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Chapter One: The Road to Cedar Hollow
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“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.” —Romans 8:28

The wagon rocked gently as it navigated a narrow dirt path that wound its way through a dense forest. The smell of damp earth and pine filled the air, mingling with the faint scent of woodsmoke that seemed to linger like a memory on the cool autumn breeze. Lila Mae Thompson adjusted her wide-brimmed hat and glanced behind her at the dust trail the wagon wheels kicked up. The forest seemed endless, a sea of trees that whispered with the movement of the wind.

Her Bible rested in her lap, the worn leather cover comforting beneath her fingertips. She opened it for a moment and turned to one of her favorite passages, her eyes scanning the words she had read so many times before: "The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want." As the wagon bumped along, she closed the book and whispered a quiet prayer. “Lord, guide me. Help me to bring light where it’s needed most.”

Mr. Hensley, the kindly farmer who had offered to drive her, glanced over at her. The brim of his hat shadowed a face well-worn by years of labor, his hands gripping the reins loosely as the mules plodded on. “Feelin’ nervous, Miss Thompson?” he asked, his voice soft but knowing.

Lila Mae smiled politely, though her hands clutched her Bible a little tighter. “A little. I suppose it’s always that way when you start somewhere new.”

He nodded, his blue eyes watching the road ahead. “Cedar Hollow ain’t an easy place. The folks here—they’re good people, but life’s got a way of wearin’ you down in these parts. You’ll see it in their faces, in their hands.” He paused, then added, “But if you’re here to teach and to help, well, you’ll find your way. Just takes a little patience, and a lotta faith.”

His words settled over Lila Mae like a blanket, both comforting and heavy with responsibility. The wagon rounded a bend, and suddenly the forest opened up, revealing a valley that seemed to rise up to greet them. Cedar Hollow came into view, a small town nestled in the heart of the Appalachian mountains.

From a distance, it looked almost picturesque. Wooden cabins dotted the hillside, their tin roofs catching the sunlight where the mist hadn’t yet claimed it. Fences encircled small plots of land where goats grazed and chickens pecked at the dirt. The church steeple stood modest but proud, pointing heavenward as if to remind the town of its faith. Lila Mae’s breath caught at the sight—it was both beautiful and humbling, a reminder of how far she was from the comforts of her old life.

As the wagon rumbled into the center of town, Lila Mae could see the wear and tear that Mr. Hensley had mentioned. The cabins were weathered, their walls patched with whatever materials the owners had on hand. Smoke curled from stone chimneys, though it rose sluggishly into the cold air, as if burdened by the weight of the season. In the distance, a line of men made their way toward the mines, their forms stooped and silhouetted against the mountainside.

The wagon came to a halt near the schoolhouse, and Lila Mae carefully climbed down. Her boots sank into the soft earth, the unfamiliar feel of it grounding her in the reality of where she was. The schoolhouse stood slightly apart from the rest of the buildings, its clapboard walls painted a pale shade of gray that had faded with time. It was small, almost modest to a fault, but it had an air of resilience about it, as if it had weathered countless storms and stood unbroken.

“Well, here you are,” Mr. Hensley said, handing her the small suitcase that carried all her belongings. “The schoolhouse. And over there’s Maggie O’Reilly’s boarding house—that’s where you’ll be stayin’.” He tipped his hat, his face softening into a smile. “You’ll do fine, Miss Thompson. I can see it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hensley,” Lila Mae replied, her voice steady despite the nerves coiling in her stomach. She glanced back at the schoolhouse, then toward the boarding house. “I hope you’re right.”

Before she could say another word, a burst of laughter drew her attention to a group of children running across the muddy street. They were barefoot, their clothes patched and too thin for the crisp air, but their laughter was rich and infectious. One girl in particular caught her eye—a little thing with wild curls that tumbled down her back. The girl stopped suddenly, spotting Lila Mae, and her face lit up with curiosity.

“Miss Thompson?” the girl called, her voice bright with excitement as she skipped closer. “Are you the new teacher?”

Lila Mae smiled and crouched slightly to meet her gaze. “I am. And who might you be?”

“Ruthie McClain,” the girl said proudly, extending her hand as though she were an adult making introductions.

Lila Mae shook her hand, amused by her enthusiasm. “Well, Ruthie, I think we’re going to be good friends.”

“You’re stayin’ with Maggie,” Ruthie said matter-of-factly, as though it were already decided. “She says I gotta behave in school, so I will. Mostly.”

Lila Mae laughed, a light sound that felt like it had been tucked away for too long. “I’m glad to hear that. Now, will you show me to the schoolhouse?”

Ruthie grabbed her hand without hesitation and began tugging her toward the building. “It’s small, but it’s nice. Mama says learning’s real important. That’s why she sent me here, even though Pa said I didn’t need it much.”

As they entered the schoolhouse, Lila Mae took in the interior—a single room with wooden desks arranged in neat rows and a chalkboard at the front. It smelled faintly of ink and old wood, the kind of smell that brought back memories of her own childhood.

“It’s perfect,” she said softly, more to herself than to Ruthie.

Ruthie beamed. “We’ll have lots of fun here. I’ll help you, Miss Thompson—I promise.”

As Lila Mae stood in the doorway, watching Ruthie dart off to rejoin her friends, she felt a quiet peace settle over her. The town, the people, the schoolhouse—it was all so different from what she had known, yet it felt like she was exactly where she was meant to be.

“Lord,” she whispered, clutching her Bible close to her chest, “help me be a light in this place.”

The mountains stood tall around her, a quiet witness to her prayer. And as the sun broke through the clouds, casting golden light over the hollow, Lila Mae stepped forward, ready to embrace the journey ahead.

Appalachian Cornbread

"A staple in every Appalachian home, cornbread was often served alongside hearty meals to stretch limited resources."

	Ingredients: 	1 cup cornmeal

	1 cup buttermilk

	1 egg

	1/2 teaspoon baking soda

	1/2 teaspoon salt

	1 tablespoon bacon drippings or lard



	Directions: Preheat the oven to 425°F (218°C). Heat a cast-iron skillet with the bacon drippings. In a bowl, mix cornmeal, salt, and baking soda. In a separate bowl, whisk the egg into the buttermilk. Combine wet and dry ingredients, then pour the batter into the heated skillet. Bake for 20-25 minutes, or until golden brown. Best served warm.
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Chapter Two: A Mountain Meeting
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“Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves.” —Romans 12:10

The morning sun seemed to rise slowly over the mountains, casting long shadows across Cedar Hollow as the church bell tolled its steady rhythm. Lila Mae pulled on her blue Sunday dress, smoothing out the fabric nervously. The dress had been a gift from her mother before she passed, and wearing it felt like carrying a piece of home with her into this unfamiliar world. She checked her reflection in the small cracked mirror Maggie O’Reilly had loaned her, adjusting her hat one last time before stepping outside.

The air was brisk but fresh, carrying the faint scent of pine and woodsmoke. Lila Mae could hear the chatter of families making their way to the churchyard, their voices rising and falling like the cadence of a hymn. She had been in Cedar Hollow less than a week, but already she could see how Sunday morning was a cornerstone of life here—a time for the weary and weathered to gather, to share, and to hope.

Maggie appeared in the doorway behind her, tying her shawl around her shoulders. “You’re lookin’ lovely this morning, Miss Thompson. The folks’ll be glad to meet you.”

Lila Mae smiled, though her stomach fluttered with nerves. “I hope so. I don’t want to impose.”

“Impose? Nonsense,” Maggie said with a wave of her hand. “You’ve come to teach our children and help this town. That’s no imposition—that’s a blessing. Now come on, let’s not be late.”

The church was simple but welcoming, with rough wooden pews and large windows that let in the golden light of the morning. As Lila Mae walked through the double doors, the sound of the congregation’s voices lifted her spirits. The people sang with a kind of earnestness that came from deep within, their harmonies filling the small space with something close to divine.

Lila Mae slid into a pew near the back and listened, letting the music wash over her. The hymn they sang, “Amazing Grace,” was familiar, yet somehow it seemed different here—richer, rawer, as though the voices carried the weight of lives lived in the shadow of the mountains. She glanced around, taking in the faces of the congregation. These were people hardened by their circumstances but softened by their faith, their hands rough but their hearts open.

When the hymn ended and the pastor stepped forward, Lila Mae bowed her head for the opening prayer. She couldn’t help but notice the warmth in his voice as he spoke, the way he addressed the congregation not as a preacher to a flock but as a friend among equals. It was clear that this community leaned on one another, drawing strength from their shared struggles and victories.

As the service ended, the congregation spilled out into the churchyard, the air alive with greetings and laughter. Lila Mae lingered near the edge of the group, feeling a little shy but determined to make connections. A few women approached her, their smiles kind but cautious.

“You must be the new teacher,” one of them said, extending a hand. She was a sturdy woman with streaks of gray in her braided hair and a toddler clinging to her skirt. “Name’s Evelyn Harper. It’s good to have you here.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Mrs. Harper,” Lila Mae said warmly. “Thank you for the kind welcome.”

“Folks’ve been talkin’ about you,” another woman said, her tone curious but not unkind. “Wonderin’ what brought you all the way out here.”

Lila Mae hesitated, her smile faltering slightly. “I felt... called,” she said finally. “I wanted to go where I could do some good.”

The women nodded, their expressions softening. Lila Mae could tell they respected her answer, though they were still sizing her up. It was a small community, and trust would take time.

Before she could say more, a burst of laughter caught her attention. Ruthie McClain bounded across the churchyard, her wild curls bouncing as she made a beeline for Lila Mae. “Miss Thompson!” she called, her voice ringing out over the chatter. “You gotta meet my Uncle Silas!”

Lila Mae turned toward the direction Ruthie was pointing and spotted him. Silas McClain stood apart from the crowd, leaning against a wooden fence with his arms crossed over his broad chest. His dark hair fell slightly into his eyes, and his weathered












	Ingredients: 	3/4 cup molasses

	1/2 cup sugar

	1/2 cup butter

	1 egg

	3 cups flour

	1 teaspoon ginger

	1 teaspoon cinnamon

	1/2 teaspoon baking soda



	Directions: Preheat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Cream together butter and sugar, then add molasses and egg. In a separate bowl, mix flour, spices, and baking soda. Gradually combine the dry ingredients with the wet mixture. Roll the dough into small balls, flatten slightly, and bake for 10-12 minutes.
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