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ruth (noun):


	Compassion for the misery of another

	Sorrow for one’s own faults



synonym: mercy

antonym: cruelty

CONTENT WARNING

This manuscript contains scenes of family violence and sexual assault. In an attempt to broaden our understanding of how cultural racism damages family structures, it contains dialect and actions that depict systematic racial ideology, including racist slurs. Many parts of this story will offer historical insight and at times will be emotionally challenging to engage. The telling of it is meant to open conversation and strengthen the voices of those who seek healing. Please take care of yourself and skip ahead or take a breather if needed.



Author’s Note

My part of this story is finished. A strange thing to say on the first page of a book, hmm? Well, it is. I did my part. I ran away. I cut them off. I married a strong man with hearty roots and gave birth to a girl. I raised her to be fierce. I protected her from the shadows at no small cost. I erased the shame and humiliation from her blood. I was and continue to be merciless in this. Perhaps sparing one beautiful life away from the chaos of Ruth’s legacy was my life’s purpose. I put her feet on an undamaged path so that through her there would be redemption.

It isn’t time to share my story yet—from its start to finish. My story comes much later—somewhere toward the end of the third book. This story—the first of three—begins with Ruth. My grandmother. Though I never knew her as such. I only knew of her. She died protecting my mother long before I came along. I struggle with Ruth. Ruth conceded to and aided unimaginable violence that was visited upon her children. Ruth allowed a horror to take root in a family that vibrates through three generations—to this very day. But Ruth is said to have been beautiful. Loving. Gentle. A good mother.

My mother’s ten brothers and sisters are dead now. She is the only one that remains. This is important because this story couldn’t be told when the brothers were alive. No one would allow it. No one would even admit to it. But the week after she buried her last brother, my mother gave me permission to tell it. The best I could.

The memories are in pieces. Fractures. Snippets. Many of them fall from traumatized minds and bodies. I’ve pieced them together for you. The violence and sexual abuse you will encounter here is real. Horribly, painfully real. The bones of this story are all real. All of the characters you will encounter are real. Carefully researched. The fluidity of the story required embellishment in conversations, settings, and some relationships. Many names have been changed to protect the wounded, if not the innocent. My goal, as I write, has been to understand Ruth. Understanding her has meant some assumptions had to be made. Understanding her meant going all the way back to the day she was born and reconstructing her path. All to answer my mother’s unanswerable question: Why? 

I began researching in 2019—wrote, sought counsel, and did a considerable amount of thinking over the five years it took to create a picture of what Ruth’s life may have been like and why she may have made the choices she did. At the end of that time, what was intended to be one book became three. In a deliberate attempt to define how a destructive culture can form within a family, I broke the manuscript into the three phases of the abuse cycle: Seduction, Isolation, and Destruction. Sugarcane Saint is the beginning. The falling. The seduction of Ruth.

—Christy Landers Tallamy

Granddaughter of Ruth
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​Prologue
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Bibb County, Georgia—Summer 1950

Sonny heard the girl’s screams before he even reached the porch. He hesitated. A defeated sigh escaped him. He paused at the bottom step. His hand loose on the crooked wooden railing. He listened to her cries. Her fighting. He heard the familiar thwack of a leather belt and the slurred hum of a man’s voice. He wouldn’t go in. He hated himself for it. But the hate was mingled with a sewer of stagnant apathy. He’d encountered that belt—most specifically the heavy steel buckle end of it—and had been laid into many foggy, pain-ridden days of flickering consciousness by it. The man. The belt. Their might suffocated his memories.

He trudged up the stairs. The heavy Georgia summer lay on the wooden slats of the porch—rippling with the sound of cicadas and tree frogs. The damp earth and rot wrapped around him. The low buzz of mosquitos hissed from the massive dripping trees. The porch sagged. The red earth below gulped at the crumpling house as if it were trying to swallow its horrors. An old swing sat still on its chains—inert in the lifeless air. 

Sonny paused by the dirty window. The screams were louder. Vicious and desperate all at once. He already knew what he’d see. He’d seen it all before  but the tug of curiosity as to who lay victim to his father’s cruelty overpowered his ability to look away. 

He looked through the window just as his father raised the belt and struck Sonny’s eldest sister mercilessly on her bare thighs. She was sprawled on the floor, kicking and clawing; her thin legs were useless weapons against the leviathan strength of his intentions. Her red hair raged around her face. Her dress was hitched well above her hips. Sonny could see the welts rising on her skin. Welts Sonny had borne himself. Welts that would later be hidden. Explained away. Denied.

His father splayed his hand on the girl’s belly, holding her down. The edges of his grizzled face hardened. The skin about his eyes was bulbous and puffed. Freely consumed moonshine filled the skin from underneath. His dark hair flopped in greasy strands across his forehead, and his chest heaved with exertion.

“Ruth!” His voice held the purple haze of intemperance.

A woman came into view. Sonny stumbled backward. This he hadn’t expected. He couldn’t reconcile the woman’s presence nor the sudden rush of fear he felt for her. His sister, writhing beneath his father’s hand, became no more than the afterthought in the room. It was his mother that rooted his heavy boots in place and fastened him to the window.

“Ruth. Hold her.” His father ordered. The girl stilled, breathless. She craned her head back on the floor and looked up for help. In horror, Sonny took in the stillness of their mother—the woman who had cradled him after every beating, who’d hidden him in closets and under porches and around corners to protect him from his father.

Her hands were hidden in a towel. Her faded cotton dress grazed her knees. Her auburn hair lay in thick, round waves about her slumped shoulders. She looked at her daughter through glass green eyes. 

“Mama . . . ,” the girl pleaded. “Mama, please . . .”

Sonny watched his mother set the towel aside. She knelt on the wood planked floor, placing chafed hands on the girl’s shoulders and running them along her arms until she had captured them within her own, as if she were offering her comfort rather than restraining her. The green in her eyes shifted, replaced by a gray flatness. She leaned down and whispered in her daughter’s ear. Despite the impossibility, Sonny strained to hear her words. He needed to walk away. Needed to not see this. To not know this. Yet the screaming in his head to run from it held no sway over the waves of crushing realization that had pinned him to his place.

Whatever their mother had whispered reignited the girl’s wailing. She thrashed against her mother’s embrace. Bile rose in Sonny’s throat as his mother turned her face away. From his sister. From his father. From him. As if the peeling paper and the ancient glue crystalizing into small drops of amber against the crumbling surface of the walls held some fascination.

“Now gurl . . . you will learn to respect yer daddy.” 

Sonny shuddered. He’d been taught to respect his father in much the same way. 

Only in a woodshed. 

Where no one knew. 

He paused to adjust his thinking. He thought no one knew. He watched his father unfasten his pants, pushing them aside enough to release himself. The girl bucked her hips—fighting every move. He took her by the knees, forcing her legs open. Splitting her. Ripping at her. Her screams taunted Sonny with his own cowardice; shame and humiliation vibrated around him, and then in the smallest corner of himself, he fastened onto a pitiless thought. He too had suffered, and no one had rescued him from his father. None of them had been rescued from him. No one defied Leonidas Brantley.

His father pushed himself to standing, adjusting his pants before shoving his daughter out of the way with the toe of his boot as he walked past her. A stone settled onto Sonny’s chest. The time for intervention had passed, and he wrestled down the threat of regret, told himself that had he stepped in, it would have been worse for his sister, for his mother—who now loosened her embrace but didn’t release his sister. She leaned in and this time he made out her words. 

“It’s over now, baby. Let’s get you cleaned up. I need a hand in the kitchen.” 

She touched the snarled mess of the girl’s vibrant hair. 

“You shouldn’t upset him like that. You know better.” 

Sonny’s mother turned, slow and cumbersome. The rounded bulge of the baby she carried in her belly weighed heavily on her. She faded back into the shadows of the kitchen.

Sonny watched his little sister unfurl her bruised body. She moved gingerly—favoring her right side—using her crumpled underwear to wipe between her legs. Her expression rearranged as he watched. Finally settling into an impassive, tight-lipped resolve. She tugged at the edges of her dress before wiping the back of her hand across her face. She smoothed the skin about her nose with her fingers. She looked up, and her eyes met his. They held each other. A thousand words passed between them and nothing at all. They could not save each other.

Sonny stepped away from the window and sagged onto the old porch swing. He pulled the parental consent form from his pocket and stared at it. Along the top, in evenly spaced capital letters, it read, Consent of Parent or Guardian for Enlistment in the US Army. He was six weeks shy of his eighteenth birthday. He held the image of his mother in his mind, rummaging through and discarding the violence and pain until all that remained was the thought of her embrace, firm and comforting, and the inevitability of her tears when he told her he was leaving.

The porch swing creaked as he pushed it back and forth, considering his options. Face his father now or wait six weeks. He folded the paper and stuffed it back in his pocket. The cicadas continued their song. The Southern sun began its liquid descent. The distant lilt of female voices—his mother and his sister baking the week’s bread—drifted from the kitchen.
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​PART ONE: A Legacy of War (1918–1924)
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​

On April 6, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson gave an impassioned speech to Congress asking that American forces enter a “war that would end all wars.” By June, American forces were in Europe side by side with the Allied armies battling German troops—who were referred to disdainfully as the Huns. 

For the southeastern part of the United States, war and the wounds it inflicted were part of life. The Huns were merely a new foe to fight. Five decades prior, the American Civil War (referred to in this manuscript as “the States War”) crippled the South’s economic and social structures, leaving Southerners at odds with themselves. Reeling from grief and devastation, the people of the American South—the formerly enslaved, the former enslavers, and the great many who were neither—spun in a maelstrom of social evolution they were ill-equipped to navigate.

From 1865 to 1877, the former Confederate states were occupied as a hostile part of the precariously reassembled Union. The former ruling class of wealthy white patriarchs was forced to accept the Union’s authority, fly the Stars and Stripes, and acknowledge the political participation of formerly enslaved persons. Those who refused to pledge allegiance to the Union risked losing what little remained of their assets. 

Powerlessness among those who were once all-powerful simmered into a violent rage that poured down through the middle- and lower-class Southern white families—boiling and brewing into a legacy of racial violence. By the late 1870s, the Union occupation had eased, and in its wake, political corruption radiated from the Southern capitals, most notably Atlanta. From this corruption, bargains were made among the men in power, resulting in the Jim Crow laws that dominated the region for the better part of the twentieth century.

In 1898, an overwhelming number of Southern men marched to war again, this time to the faraway Caribbean. The conflict, later known as the Spanish-American War, saw former Confederates fighting alongside the same Union soldiers who had once vanquished them. These soldiers—fathers and sons raised on tales of past glories—sought redemption for the humiliation of their forebears. Forebears who still sat at their breakfast tables and told tales of what used to be until yesterday became grander than it ever truly was. Forebears who had witnessed the enslavement of other humans and who saw land as the only enduring form of wealth.

In 1915, two organizations set their sights on Stone Mountain, Georgia—the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and the United Daughters of Confederacy (UDC). Historically, the granite outcropping had been a ceremonial ground for the Indigenous Creek and Cherokee people until the land was retained by the federal government as part of the Indian Removal Act. The land was purchased by the Venable family from the State of Georgia in 1887 and became private property. It was a place shrouded in mystery and sacred ceremony, lifting its smooth granite face high enough that it could be seen for miles, a pulpit established by God beckoning those with a (not so) righteous cause.

The KKK, an all-white male supremacist group, lit their inaugural bonfire atop the mountain on Sunday, November 25, 1915, and would continue holding their Sunday gatherings there until 1958. The UDC, a female-run organization devoted to the support and remembrance of the Confederate veterans, commissioned the Yankee-born sculptor Gutzon Borglum to transform the flat face of Stone Mountain into a memorial to the great Confederacy. In the hands of Borglum, the UDC envisioned a ninety-foot relief of General Robert E. Lee and his horse Traveller etched into the stone. However, two years after the memorial project began, fund-raising efforts were put on hold as resources shifted toward managing America’s involvement in World War I (referred to in this manuscript as “the new war”).

By 1917, as President Woodrow Wilson raised the American battle flag, the South remained largely rural, populated by war-hardened agricultural communities. Yet, within the region, another kind of battle was unfolding—the clash between tradition and modernization. Urban expansion was devouring the agricultural way of being, particularly in Georgia, at a crippling rate. 

Coastal cities like Savannah and railway hubs such as those in DeKalb, Fulton, and Bibb Counties were becoming centers of war-driven progress. Key US military encampments for ground troops, aviation training, and naval embarkments were planted along the same railway and port systems that had been immobilized by the States War. German POWs were under guard; French troops were being equipped; soldiers from across the country were being funneled in and prepared for deportment. 

Advancements like electricity, indoor plumbing, and education reform bloomed under the energy of war. These changes reached the bedroom communities of Atlanta and extended southward along the red-dirt Dixie Highway into Macon. But beyond the railways and port cities, much of Georgia remained cloistered, enraged, and resistant to the forces of change.​
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​Chapter 1 
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​How hath the Lord covered the daughter of Zion with a cloud in his anger, and cast down from Heaven unto the earth the beauty of Israel, and remembered not his footstool in the day of his anger! He hath bent his bow like an enemy: he stood with his right hand as an adversary, and slew all that were pleasant to the eye in the tabernacle of the daughter of Zion: he poured out his fury like fire.​

—The Book of Lamentations, chapter 2, verses 1 and 4

January 1918

Ruth woke with a start. Gray-blue moonlight spilled into her bedroom window. It was far from morning, and yet something had tugged her from her dreams. Then it came again—a banging from the porch. 

Ruth heard the creaking of their heavy front door as it swung open. Her father’s voice, gruff with sleep, sounded loud in their quiet house. 

“McGurdy?” 

“Bill. Bring the boys. And every bucket ya got.”

Frantic shouting. Stumbling feet on wooden stairs. 

Ruth burrowed into the worn quilts—hiding from the unseen. Her eyes scanned the dark. Her ears strained against the night. Her little sister’s body, warm beside her, stirred. She lay a hand on Ruby’s back, humming reassurances. Her sister settled. Ruth tucked the blankets tighter around Ruby, protecting her from cold and fear. Undisturbed breathing from the nearby crib assured Ruth that baby Clara May was unaware of the tumult.

Swinging lamp lights blazed by her room—bursting flashes of orange light carried by broad shadows. The acrid stench of lamp oil and the rumbling of men filled the house. Doors slammed. Horses snuffed and hooves pounded against the earth outside. The frankensteined Model T—pieced together from spare parts by Ruth’s father—sputtered to life. The horses neighed in angry protest at the rattling sound of the engine. Then all was silent.

Ruth lay listening. Had the Huns come here? To Georgia? The soft swish of women stirred, and the glow of the kitchen lamp crept down the dark hallway—its rhythmic undulations softer and more reassuring than the emergent lights of the men. 

The scent of oak burning in the cooking stove skulked through the rambling farmhouse. Fleshy dough slapped against wood, nudging the house from its slumber. Murmured prayers, like ancient spells, wafted from the kitchen. Slap. Slap. Slap—percussed over susurrated sound. Ruth felt the gnawing of fright as familiar as breathing. 

She closed her eyes. She could tell by the height of the moon that dawn was still a ways off. She whispered, “Our father who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name . . .” drifting back into a fitful and shallow sleep.

She dreamed of guns and raw voices. Of blood disappearing into the red earth. Of ropes swinging heavy with the damned. Of black, smoky engines roaring through the halls of her house. 

She ran. She hid. She was trapped. Trees surrounded her on every side. Roots heaved beneath her. She curled herself into the writhing roots. She sank beneath the trees into the dark earth.

Graveled voices broke through her nightmares. The caustic burn of smoke and charred wood and sweat-soaked flesh wrestled with the aroma of fresh baked bread. Ruth slipped out of bed, careful to tuck the blankets around Ruby—pausing to check on Clara May. She snuck past the mounded form of her older sister Bessie, whose cheek rested on the open pages of Betty Policeman. 

In the kitchen, her father was surrounded by soot-covered men. All four of her brothers were there—Wheeler, Tom, and Riley, right down to seven-year-old Earl. Her grandfathers—Papa Jefferson and Papa Perkins. Four of her father’s five brothers. They were tight-skinned sacks of muscle and bone, sagging against the surfaces of the room. Sporadic coughing and the clank of metal coffee cups punctuated the unformed morning. Ruth felt small. Her insides were fog. 

“Most a’it’s gone,” her father said, his voice raspy and forced. “We only managed to save what we did cause a’the Sanders and Rhodes boys—planted themselves right up on the roof a’the bank. Kept our water line movin’. Mighty lucky those boys were on furlough. Mighty lucky.” 

He took a draught of sugar-thickened coffee. He laid a hand on his chest. His breath labored from the billows of smoke. His audience—the men who had been by his side and the women who had kept watch for their return—waited for his recounting. 

“Flames were a’risin’ all about. Blisterin’. We saved twenty or so a’McGurdy’s stock. Got ’em out a’the barns ’fore they went up. But Britt’s? Most a’the bank, Miz Dorothy’s . . . Tuggie’s . . . ? Nothin’ left.” 

Ruth’s mother laid a gentle hand on his arm. She refilled his coffee and leaned in to him as if the sound of his words were a steady reassurance of her own safety. Ruth’s eldest sisters, Dollie and Bea, assisted her in her ministrations. Dollie moved from the shoulder of one man to the hand of another—soothing, tutting, pouring. Her shadow, Bea, scuttled by the stove. 

“Pass me your cup now. Let me fill it up. More sugar?” Dollie cooed, reaching behind her with the expectation that Bea would hand her the sugar bowl. The faded day dresses and morning aprons of the women appeared bright next to the gray mounds of male bodies. 

Her mother tore away from her father’s side to pull a pan from the oven. She placed a chipped platter laden with steamy biscuits and salted pork on the table. Dollie leaned in and out and in between, laying out bowls of jams and butter, weaving through pipe smoke and dirty limbs. The men, with their sinewy hands and black fingernails, reached for the fluffy white biscuits. 

Father carried on, as much to himself as to the room. Ruth wriggled between elbows and shoulders and pilfered a biscuit. A streak of soot appeared on her pale nightsleeve when she grazed against her father. He reached for the butter bowl and placed it in front of her—the corner of his mouth lifting in her direction.

“I’ll be dayumed if them Southern Bell folks didn’t keep answerin’ the lines—lettin’ folks know what was happenin’. Never mind that fire roarin’ toward ’em. We kept it from ’em, though. By a hair.” 

He paused, searching for words. He spoke as if he alone were responsible for the damage done before the fire was extinguished. “Couldn’t be stopped. Finished one wall and ran right up the next. Took out two blocks ’fore we could even slow it down.” 

He laid a hand on Riley’s bone-thin shoulder. Angry red welts glistened from beneath the soot on Riley’s skin. A blistering welt bubbled along his jawline and down his neck. Riley winced at the slight touch of his father’s hand but refused to cry out.

“This boy a’mine worked as hard as any man out there. Timber caught him when the stables came down.” A nervous chuckle tinged his words. “The boy hightailed it outta there right ’long with them long-legged colts. Might as well been one a’em, he moved so fast.” 

Mother laid a cool wet towel on Riley’s wound.

“Doll-baby? Hand me the salve,” she instructed. Dollie passed Mother the burn salve—a concoction made of hog fat, marshmallow root, and calendula flowers. Ruth and her sisters collected the marshmallow roots by the creek bank in the summer and harvested the sunny yellow calendula flowers every fall. They were hung in the garden shed to dry and, once dried, crushed into powders. Her sister Bessie, under the tutelage of their mother, had a knack for medicinal combinations. The burn salve was one of her creations.

“That lil’un there?” Father cocked his head in Earl’s direction. “Ran buckets faster than a horse with a tail full of bees. All you boys fought hard.” 

Earl and Riley beamed under their father’s adulations. Tom and Wheeler, grown men as tall and strong as their father, elbowed their little brothers in agreement—relief passing between them. They’d all emerged breathing from the grip of night and fire. A round of grumbling affirmation vibrated from around the room. 

Ruth’s mother tutted with reassurance, “Not a thing a’one a’you could do, Bill, not one thing . . .” 

Silence descended. The men stared into their coffee cups, aware of their good fortune—and their defeat. They were grateful for her words.

The soft-pillow biscuit melted in Ruth’s mouth. She curled near her father’s feet with her knees to her chin. She leaned against his chair leg, fending off the trembling in her bones. His hand rustled her thick auburn curls as if one of their farm mutts had settled by him. She could hear a faint whistle from his tired lungs.

Fire had visited their town. Ruth imagined it had crept out along the railway and slithered its way down the trolley lines from Atlanta. She knew the stories well. People still talked about the fire that swept through Atlanta last year, burning through the entire Fourth Ward and damaging her cousins’ properties. There was the massacre on Decatur Street before that, and then there was the monster Sherman. 

Not a soul in Atlanta would ever forget General William Tecumseh Sherman and the devastation he wrought. Especially considering that Papa Jefferson had seen it with his own eyes and spit out his terrible memories at regular intervals—stories of horses with their tails on fire and women screaming and houses bigger than their own farm crumbling into great bonfires and men being run straight through with the bayonets. Papa Jefferson saw every last bit of it. Every time Ruth heard it she wanted to cry.

Ruth’s own brother was named after General Joseph Wheeler—the Southern hero who had tried and failed to stop the fires set by Sherman. Ruth snuck a peek at her oldest brother. Wheeler had his eyes closed and his chin dropped into his chest. He was soot-covered, and the counter he leaned against appeared to be the only thing holding him upright. He resembled more of a whipped foot soldier than a general.

Ruth’s great-grandfather had settled their family in Stone Mountain, a farming hamlet that lay ten miles outside the capital city of Atlanta. By 1918, a nickel and a trolley brought people back and forth between the bustling city and their sleepy village every day. Ruth’s family ties stretched thick between the two. It suited them that a few of their own worked for the Atlanta Trolley Car Company, and on occasion, rides from one cousin to another could be snuck in for free.

Ruth had learned from her father that Stone Mountain herself had been born of primordial fire. A sixteen-hundred-foot monolith of granite and quartz jutted from the village center, formed by a prehistoric volcanic eruption. It had the appearance of a stone bubble that had half broken from the earth before freezing in place.

On one side of the granite edifice, a rolling green lawn beckoned Sunday picnickers. On the other, Venable Lake, named after the owners of the mountain, was a regular temptation for those needing solace from the unrelenting heat of Georgia summers. In a land of lush, tangled vegetation, the rounded rock face stood out stark and odd—a natural wonder both revered and feared. It is the biggest piece of exposed granite in the world. A wild and unfounded claim that suited the Southern vernacular. Ruth preferred Arabia Mountain, a hidden place behind the great stone bubble that only the local children knew about—a place where Ruth and her younger siblings often wandered under the watchful care of their older sisters.

Huddled safely beneath her father’s hand, Ruth tried to imagine a fire that swallowed buildings and chased animals, this crawling thing that had reduced her father, her grandfathers, her uncles and brothers to blackened heaps. She thought of the controlled burns in the fields and the cackling of their mammoth fireplace, a cavernous hearth fashioned from the same mountain granite that loomed above their village. She thought of the nurturing flames of her mother’s cooking fires and the ease with which those were put out. She wondered why some fires couldn’t be stopped. Why some could not be contained.

The kitchen door flew open, and a wild-haired girl stomped in. Ruth clamped her hand over her mouth to keep from snickering. Her sister Lola Bell looked as if she’d taken a roll in the mud.

“Mama! That new dairy cow is a beast. A right mad woman.” Lola shoved her way to the table and grabbed a biscuit. She was as grimy as the men and not the least bit happy about it. “Though I cain’t say I don’t respect a mad woman.”

“Take a tumble in the pigsty, Lola? Mornin’ chores gettin’ the best a’ya?” Tom leaned back in his chair and took in the disheveled sight of his younger sister.

“I did not tumble with the swine, Tom. I went to blows with that feral heifer you bought off a’Richard Sams. I was not bested—am I ever bested? I managed a full pail before I let her teets rest.” 

A giggle escaped Ruth, and Lola, now aware of the girl at her feet, bent over sideways to meet her eye to eye. Lola tapped her nose.

“You know what teets are, don’t ya, little sister?” 

Mother stepped in and set Lola aside, giving her a scolding look. 

“Ruthie? Ruthie baby. Why don’t you go on ahead and get a head start on feeding the hens?” 

Lola winked at her and took a bite of her biscuit. The stove fire snapped in harmony with the one in the Great Room. The kettle whistled in readiness. Bea rushed to its rescue while Dollie waited for her to steep the next pot of brew. Night had fallen into day, and the men would run on thick, sweet coffee.

“Yes, ma’yam.” 

She unfolded herself from the floor, grabbed the Carhartt coat her mother kept by the door, slid her feet into a pair of hand-me-down boots, and headed outside to the hen run—a large, sturdy outbuilding inhabited by a mean old rooster named Max, a peacock named Francis, and countless colorful laying hens. It was one of her favorite places. Free of the crowded confines of the kitchen, she held out her arms and twirled in a circle. Twirling and twirling until she reached the fence post where the feed bucket hung.

She would be six years old in a few more weeks. Within those few years of living, she had learned that twirling—and rock kicking and frog hunting—helped chase away her frightened thoughts. 

She was Ida and Bill Shurlington’s ninth child, born into a world already in chaos. The coloreds hid within the dark fringes of the village in a place called Shermantown. Tornados, droughts, and plagues came at random, rolling them between feast and famine. The Yankees roamed among them—leftover interlopers from the States War. A new war—an invisible war—in a far-off place called France had spurred the rising of the military camps. These sprawling, barbed-wire complexes designed for training and deploying and even imprisoning swallowed her uncles and cousins. They were full of fighting soldiers from France and New York and captured soldiers from Germany, all with strange accents and curious ways. She could see the encampments anytime she went into town and hear the faint popping of their military exercises throughout the day.

Ruth blew out a hoary breath and watched it fade before huffing another in its wake. She was a great dragon hiding in the heart of the Stone Mountain blowing smoke instead of fire. Harmless. She sifted through her picture-card thoughts, stopping on the brighter news of yesterday. 

There was going to be a new baby in the fall—rounding out the Shurlington family offspring to an even dozen. Her mother had told them during evening readings. Grinning, pipe held tight between his teeth, her father had rubbed her mother’s belly with affection. Ruth rolled it over in her mind. She loved babies. She wanted it to be a boy because she already had two little sisters—Clara May and Ruby. 

In the distance, the Stone Mountain commuter train thundered down the rail line. The ground beneath her shuddered, and the sleeping fields exploded with tiny, frosty lights. It was a cold blue morning heralded by a fiery sunrise. In the distance, gray puffs of smoke from the village fire were etched against the sky by the first rays of the morning. Lacy bits of silver and black ash floated on the breeze. A peppery snowfall. She slipped the latch on the hen run and ducked inside. Clucking. Chasing. She let the cracked corn slip from her fingers in swirling patterns and giggled to herself as the chickens followed her bidding, forming circles of pecking, dancing feathers. There was power in being the keeper of the grain. She set small patches here and there. Watching them follow the food. Forgetting the night in favor of the day.

​Bibb County, Georgia—1918


Leonidas Brantley settled himself by the old wood-burning stove that dominated the main room of his one-bedroom shanty. He reached into his front pocket and pulled out a gold ring, sliding it back in place on his right hand. He admired the red stone overlaid with the square and compass signet. His Mason ring. He removed it when he worked, for safety reasons, but otherwise it was always on his hand.

He reached back into his pocket and pulled out an old tin that held a half dozen hand-rolled cigarettes and a handful of matches. He flicked his nail against the match, and a tiny orange flame burst to life. He sucked the flame through the open end of the hand roll, pulling smoke into his lungs and holding it there a long while before letting it out in perfectly formed rings.

He watched the rings drift around him through half-closed eyes. He was a machinist at Schofield’s Iron Works—a trade he’d learned from his father and his uncles. The work was hard and the days were long. He was black with grease. and his nose twitched from the caustic smell of overheated metal that clung to his clothes. His shoulders and his back hurt. He could feel the itch of metal splinters embedded in his fingers. He was only twenty-three, but the monotonous days of working the lathe for the steam engine builds aged a man past his years.

He stretched his back and shook off the humiliation of the day. He’d had to admit he couldn’t read to his foreman. He’d never been able to make sense of the letters that floated on a page. Most days he could get by without it causing a problem. But every now and then, there was no way around it. Today had been one of those days. There was a note added to one of the blueprints. A specification change that hadn’t been drawn into the pictures yet, and he’d screwed up, mis-machined a key part and brought the whole line to a halt. His foreman, once he’d figured out the truth, had been kind enough to explain the details that Leonidas needed, but that sound of pity, the dismissal in the voice of his superior, simmered in Leonidas. 

From the corner of the room came a mewing that quickly expanded to a wail. He watched his child squirm in the cradle, rubbing her face against the sheet, and wake in a fit. He stared at her. Crawford had named her Helen. Her cries agitated him. He laid his head back against the threadbare couch.

“Crawford! Crawford!” 

He could see his young wife outside pulling the laundry off the lines before the night freeze set in. She was wrapped in one of his old coats and had on fingerless mittens. She turned her head toward the house, toward his voice, when she heard him calling, and he was pleased to see that she didn’t hesitate. She made quick work of piling the sheets in her basket before trotting through the back door.

She headed straight for the cradle and hefted their daughter into her arms.

“I’m sorry, Lee. I thought for sure she’d sleep another hour,” Crawford repented and added quickly. “Supper’s near ready.”

She bounced Helen on her hip, shushing her as she unbuttoned her top and settled her into nursing. Crawford sank into the chair opposite Leonidas, avoiding his eyes, her knees brushing his. Leonidas smoked his cigarette, blowing smoke rings in her direction, watching her.

“I brought ya somethin’,” he said finally. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a brown box. Crawford lit up—Hershey’s Sweet Milk Chocolate Kisses.

“Figure since it was yer birthday and all.”

She reached for the box, and he moved it out of her reach, a glint in his eye.

“How old are you turnin’ anyway, Crawford?” 

The smile on her lips faded, and she feigned disinterest in the box of chocolates. She blinked a few times, wondering where he was leading her.

“Seventeen.” She spoke to the top of her daughter’s head, making a fuss with her blouse. Helen was a waif of a babe. At seven months old, she was no more than a sparrow nestled in the crook of her mother’s arm. “You know that, Lee.”

“Seventeen,” he repeated. “You were a purty thing when I married you. What? Last winter?”

Crawford nodded. Leonidas opened the box and pulled out one of the silver-wrapped chocolate drops. He opened the candy and put it in his mouth. She kept her eyes on Helen, waiting. 

“Look like a dayum sow now,” he mumbled under his breath, examining the box and biting into the chocolate. “That’s right tasty. I get why ya like ’em.”

He opened another and leaned closer to her. 

“Open yer mouth.”

Crawford closed her eyes and emptied her mind. His comment hurt her. 

“Com’mon, Crawford,” he cajoled. “I was teasin’ ya. Yer still purty as the day I first saw ya. Purty little gurl with purty yella curls. Open up. Let me give ya a’birthday chocolate.”

Crawford opened her mouth. He held the chocolate close to her lips, letting her smell the aroma of it. She did love chocolate and rarely had the pleasure of enjoying it. She tried to bite it from his hand, and he pulled away laughing. She knew these taunting games pleased him, and so she opened her mouth a second time. He dropped the chocolate on her tongue and immediately followed it with a kiss. 

“Mmm . . . still tasty too, ain’t ya?” He gave her free breast a squeeze. “Finish up with that young’un and get m’supper on.”
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​Chapter 2
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​For thou hast possessed my reins: thou hast covered me in my mother’s womb. I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvellous are thy works; and that my soul knoweth right well. My substance was not hid from thee, when I was made in secret, and curiously wrought in the lowest parts of the earth. Thine eyes did see my substance, yet being unperfect; and in thy book all my members were written, which in continuance were fashioned, when as yet there was none of them.​

​—The Book of Psalms, chapter 139, verses 13 through 16 


​

The snow ash from the village fire fell for days, covering the ground in a fine white dust that turned black when you rubbed it. Riley and Earl took to running their fingers in it and painting their faces like Indian warriors, which frustrated Mother because it meant she had to change Riley’s bandages more often. The acrid scent of charred wood lingered in the air with the faintest edge of something more sour—Riley said it was roasted animals and took to recounting his narrow escape from the falling timbers of the town stables. With each telling he became more heroic and immortal.

The morning train, with its inescapable clacking, was louder in the cold months, cracking against the stiff air, with nothing more than winter pine to dampen the harsh sound. Ruth imagined the shrill caw of the crows and the piercing sound of the train whistle came from the same creature—morphing them in her mind into a broad-winged flying machine that flew low over the land. 

“It’s black as night with yella fire for eyes and a skinny black body made a’metal. If you touch it, you’ll turn black as a soot-covered darkie. It don’t fly straight, neither. It wiggles and slides like a sidewinder. It’s got wings long as tree branches sewn on either side, and they don’t flap like regular bird wings. They go back and a’forth like the catfish fins. Has a belly full a’granite, and black smoke puffs from its mouth.” 

Ruth watched Ruby and Clara May’s eyes grow wide. The sun had yet to rise, and the three girls were outside stomping on stiff, frost-bitten blades of grass, caped in colorful patchwork quilts about their shoulders. A night terror had roused Clara May earlier than usual, and no amount of cajoling could convince her to return to her dreams. Ruth, accustomed to soothing her younger sisters in one way or another, decided it was too early for breakfast but too late to keep bothering with sleep. Grass-breaking and storytelling seemed the finest way to pass the time until the rest of the house stirred. 

“Where’s it live? Cain’t be up in the trees,” Ruby challenged, scanning the sky. Ruby was about to turn four and had started asking too many questions for Ruth’s comfort. Ruth, secure in her superior storytelling prowess, narrowed her eyes and leaned closer to her sister, lowering her voice as if the monster might hear.

“Course it don’t live in the trees, Ruby. Don’t be coo-coo. It lives deep in the mountain most a’the time. But when it gets cold enough? When the creek freezes over and you can see your breathin’? It comes flyin’ and spittin’ rocks.” 

Ruth flapped her arms back and forth. Clara May, who was hardly more than a baby, clapped her hands at Ruth’s antics. Crows cawed in the distance, and Ruby’s gaze darted across the horizon in search of the fantastic creature. The long wail of the train whistle blew. Ruby squealed in fear, dropping the quilt from her shoulders and running into the house. Ruth, pleased that her tale had produced the desired impact, hefted Clara May onto her hip, rubbing her nose with her own.

“Eskimo kisses,” she declared to Clara May, who giggled and tucked her head into Ruth’s shoulder. Ruth struggled not to tilt under her weight as she followed Ruby up the porch steps.

The Shurlington family farmhouse, with its raging hearths and tightly sealed windows, held heat and ash with jealous determination. Both levels of the house were filled with bodies, coughing and scratching. Fetid mounds of flesh stirred and stumbled over each other. Indoor plumbing had been installed the previous year, but the outhouse and the side of the barn were still used, most frequently in the morning, when all thirteen of the house’s inhabitants needed to relieve themselves. Bathing happened only on Saturdays in preparation for Sunday services. 

“Your body is a temple to the Lord and must be presented holy in the Lord’s house,” Mother said every Saturday. 

The girls weaved through the waking adults—Ruby wailing in the lead and Ruth swaying behind her with Clara May perched on her hip and clinging to her neck. Ruby was heading straight for Mother, and Ruth knew it would be advisable to be present for her own defense when Ruby tattled. 

“Our Lord in Heaven is listening to you, Ruthie—and He is very disappointed that you went and upset your sister this way.” Ruby nestled in their mother’s skirts, looking devastated. 

“A child a’God speaks with wisdom, and kindness is perpetually upon her tongue,” Mother chastised, calling on her endless knowledge of the Proverbs.

“She’s bein’ a baby, Mama. Twas just a story. Daddy and Papa Jefferson tell ’em all the time. She don’t go rattin’ them out.” 

Ruth stuck her tongue out at her sister, who was smiling through crocodile tears. 

“I have no say over your father or your papa, but I do have say over you, young lady. I expect you to be my big girl and take care a’your sisters. Don’t let me hear a’you scaring ’em again.” 

Ruth hung her head, seething at Ruby for tattling and wishing she could tell stories the way she wanted without risking retribution. Clara May twisted her body toward Mother, reaching and whimpering. Ruth battled to keep her footing while holding onto her baby sister, reluctant to admit she was failing in the endeavor.

“Yes, ma’yam.” And with reluctance: “I didn’t mean to scare ya none, Ruby.”

“What are you girls doing outside so early, anyhow?” Mother scooped Clara May from Ruth’s arms and handed her a piece of toast. 

“Clara May was havin’ night terrors. She couldn’t sleep.” Ruth, relieved of her sister’s weight, reached up and patted her on the back.

“See now, Ruthie. You are a good girl, baby. Taking care a’Clara when she was scared.”

Mother tucked Clara May onto the shelf of her hip and handed Ruth the egg-gathering basket, swatting her and Ruby back out the kitchen door. 

“Y’all go on—and be good to your sister, Ruthie.” 

Outside the train whistled as it left the depot. Ruth turned to Ruby, flapping her arms like catfish fins and widening her eyes in mock fear.

On the horizon, past the fallow fields, the vigilant mountain blended into the low-hanging sky, casting shadows over the countless acres of Shurlington family land. Ruth’s father and brothers and a handful of hired hands spilled from the porch, coughing and muttering, out into the fields and barns. Ruth and Ruby went about their chores until their chores faded into adventures that sprawled from the house to the outbuildings and brought them stumbling and laughing upon the men working in the cold afternoon. 

They made a habit of searching out their father. His patterns were easy to follow, and by midafternoon they knew they’d find him by the grazing fields, where they plopped themselves on the fence line he was mending with Riley and Earl as his helpers. Father had grown up in the shadow of the mountain and knew all about the goblins and dragons that lived deep within its caves. His stories were endless.

As the oldest boy of twelve children, their father held a rather significant place in a Southern family. The further down the birth order a boy fell, the less he mattered. If you happened to be a girl, like Aunt Alice, who was really the firstborn, it didn’t really mean much when you showed up—as long as you were pretty. Their father was lucky—or so one assumed—to be the eldest son of Robert Jefferson Shurlington, whom they called Papa Jefferson, and Mary Tressa Hahn. Ruth only knew Mama Mary by name, as she died when Ruth was only a year old and had gone on to be with the Lord.

Papa Jefferson told hateful tales of the mountain. The ugly kind that would get Ruth in serious trouble with her mother. He told of Yanks hiding among the crags, waiting to get their hands on Rebel children. He had a cold, distant demeanor honed by war and want. His gray beard hung in a scraggly triangle to his chest, and he kept a pipe clenched in his few remaining teeth. He smelled of dirt and corn whiskey. Papa Jefferson had been fourteen years old when his regiment, the 63rd Georgia Infantry, faced the Union army in Atlanta, and he had no use for Yanks or blacks or girls—then or now. 

“That mountain?” Father said, taking off his hat and pointing toward the gray mass. He coughed and paused to catch his breath—a habit he’d had since the night of the fire. “Why, it goes miles and miles below the ground. Deeper than the turnip roots. Deeper than the graves up at Mount Zion. Deeper than anything you girls could reckon. What you see there is not more than a mole’s nose pokin’ from the ground.”

“Deeper than the swimmin’ lake?” Ruth asked suspiciously.

“Deeper than the swimmin’ lake. And I’ll tell you—there’s caves too. And there’s goblins that live in them caves—protectors of the village. I hear tell they’re ol’ Rebs who refused to surrender. So they retreated so far down that they couldn’t find the way back up. They’re guardin’ an ol’ Confederate treasure for when we need it again.” He smiled down at his children. 

“Papa says it’s Yanks up in there,” Riley challenged.

“Your papa’s never gotten over the war, Riley. Still thinks there’s Yanks behind every tree and stone. He’s one of those that refused to surrender.” 

“I thought we were the losers. Ever’body had to surrender,” Riley countered. Father leaned against the fence and gave him a half smile, his expression taking a faraway look.

“We mighta had to step down for the betterment a’the country, Riley, but I don’t suppose we were losers. And it is the Gawd’s honest truth about your papa. My daddy and near ’bout his entire regiment would not surrender. Officially, anyway. Wasn’t til the gov’ment threatened to steal the land right out from under him that he signed the allegiance papers.” 

Ruth, having caught the burr of agitation in his voice, rolled the two conflicting stories around in her head before blurting, “Maybe there’s both up there. Maybe they made friends and decided the whole thing was so coo-coo they’d rather live up in the caves than fight anymore.”

“Well, that don’t make no sense. You don’t go makin’ friends with somebody you’re trying to shoot,” Riley snapped.

“Maybe they did make friends, Ruthie. Not unheard of,” Father said, ignoring Riley and lifting Ruth and Ruby off the fence, setting their feet to the ground. “I will say. If you squint your eyes as the moon rises, whatever’s up in there—be it goblins or Rebs or Yanks—can be seen marchin’ long the crevices.” 

Ruth squinted her eyes at the mountain, nose wrinkled and chin jutting forward. Gray and green lines marred the sloping granite so that it appeared to be weeping metallic tears. Occasional tufts of emerald trees dotted its surface. Ruby, Earl, and Riley followed suit. All four squinted and stretched their faces forward to make out the goblins. 

“I think maybe I see somethin’,” Riley said. The tight sheen of a burn was still pink along his jaw and pulled the corner of his mouth down ever so slightly, making him look serious even when he smiled. Mother covered it in salve every morning—which didn’t prevent him from scratching at it. 

“It only works when the moon is high,” Father said, laughing and scrubbing their heads. “Now y’all scoot on. Your brothers and I got to finish up. Cain’t be havin’ ’em missin’ more than a day a’school over this fence. And I’m willin’ to bet a wooden nickel and a slice a’pie that your mama could use your hands.” 

Now that they were part of a new war, half the hired hands had enlisted or been drafted. To make up for the loss, Riley and Earl stayed home from school more than their father wanted. Their cousin Elmer and their father’s youngest brother, Uncle Ephraim, had enlisted too. Ruth liked having Riley and Earl around more, even if it seemed to worry her parents. She did not care for the absence of Uncle Ephraim. It made her father sad. 

Day by winter day, the farm heaved through the biting cold under the labor of too few men. Evening came fast, engulfing the house and the land and the magic mountain in inky blackness broken only by the brilliant blanket of stars that hung overhead. In those brief, dark months of winter, the earth fell into a heavy torpor, refusing to wake to such an inhospitable chill. 

The days were made all the darker by the burned-out buildings in the village. Ruth, tagging along on her mother’s town errands, stumbled along the sidewalk, her head swiveling to take in the cavernous black spaces that only weeks before had been a millinery and a barn and a pharmacy, vibrant with colorful hats and snuffling horses and shelves filled with shiny glass bottles. The Granite Bank was streaked in long black whips of soot, and a hodgepodge of crates and tables formed a makeshift grocery.

The fire had burned up all the colors. 

The tiny bell on the door of the pharmacy, the one Ruth rang by closing and opening the door until her mother made her stop, was silenced. 

The smell too had changed. There was a bright metallic tang that tickled at her nose. Overwhelmed by the changes, Ruth ran to catch up to her mother, wrapping her fingers in her skirts. Even the people had changed. There were soldiers in all different kinds of uniforms, crowing and calling to each other. She peered closely at their faces, looking for Uncle Ephraim.

“Mama?” Ruth tugged at her mother, who turned with thinly veiled frustration. “Mama? Maybe we’ll see Uncle Ephraim?”

Sadness softened her mother’s face, and she knelt down until she was eye to eye with Ruth. “No, baby. We won’t see Uncle Ephraim. He’s in France. He and your cousin Elmer both. There’s no need for us to worry on it. They are taking real good care of each other.” 

Elmer was Lola’s beau. He’d gotten all excited about the idea of fighting Huns, and since he was eighteen and too young for the draft, he went ahead and enlisted last Christmas. Lola had been crying ever since. Ruth looked at the scuffed toes of her shoes and whispered.

“Will Daddy go too?” Her mother laughed the way she did when the storms came up fast and the windows were still open. She wrapped Ruth tight inside her arms.

“No, no, no, baby. Daddy won’t be going anywhere. Daddy’s a farmer. So are your brothers. The farmers gotta grow the food to feed your Uncle Ephraim and Elmer. Your daddy’s staying right here with me and you.” 

Ruth nodded, clinging to her mother’s words as if she’d spoken them from the church altar. 

That winter in particular, time was equally divided between preparing the fields for spring planting and helping rebuild the burned-out village. Father relied on his oldest sons, Wheeler and Tom, to conduct the necessary farm tasks while Riley and Earl, along with most of the town boys, were kept from school to help with building repairs. Father then migrated between the farm and the village—supervising, advising, teaching.

Ruth begged to join her brothers in the village during the days, but Mother needed help with Ruby and Clara May—so instead she was allowed to go in with her father in the afternoons after dinner when Ruby and Clara May were worn out and resting. Ruth was satisfied with this arrangement, as she was given an important job. Mother gave her extra burn salve to bring to Riley, who rejected any tender concerns over his wounds but appreciated the midday relief from the itching. 
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