree.”


Sanders stared angrily at Nate as his face reddened, and the veins in his neck stood out in fury. Then he took a deep breath and flashed an obviously strained smile. “Randolph, we ain’t rustling your tree. This here’s a tree we done bought from your neighbor, Tom Rau.”


Nate knew Sanders was trying to buy some time. “He can’t sell you a tree if’n he don’t own it. This is my property, and ya know it.”


“Ain’t true!” Sanders sounded friendly now. “We bought this tree, and we have a claim purchase down at the mill.”


“You’re lyin’, Sanders! My property goes to the ridge behind you, and you know that to be true. So, either you buy this tree from me at full value, or I’ll commence to shoot you and your crew one kneecap at a time. And ya need to know, I’ve got more bullets than you and your crew has knees.”


Sanders’s face began to glow crimson again. “Randolph,” he growled, “you’ll pay for this!”
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