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The first footfall into the Tennessee mountain woods, with a
snap of a frosty twig, was grandpappy’s as he led the men folk to
search for their prize. For as November comes but once a year so
does a hog killin’.

The autumn morning hung heavy with fog and a trace of darkness
was still left for the men to use as cover for a time. Following
grandpappy into the stillness of the woods was his son Luther and
three grandsons.

The eldest grandson, Charles, was considered a man, yet still
scrawny enough that he could hide from view behind a skinny pine
while shivering from the morning chill. His younger brother James
and cousin Lester were both fourteen and crouched near a stump on
which they rested their rifles a spell while they breathed into
cupped hands to keep them warm.

Luther took his traditional stance by a thick oak as the men
folk now formed a loose semi-circle facing the denser thicket of
the woods. Grandpappy stood firm against the cold air, his back to
the others, cradling his rifle in one arm, his other hand aside his
mouth commencing to cut the morning fog and silence with a series
of grunts and squeals.

Presently, the fog lifted its veil and there came a rustling
sound at the moment sunlight began to streak through the pines. The
rustling lasted a few seconds and then stopped. Grandpappy snorted
and grunted once more until movement in the distance was heard
again.

Luther raised a finger warning the boys to ready their rifles
and be patient. And then it appeared. Not all at once, but slowly –
first detected from a glint of sunlight off its eye. The beast was
barely from behind a thicket of shrubs thirty yards away when
Luther nodded to the boys. Three shots sounded all at once, and if
that hog didn’t die from getting shot it sure enough would have
been scared to death.

The men made their way to the kill. A boar, three-years old by
the size of its tusks, and well over four-hundred pounds with one
shot between the right ear and eye. The other bullets missed and
struck nearby trees. The boys were taught to aim for the head so as
not to ruin any good meat in the body. A tricky shot given the
hog’s location.

Grandpappy’s word was as good as Gospel when he declared that it
was Lester’s shot that killed the boar. James began to pout, but
his older brother Charles calmed him with a pat on the
shoulder.

“You done got your first one last year, James. It’s cousin
Lester’s turn.” It needed to be Lester’s shot. He was the only one
of them who had yet to make his first kill.

“Your daddy would be proud, boy,” grandpappy said.

“I just wish he was alive to have seen it,” added his uncle
Luther.

Lester beamed proudly to Heaven for his daddy to see.

Back at the homestead the women folk were making preparations.
The axe and knives were sharpened on a whit rock, and in the yard a
large barrel of water was being heated over an open fire.
 Granny tested it by running her fingers through the water.
She knew the water would be too hot if she couldn’t run her third
finger through. If she could run a fourth finger through, the water
was too cold. It had to be just right or the hog’s hair wouldn’t
scald off properly.

Upon the men folk’s return Lester’s smile told his momma, Lora
everything she needed to know to hug her child and praise him for a
job well done. “Your daddy would be so proud.”

Aunt Belle snorted under her breath that the bullet should have
carried to the next farm and hit one of the Rutledge men.

“Now, Belle!” granny snapped, “That’s not Christian. Lonnie was
my son and I should be maddest of all that he got killed. But
wishin’ ill on folks ‘cause you think they killed him just ain’t
Christian.”

Lester’s momma ushered him outside away from such talk, and he
was content to help the men hoist the hog into the scalding barrel.
More doing, less talking.

“It’s been four months and the sheriff still ain’t found his
body or charged any of the Rutledge men,” Lora said to granny and
ignoring Belle, “I mean, the only thing we know for sure is that
Lonnie went off into them woods to check his rabbit traps and never
came home. For all we know he…”

Belle couldn’t stand her sister-in-law’s blindness any longer.
“He’s dead! Everyone knows your husband’s dead. He came up on those
Rutledge boys’ whiskey still and got himself killed for it. Plain
as that. And for all we know they done buried his body out in them
woods somewhere. And don’t you forget who’s kin to them Rutledge’s,
The sheriff, that’s who. Of course, he’ll protect his own.”

Granny wanted the whole conversation put to rest. “Hush now. I
ain’t gonna have no more of that talk in my kitchen. Let’s just get
this here food done so the men can eat. Lord, help us.”

Lora turned the gold Celtic braided wedding band on her finger
and said a silent prayer.

The men folk soon had the hog hung by its hind legs, dangling
from the well worn limb of a tree; thick enough to bear the weight
with each year’s hog killin’. Cleaning the hog was ritualistic as
Charles, Luther and grandpappy scraped and pulled out innards,
always careful not to cut the gut – intestine. The intestine was
set aside to be cleaned later and used for sausage casing and
chitterlings.

Lester and James were called away from warming themselves by the
scalding barrel to fetch buckets of cold water from the cistern to
wash out the hogs insides. Presently, grandpappy cut loose the
bladder for the boys to kick around like a ball.

Next, the boar was laid on a flatbed wagon and its head and feet
were cut off and cleaned for use later – the feet for pickling and
the head for souse and head cheese. The rest of the body was
blocked into four sections and the women pitched in to help cut up
the meat for sausage, ribs, pork chops, backbone, tenderloin,
liver, rendering lard, making pork skin cracklings, and then
trimmed out hams and side meat bacon, hog jowls, and shoulders to
be salted down in the evening. So much care was taken that nary was
a single part of the hog wasted. Grandpappy and Luther stole a few
small pieces and headed into the kitchen to fry up for a quick
taste.

The last of the pork chops from the previous year’s hog killin’
were taken from the smokehouse and prepared for dinner. Everyone
relished the flavor knowing that today’s kill would soon be fine
eatin’ as well.

Later in the evening the final salting of the meat took place
and the task of boiling the hog’s feet, preparing the head and
cleaning the intestine was underway. Lora began flushing out the
intestine, drawing back at times from the foul odor. In the rinse
water she noticed small chunks that had washed through. Suddenly,
Lora was overcome with sickness and shock as a larger piece
appeared – a finger with a Celtic braided wedding band matching her
own.
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“My name is Tom Dexter. Some call me Tom Zombie. I contracted a
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