


Taylor House, now a ThriveMore community 
(formerly Baptist Retirement Homes of NC), is 
located in the quaint North Carolina Piedmont 
town of Albemarle where residents enjoy a 
safe, comfortable, home-like environment. 
Owned and operated by ThriveMore, a not-for-
profit organization rooted in a rich heritage of 
providing quality care and a meaningful way 
of life for residents and staff. The Taylor House 
community has family-style assisted living and 
a wealth of activities to provide the best quality 
of life. With a wide range of services, we are 
staffed to provide whatever level of assistance 
is necessary for residents. Schedule a tour to 
discover how you or your family member will 
feel right at home.

CALL 
(704) 982-4217
TO SCHEDULE 

A TOUR
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435 Willow Street, Albemarle, NC 28001
704.982.4456

A. L. LOWDER, INC.
has proudly been serving Stanly and surrounding counties in NC  
for over 50 years. Our services & products include the following:

• On-Site Metal Recycling Facility  
• Roll-Off Container Services • Portable Toilet and Trailer Rentals 
• Septic Tank Manufacturing & Pumping • Jetter Truck Services  

• Commercial Rental Property
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BUFF carries on mother’s 
faith, service

Family adds another link in 
jewelry store’s legacy

Williams Brothers 
paint grand scenes
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On the cover: The Williams Brothers completed “Grown In Stanly County” 
in July 2024. (Submitted photo) 
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STORY AND PHOTOS BY 
CHARLES CURCIO

Fine jewelry from the Starnes family in 
Albemarle now has a fourth generation 
looking to continue the long tradition 

of the business.
J.P. Epps, the grandson of Starnes Bram-

lett Jewelers owner Chris Bramlett, has joined 
the store’s staff. He grew up in Johnson City, 
Tennessee, where his mother was a professor 
at East Tennessee State University and his fa-
ther was retired from having served as a city 
attorney.

Epps joins his family at a store whose his-
tory dates back to 1898 when the grandfather 
of Chris’ wife, Pat, F.E. Starnes Sr., opened 
the original Starnes Jewelers. Francis Starnes 
managed the store from the 1930s until the 
mid 1970s, when Gene Starnes took over as 
manager and became the third generation to 
manage the store.

Bramlett has worked at the store since 2004. 
He eventually reopened the store as Starnes 
Bramlett Jewelers when Gene retired in 2022.

Epps, who earned a degree in philosophy 
from The University of Tennessee at Knox-
ville, said family was a consideration when he 
moved to Albemarle.

“I didn’t have any family in Knoxville,” Epps 
said. “I have family in Johnson City with my 
mom, my brother and my dad. But then I’ve 
also got a lot of family here in North Carolina.”

“Not everybody gets to say they can see their 
grandparents or their great uncle every single 
day, and work for them,” he added.

Having worked in finance, joining the staff 

GOLD 
STANDARD

Family adds another link in jewelry store’s legacy

To borrow a line from 
the late Gene Starnes, 
J.P. Epps wants to be 
your jeweler. Epps is 

the fourth generation to 
work at the jewelry store 
in downtown Albemarle 
now known as Starnes 

Bramlett Jewelers.



also meant changing industries to a “totally new industry” in 
jewelry.

Epps said his decision was also predicated on having a good 
mentor, saying, “with that being Pops, that’s a no brainer. He’s 
got the Heisman Trophy of jewelry.”

Having family active in the industry, Epps said, was a big 
factor in joining the staff.

“I knew I would have security in the industry, but the most 
important thing was being able to have 
family,” Epps said. “I had security in the 
previous industry and worked for a great 
company, but coming here, I knew I was 
working for not just a great company but 
a pillar of the community.”

Bramlett said his grandson wants to 
bring a youthful approach to the business.

“We need to bring in new ideas going into the future,” Bram-
lett said. “We’ve got to know the past and add to the past to 
make the future, and he will do that.”

The store co-owner added his grandson “will be able to con-
nect with a different crowd of the people in the community that 
Pat and I have no connection with. He will connect to a market 
we don’t have right now.”

“We don’t want the market to die with us,” Bramlett added. 
“You have to continually go back to the younger generations 

J.P. Epps examines 
an item for 

quality at Starnes 
Bramlett Jewelers 

in downtown 
Albemarle. 
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coming forward if you’re going to stay in business 100 years.”
The clientele of Starnes Bramlett, which Epps said he mostly sees, is 35 

years of age and older, “the people who are set and able to buy jewelry.”
Epps said he wants to connect with his age group, the mid-20s and early 

30s, as well as his grandparents connected with their generation.
Bramlett said his grandson will be “a jeweler to people of all ages,” add-

ing he brings “an energy and revitalization that we need to move into the 
future.”

At 85 years old, Bramlett said “if the story is to continue, we had to have 
a youthful person to come in and bring that youthful attitude.”

As the oldest retail business in Stanly County, Bramlett added, “we are 
just so happy to carry it on.”

The owner said his grandson will benefit from the other staff, whom he 
said were “well trained and so knowledgeable about the jewelry business, 
they’ll be able to give him the kind of training which will give him stabil-
ity.”

Epps said the staff, including manager Deloris Talbert and Shelia Chase, 
have helped him to learn how to keep inventory, run the computers and 
more.

Bramlett noted the jewelry industry is “changing dramatically” with 
the invention of lab-created diamonds, noting a customer who said they 

would rather have “one that God made” rather than one made in the lab.
He said working as a jeweler involves a science of studying diamonds, 

like how light goes through a stone.
“You have to be educated in the way that diamonds react with their 

environment,” Bramlett said.
Epps has started his studies of diamonds, which his grandfather said 

could take upwards of five years to complete.
“That’s a lot of work. I know I’m going to have to put into it.” S

Your Smile. 
Our Expertise. 

Our staff is dedicated to giving our patients 
the very best care dentistry has to offer.

In Network With  
Delta Dental Insurance!

 Extractions

 Implant Dentistry

 Root Canals

 IV Sedation

  Invisalign Provider

  Cosmetic Dentistry

Now Accepting New Patients!  
Call to Schedule your appointment today! 

Office hours: Monday, Wednesday, Thursday- 8:30am-5:00pm, 
Tuesday 9:00am-3:00pm

     Second Street Dentistry           @secondstreetdentistry
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Call Us for All of Your Heating, Cooling & Electrical Needs!

704-982-4276

*Lifetime Outdoor Unit Replacement*

Generator
Installation!

1928 US -52, Albemarle NC 28001
Serving Stanly County & Surrounding areas Since 1966

Special Financing 

available on all 

new systems!

Electric

Call Us for All of Your Heating, Cooling & Electrical Needs!

704-982-4276

*Lifetime Outdoor Unit Replacement*

Generator
Installation!

1928 US -52, Albemarle NC 28001
Serving Stanly County & Surrounding areas Since 1966

Special Financing 

available on all 

new systems!

Electric

Call Us for All of Your Heating, Cooling &  
Electrical Needs!

Brenda Hunter 
BIC Owner 

704-244-9633

Tammy Lefevbre 
Broker 

405-999-3690

Laura Hunter 
Manager~Marketing 

704-985-3018

Rosemary Lovin 
Broker 

910-997-1697

Beth Tilley 
Agent 

910-282-7927

Robert Lovin 
Broker

Gen. Contractor 
910-571-9537

Brian K Tilley 
Agent 

910-975-2967

Tina Hunter Howell 
Broker 

704-244-9684

Tasha Hartsell 
Broker 

704-467-2917

Candice Lowder 
Broker 

704-239-0951

Mark Hartsell 
Broker 

Gen. Contractor 
980-721-4297
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BY B.J. DRYE

LaQuisha Martin-Hillian has found a way to give can-
cer patients, survivors and caregivers something and 
honor her mother at the same time.

Martin-Hillian’s mother, Bernice, died Nov. 8, 2022 after 
a nine-month battle with lung cancer. She was 64.

“I’m still going through the grieving process, but during 
the grieving process I came up with the nonprofit BUFF to 
help in treatment for lung cancer and their primary caregiv-
ers,” Martin-Hillian said.

BUFF, which stands for Bernice Unwavering Fearless 
Faith, provides gift bags and gift boxes with household essen-
tials — such as toiletries, dish and laundry detergents, as well 
as gift cards for meals and snacks. 

“Things they can use while they are actually doing treat-
ment,” she said.

She also includes playing cards and word search puzzles, 
“things to keep their minds occupied.”

Martin-Hillian is also looking to help individuals “ring the 
bell in style.”

When cancer patients complete their treatment, there is a 
ceremonial ringing of the bell. She wants to allow individuals 
to do so in a new outfit.

Her goal is to work in six local counties, however, Stanly, 
Montgomery and Union counties have been much of her 
focus so far.

“Last year, Christmas, we decided to do something differ-
ent,” she said. “We sponsored the Mt. Gilead Senior Center 
so we took Christmas bags to them last year, as well as an 
independent senior apartments here in Albemarle.”

While some people do donate items, most donate money 
and then she and her volunteers purchase the items and drop 
them off at local hospitals.

“We’re always in great need of toiletries, detergent  games, 
card games, board games, masks, sanitizer, gift cards,” she 
said.

As her organization expands, she will need more help.
“We have several individuals that help depending on the 

volume of products that come in,” she said. “As we expand 
into the other counties, of course, we would need additional 

BUFF
carries on mother’s faith, service

LaQuisha Martin-Hillian, right, joins mother Bernice during one of her mom’s 
cancer treatments. 



Leading with Heart 
Because it’s Personal

Whether enjoying a meal with friends, 
attending a wellness class or social 

gathering, residents at Spring Arbor have 
many options to maintain an active lifestyle. 

There’s something for everyone at Spring 
Arbor. Life here is invigorating, enriching 

and inspiring. Our residents enjoy days filled 
with many new experiences and programs 
personally designed so each resident can 

live life to the fullest.

Give us a Call to Schedule 
your tour Today! 

315 Park Ridge Rd., Albemarle, NC 28001 
 (704) 982-8205 | springarborliving.com

volunteers.”
She also pointed out how not everyone has Medicaid, Medicare 

or insurance.
“So if a caregiver is transporting their person, then that’s the time 

off work, that can be taxing on the caregiver as well,” she said.
Martin-Hillian created BUFF because she wanted others to have 

access to similar benefits.
“My mom received her care at Novant Health in Charlotte,” she 

said. “I called them after she passed to find out if they had a buddy 
club for individuals who were already in treatment and they do have 
something similar, but different.

“Once I got off the phone I verbalized that my mom should have 
her own buddy club. So that’s what it actually started out as, it was 
just to have a group of people, who are lung cancer survivors, but 
also going through the treatment, as well as their caregivers, to just 
come together on Zoom and just [be] a support system for each 
other.”

Martin-Hillian was going through grief therapy during all of 
2023.

“It actually just stemmed from all the things I did with my mom 
while she was going through treatment,” she said.

She was diagnosed in February 2022 and she passed in November 
2022.

“So that was very short, but in those nine months we did several 

Bernice Martin does a word search while taking one of her cancer 
treatments. Word searches are one item BUFF accepts as a donation.
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different things with her and I wanted to just kind of help as much as I 
could in as many different ways,” she said. “Because as a caregiver I could 
understand it, but I could never understand how she felt as the person 
who had lung cancer, so it was actually to have a platform for individuals 
on both perspectives as a caregiver and as a lung cancer patient.”

Martin-Hillian said she also began BUFF because she wanted to shine 
a light on the need to help lung cancer patients. Breast cancer patients 
typically have more programs for them, she said.

Wendy Growcock, a health educator with the Stanly County Health 
Department, pointed out data from the N.C. Central Cancer Registry to 
give a comparison between the two cancers. Lung cancer rates decreased 
from 2018 to 2022 in comparison to 2016 to 2020 in North Carolina 
and Stanly County.

“In Stanly County, breast cancer incidence is 2.2 times greater than 
lung/bronchus cancer incidence, but mortality from lung/bronchus can-
cer is 2.8 times greater than breast cancer,” Growcock said.

As for help in the community, the Stanly Community College Small 
Business Center is one resource Martin-Hillian turned to while creating 
BUFF.

“While a large majority of the SBC’s clients are for-profit businesses, 

we assist nonprofits as well,” Tom Nunalee, director of the Small Business 
Center, said. “With Ms. Martin-Hillian, we helped her with registering 
Bernice Unwavering Fearless Faith (BUFF) with the North Carolina Sec-
retary of State, went over the requirements for a nonprofit Board of Di-
rectors, discussed grants, provided a form receipt to provide donors and 
reviewed how to create a budget, among other things.”

Bernice was born and raised in Mount Gilead. She lived in Charlotte. 
Her daughter now lives and manages BUFF in Stanly County.

“I really strongly feel that she would be very proud. My mom was very 
strong in her faith, in all throughout those nine months and even prior 
to that she always spoke and boasted on God, and that’s one of the things 
that BUFF does, in everything we do definitely we’re walking in faith,” 
Martin-Hillian said. “But I feel that she would be very proud of the things 
that we’re doing because she always helped people in any way that she 
could without hesitation or reservation. She would always help people 
and bring laughter and a strong message in regards to what God had did 
for her.

“Even throughout the struggles that she had in regards to treatment, 
she always had a positive attitude.”

She also wants others to know they are not forgotten.
“We’re a small organization, small in number, but tremendously big in 

faith and in the heart. and we’re just doing all that we can to honor our 
mom, but to [also] help others that are going through this same battle 
and to let them know that, although we do not know them personally, we 
definitely will be here to support them as much as we can.”

Commercial and 
Industrial General 

Contractor for  
Stanly County and  

the surrounding areas
Visit our website: 

www.stokesconst.com

SAfter finishing her chemo and 
radiation treatment, Bernice 

Martin rang the big bell 
upstairs at the hospital, where 
only one family was permitted 

with her. In this photo, she 
rings a small bell to mark the 

moment with family.
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The Perfect Ring for 
the Perfect Proposal

Family Owned for 125 Years

DR. CHRISTOPHER L. BRAMLETT, OWNER
127 W. Main Street, Albemarle, NC 

(704) 982-1013
Hours: Tuesday-Friday 10am-3pm,  Saturday 10am-2pm

www.starnesbramlett.com

French Inspired
Historical Southern Charm
French Inspired
Historical Southern Charm

107 Spruce Street, Badin, NC  

Phone 704-422-1079
info@1913badininn.com

A Historic Inn
&  

Event Venue
Visit Our Website 1913badininn.com

French Inspired
Historical Southern Charm
French Inspired
Historical Southern Charm

107 Spruce Street, Badin, NC  

Phone 704-422-1079
info@1913badininn.com

A Historic Inn
&  

Event Venue
Visit Our Website 1913badininn.com

107 Spruce Street, Badin, NC
Phone 704-422-1079 • info@1913badininn.com

LaQuisha Martin is all smiles as mom kisses her on her wedding day.
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designed one, two, and three bedroom apartments.

All units equipped with range, refrigerator, microwave, 
dishwasher, and stackable washer/dryer. 

Building and apartment accessibility are by keyless locks. 
A secured package room for you to pick up your deliveries. 

Storage lockers available for rent.

Group will be occupying the lobby area and original dining room.

Contact Stanly4Rent

info@stanly4rent.com

704-983-2149

Unique views to the East & South of N. Second Street
Each apartment equipped with range, refrigerator, microwave, 

dishwasher, stack washer & dryer. All utilities plus internet are included.

Featured amenities are:

Call today for your viewing..... these apartments are going quickly!

Contact Stanly4Rent
for more information or application

info@stanly4rent.com
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FEATURED AMENITIES ARE:
• Secure package delivery room 
• Off street parking
•   

bicycle storage

Contact Stanly4Rent
for more information or application

info@stanly4rent.com
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BOGO
BUY ONE, GET ONE 1/2 OFF!*

RECHARGEABLE

Waterproof (up to 1 meter)

• Delivers superior sound, automatically making over 80 million 
adjustments per hour. • Up to 42 hours of battery life with one charge

• Personal health monitor & fall detection
• Discreet, ergonomic design for comfort and durability.

WHILE SUPPLIES LAST
CALL FOR YOUR APPOINTMENT TODAY

111 Penny Street, Albemarle, NC 
Monday-Friday  
9am-12pm & 1pm-5pm
704-982-8004 • 1-800-982-7478
www.albemarlehearing.com
*some exclusions apply

12 Month No Interest and 
Extended Payment Plan

Linda S. McDaniel
Hearing Instrument 
Specialist, Owner

ITEMS BUFF IS IN NEED OF INCLUDE:
• a space for donations.
•  Snack items: crackers, bottled water, bottle juices, hard 

candy (peppermint, butterscotch), gum, chips, fruit snacks, 
etc.

• Other items: cleaning supplies, wash detergent/pods (any 
size), dishwasher detergent/pods, paper towels, toilet paper, dis-
infectant spray, hand sanitizer (all sizes), body wash/soap,shav-
ing cream, razors, deodorant, lotion, Vaseline, shampoo/
conditioner, Chapstick, head scarf (men and women), masks, 
gift cards (of all types movies, restaurants, gas, groceries, etc.), 
candles, seatbelt pillows, water bottles, trash bags (for kitchen, 
bathroom, car), socks, wash cloths/towels,  crossword puzzles/
word finds, adult coloring books, journals, pencils, pens, color-
ing pencils, board games, playing cards, Uno cards,

Items can be sent to PO Box 811, Richfield, NC 28137, or 
you may call 704-534-8680 to have them picked up.

Visit mamaisbuff.org for more information.

Bernice Martin was given a tiara to celebrate her birthday, Sept. 16, 2022, 
her last one.
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MURAL
MANIA

Williams Brothers paint grand scenes

Eli and Jack Williams are joined by their father, John.



BY B.J. DRYE

The Williams family has long been known for its love of history 
and art. 

But it wasn’t until a global pandemic that the two loves 
merged into a now thriving business.

Jack Williams, now 25, found a love for mural painting at the begin-
ning of the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020. 

“I’ve always been drawn to large-scale art because I want my work 
to be accessible to everyone,” he said. “Outdoor art offers a unique 
opportunity for widespread appreciation. My passion for large-scale 
projects ignited during the COVID-19 pandemic when I painted my 
first mural. The positive reception from the town of Albemarle fueled 
my desire to expand my artistic endeavors.”

Jack and his brother Eli, 22, both graduates of the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, have moved back to Albemarle, where 
they operate WMS Brothers.

Jack said he was always encouraged to “explore the arts,” thanks to 
his father, John, a former art teacher. For Eli, the love of art did not 
come until he took his father’s class during his freshman year at North 
Stanly.

“It was my first time focusing on making art and learning tech-
niques,” Eli said.

Eli began exploring large scale art after reading about Scott Nurkin, 
an artist who has murals throughout North Carolina.

“He graduated from UNC, where I also just graduated from, and 

The mural featuring Bob Lowdermilk in Mount Gilead was one of the most challenging for the Williams Brothers. It was completed in the summer of 2023.

Jack Williams created the “Oh Yeah Kool-Aid Man” mural in downtown Albemarle 
in April 2020.
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has made a living painting ever since,” Eli said. 
“It was the first time I realized Jack and I could 
make a living from painting.”

From 2020 through the summer of 2024, the 
Williams brothers have had a hand at completing 
around 15 murals or ghost signs. 

A ghost sign is what little of an image remains 
on the exterior of a building, often in the form of 
an advertisement from several decades ago.

“Typically, I focus on sign painting and resto-
ration, while my brother and partner specializes 
in more portrait-style mural work,” Jack said. 
“Our process begins with a thorough examina-
tion of the ghost sign, assessing the legible ele-
ments. We then delve into historical newspapers 
to uncover advertisements from the original 
business or gather sufficient information to re-
construct the missing parts of the sign. Next, I 
transfer my vision onto my iPad, designing the 
sign atop the existing elements. Depending on 
the specific sign, we either freehand the original 
design back onto the wall or utilize stencils and The Royal Crown Cola restoration in Oakboro was completed in March 2023.
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a pouncing wheel with powdered graphite to 
transfer the design accurately. The brick pattern 
often provides a convenient guide for align-
ment.”

Eli provided thoughts on how he tackles a 
project.

“For my spray-painted projects, I typically 
talk to the client to hear their needs,” he said. 
“I then come up with a few simple designs to 
give them some options. Once they pick one, 
I’ll make a more detailed design and order the 
colors I need. From there, I’ll start by drawing 
the design on the wall using many different 
techniques. Then it’s all painting from there.”

Jack said though each one is different, a proj-
ect takes around five days for something small 
or less complex, while it can take 2-3 weeks for 
larger ones.

As far as complex ones go, Jack says it is a tie 
between the mural on the outside of the Stanly 
County Agri-Civic Center and the Chero Cola 
ghost sign in downtown Albemarle.

“The Chero Cola ghost sign holds the record 
for being the largest Chero Cola sign ever, while 
the ‘grown in Stanly county’ mural boasts a 
height of over 40 feet,” he said.

“The Chero Cola sign remains the most com-
plex ghost sign we’ve restored,” he added. “It 

features three layers of signs and was barely visi-
ble before our restoration efforts.”

For Eli, he considers two portraits in Mount 
Gilead in Montgomery County to be the largest 
and most complex ones.

“One side of the building was of a World War 
II fighter pilot named Bob Lowdermilk, and the 
other side was of Bob Jordan. Each took about 
a week to complete. I’d say about 60 feet wide 
and 20 feet tall,” Eli said. “Portraits are tedious 
because you must ensure they look exactly like 
the person you are painting. I want to make sure 
that person and those who know them can tell 
it’s them without a second thought.”

Eli Williams completed this floral scene on the back of a building in Downtown Albemarle in August 2024.
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Jack agreed that those two were challenging.
“Watching Eli’s masterful technique over several days was truly mes-

merizing,” he said.
Besides Stanly and Montgomery, the brothers have completed proj-

ects in Cabarrus, New Hanover, Anson and Orange counties.
Jack said the brothers are constantly trying to top their previous 

work.
“I truly believe there’s no limit to what we can accomplish. We’re 

constantly pushing ourselves to create bigger and better works of art,” 
he said.

Eli agrees. 

Eli and Jack Williams finished this project in Mount Gilead in the summer 
of 2023. 
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“With enough time, we can paint just about 
anything,” he said. “We learn something new 
with each project and are eager to paint any-
thing and everything.”

While Jack and Eli may not be “starving art-
ists” in the strictest sense, they realize how for-
tunate they are in having parents who supported 
their chosen field of work.

“I attribute our success to my parents, John 
and Nicole Williams,” Jack said. “They’ve always 
encouraged us to pursue our dreams and pas-

sions. Growing up, my father worked as an art 
teacher, while my mother had a career in market-
ing. I remember being inspired by the billboards 
she designed for the local hospital. In 2015, my 
mother suggested that I restore a Pepsi ghost 
sign in downtown Albemarle, which ultimate-
ly led me to start my own business. My father’s 
expertise in ensuring the accuracy of our work 
from an outside perspective has been invaluable. 
And, of course, I couldn’t have achieved so much 
without my partner and brother, Eli. His incred-

ible talent and dedication have been instrumen-
tal in our success.”

Eli, too, credits their parents for their support 
and success.

“My parents have fully supported my interest 
in art,” he said. “They supported me in studying 
art in college and encouraged my brother and 
me to pursue it as a career. In many of my col-
lege art classes, many classmates mentioned how 
their parents did not support their interest in art, 
so to have parents who do is a blessing.” S
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