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            "In this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love your flesh. They despise it. They don't love your eyes; they'd just as soon pick em out. No, they don't love your mouth. You got to love it. This is flesh I'm talking about here. Flesh that needs to be loved." — Toni Morrison

      

    


Author’s Note

This book is a work of hybrid imagination: part novel, part history, part spiritual reckoning. The framework of Mama Sable and the Hollow Ones is fictional. The history that surrounds and sustains that framework is not.

The African cosmological traditions described in these pages — the Bakongo concept of the kalunga line, the Fon-Ewe Vodun pantheon, the Yoruba orisha system, the practice of minkisi assembly — are real, living traditions with millions of adherents across the world. I have tried to represent them with the accuracy and respect they are owed. Where I have used them as the architectural material of a horror narrative, I have done so with the understanding that these traditions have already survived horrors that no fiction can adequately represent, and that their power is precisely the power that made them survive.

The historical record of slavery in Arkansas, the WPA Slave Narratives, the plantation journals, the estate records, the Carroll County archives — all of these are real, and where I have quoted or described them, I have done so accurately. The specific documents attributed to the fictional Harlan and Crawford holdings are composite inventions built from the documented patterns of real holdings in Carroll, Benton, and Madison counties during the period in question.

Harry Middleton Hyatt’s five-volume Hoodoo, Conjuration, Witchcraft, Rootwork is real. Vance Randolph’s Ozark Magic and Folklore is real. Zora Neale Hurston’s fieldwork in Arkansas is real. The scholars whose work I cite throughout — Yvonne Chireau, Sharla Fett, Robert Farris Thompson, Wyatt MacGaffey, Saidiya Hartman, Hortense Spillers, Christina Sharpe — are real, their scholarship is real, and their arguments are rendered here faithfully.

The enslaved people of the Ozark hill country are real. Their names are not, for the most part, in the record. This book is one attempt to address that absence — not to fill it with invention, but to make visible the shape of what the record chose not to preserve. The shape of the missing is a kind of presence. I have tried to honor that presence.

A note on voice: I have written Mama Sable’s first-person passages in a register that honors the speech patterns, the cadences, and the rhetorical traditions of antebellum African American expression — the rhythms of the sermon, the idiom of the quarters, the particular dignity of people who made a language their own inside the language that had been imposed upon them. I have tried to do this without parody and without condescension. Where I have fallen short, I invite correction from communities with the authority to give it.

A note on language: this text uses the term ‘enslaved people’ rather than ‘slaves’ in the historical and analytical sections, following the scholarly practice of centering the humanity of those the system sought to dehumanize. In quoted historical documents, I have preserved the original language of those documents, however painful, as an accurate record of how the system described its own operations.

F. K. Sterling
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I grew up in the hill country of northwest Arkansas. I grew up with the stories.

Not the stories in history books — though I read those too, eventually, with the particular hunger of someone who suspects that the official record is leaving something out. The stories I grew up with were the other kind: the ones spoken at dusk on porches, in the particular register that signals you are moving from ordinary conversation into the register where the serious things live. The ones that involved a pause before a place name. The ones where the teller’s voice went flat and careful in a way that was different from the flatness of boredom and different from the flatness of performance. The flatness of someone who knows something and has decided to share it, and is watching you to see if you can receive it.

The hills of Carroll County, Arkansas, hold their stories the way the limestone holds its cold water: under pressure, in the dark, seeping out at the places where the surface gives way. You do not have to believe in supernatural phenomena to recognize that certain landscapes carry the weight of what has happened in them. The Ozark plateau is old, geologically speaking — among the oldest exposed rock in North America — and it has witnessed everything that human beings have done to each other on its surface since the first hunters followed the megafauna herds through its cedar hollows twelve thousand years ago. It holds that witnessing in the quality of its light at dusk, in the behavior of its birds at the edge of the dark, in the specific temperature of the water that seeps from the limestone into the world above.

The specific history of Black Ozark people — enslaved people and their descendants — is among the least documented and least known chapters of American history. The plantation records were largely destroyed. The WPA narratives, collected from elderly survivors in the 1930s, are fragmentary, cautious, coded. The folk tradition has been preserved primarily in communities that learned, over generations of living in a dangerous world, to be careful about what they shared with outsiders and how. This book is an attempt to work with that tradition — to take it seriously as the repository of knowledge that it is, to represent it with the accuracy its complexity demands, and to tell, through the frame of horror fiction, a true story about what happened in the hills.

The horror in this book is real. Not in the sense that Hollow Ones prowl the White River valley. In the sense that the conditions that this book imagines them as a metaphor for — the sale of children, the theft of bodies and labor and life, the systematic erasure of names and relationships and spiritual traditions from the historical record — are documented facts of American history. The supernatural element is the tradition’s own way of saying: this was large enough to require a cosmological response. The grief was real enough to move the forces of the landscape. That is what the tradition says. I have tried to say it faithfully.

I am grateful to the scholars whose work made this book possible: the historians, the anthropologists of religion, the folklorists, the Black feminist theorists whose frameworks gave me the tools to understand what I was working with. Their names are in the Works Cited. I am grateful to the communities in the Ozark hill country, Black and Indigenous and otherwise, who have preserved what the record tried to erase. And I am grateful, in a way that I do not know how to name precisely, to the limestone and the cedar and the cold water of the springs, which have been doing their part of the preserving for a good deal longer than any of us.
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American horror has a geography problem. The genre has, over the course of its history, distributed its terrors unevenly across the landscape: the haunted New England mansion, the cursed Southern plantation as setting for white protagonist’s gothic suffering, the Midwestern small town where something ancient lurks beneath the Norman Rockwell surface. What it has not done, with any consistent seriousness, is locate its most powerful horrors where the most powerful American horrors actually live: in the specific landscapes where the most transgressive American acts were committed, among the specific communities whose spiritual traditions developed in direct response to those acts, in the voices of the people who had the most comprehensive understanding of what had been done and what it required in response.

This book is an attempt to correct that failure of location. Its horror is set in the Ozark hills of northwest Arkansas because that is where its history lives. Its supernatural elements are drawn from the African cosmological traditions — Bakongo, Fon-Ewe, Yoruba — that the enslaved people of that region carried with them from West and Central Africa, because those traditions developed the most rigorous and sophisticated frameworks for understanding exactly the category of event that the story describes: the death of a child in conditions of extreme injustice, the grief of the surviving parent, and the cosmological question of what such grief requires of the world. Its narrator is an enslaved woman because the enslaved women of the antebellum South possessed, by necessity, exactly the kind of comprehensive knowledge of both the horror and the tradition that the story requires.

The figure of the Hollow One — the body that continues to move after death, rotting from within while driven by the directed force of a grief-working — is the tradition’s own invention, not the author’s. The scholar of Bakongo cosmology who reads this book will recognize the nkisi ntangani, the spirit of the unfinished dead, as the concept from which the Hollow emerges. The scholar of Haitian Vodou will recognize the connection to the zonbi tradition — not the Hollywood zombie but the original Haitian concept of the body whose ti bon ange, the personal soul, has been removed or failed to complete its transition, leaving the body capable of motion but stripped of the interior life that makes motion human. The scholar of Ozark folk tradition will recognize the convergence of these imported cosmologies with the indigenous and European spiritual geographies of the plateau, the way the same limestone springs and cedar hollows that the Bakongo tradition would have recognized as kalunga crossing points were simultaneously sacred in Cherokee tradition and whispered about in Scots-Irish folk belief.

This convergence is not the author’s invention. It is documented. Multiple independent cosmological traditions, none of them in communication with each other on the surface of the historical record, arrived independently at the same conclusions about the same landscape. This is what the landscape does: it speaks, in the language available to whoever is listening, the same essential things. What this book attempts to do is put several of those languages in conversation with each other, and to hear what they say when they speak together.

A word about the choice of horror as a genre for this material. Horror is a literature of the body: it works on the reader through the body’s fear responses, through the visceral recognition of threat, through the physical sensation that precedes and sometimes overwhelms intellectual analysis. This is, in the context of a history whose central crime was the treatment of Black bodies as property, not a coincidental choice. The horror of the American slave system was a bodily horror — it was enacted on and through bodies, it was defended by arguments that denied the full humanity of those bodies, and it was resisted through a tradition that took the body’s knowledge seriously as a form of intelligence. To tell this story through a genre that works on the body is to tell it in the register where it actually lives.

The scholarship that underlies this book is extensive, and a complete Works Cited appears at the end. What I want to say here, in the space where I speak most directly to the reader, is this: every historical claim in this book is documented. Every cosmological claim is grounded in the relevant scholarly tradition. The fiction is the frame. The truth is what the frame contains.
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The spring seeps from the limestone shelf in a cedar hollow in Carroll County, Arkansas. It has been seeping since before the first human being stood beside it and felt what was there. It will be seeping long after the last human being who understands what is there has gone. It is cold enough, even in August, to numb the hand to the wrist in under a minute. The water is the color of clarity — not transparent, but actively clear in the way that only very cold, very old water is clear, as though clarity is a property it has developed over centuries of patience.

In the Bakongo cosmological tradition, a spring of this character — cold, rising from underground, the meeting point of the subterranean world and the surface world — is called nzadi: the river of the dead, the crossing place, the location where the kalunga line, which normally runs through the earth beneath the feet of the living, rises to the surface and makes itself available to those who know how to work with it. The Bakongo did not name this spring. They had never been to the Ozark Plateau. But if you showed a Bakongo practitioner this spring, in this cedar hollow, with this quality of cold and this quality of clarity, they would know immediately what it was. Some things are the same thing in every language.

The Cherokee who lived in these hills before the Indian Removal Act of 1830 knew the spring. They had a name
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