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To Rob. Thank you for making me your Georgia bride.



G E O R G I A   B R I D E
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Ruth Ann Talley stopped on the last ridge overlooking the tumbling waters of Sweetwater Creek and reveled in the silence of the cool morning. Sweetwater was really a stream, a branch of the Chattahoochee River that cut across the heart of Georgia before turning south toward the sea. Named after Chief Ama-Kanasta, or Sweet Water, it provided life, sustenance, and in recent years, income for those who lived near the cotton mill-turned-factory built along its flowing rapids.

Ruth Ann pushed her worn bonnet back and examined the sky for any threat of rain. In the distance, the five towering brick stories of the New Manchester Manufacturing Company looked out of place on the creekbank despite its large mill wheel paddling the water. It rose proudly over the trees about seventeen miles east of Atlanta, the woods around it lush but no longer thick with wild game. The rushing noise of the water sounded like wind in the treetops. It'd be a good day's work at the factory. She would help meet the quota to support the Confederacy, and the miniscule pay she received would feed her family. 

Enjoying the last few minutes of peace remaining before the machines started, she drew in a light breath of air and blew it out. She felt safe here. Sweetwater was less dangerous than the city of Atlanta during a civil war. And besides, with a Colt revolver in her innocent-looking basket and her sturdy boots, she wasn't afraid of anyone. Ruth Ann Talley could shoot, and she wasn't too much of a lady to run if she had to.

A gentle rustling sound over her shoulder made Ruth Ann move her hand toward the willow basket in anticipation. She hoped it was a rabbit since the deer had long been hunted out, and everyone was sick of squirrel. Those who had been forced to do the majority of Georgia's planting had fled North if they could escape; but luckily for the Talleys, they'd raised their own food on their modest farm. There was little time to tend to it these days with the factory's hours though. 

Dry brush behind a tree rattled again, and Ruth Ann drew out the revolver and put her thumb on the hammer, ready to pull it back. A rabbit stew would be heaven after weeks of rubbery late winter vegetables. Someone had stolen the chickens last fall. Ruth Ann waited, her heart the only sound she could hear. Everything around her fell silent in an eerie hush. She swallowed, unnerved, but stiffened her shoulders. She could almost feel something hiding on the other side of the tree listening to her. A clever squirrel, that was it.

With a sharp intake of breath, Ruth Ann dropped her things, and in one fluid motion, stepped around the tree with the revolver aimed low. A stranger stumbled out, hands raised and shoulders hunched. "Don't," he ordered in a stern tone. He didn't sound afraid of her, but his posture said otherwise.

She froze, both relieved and angry. She'd almost shot a man. He straightened, and she saw a faded gray coat with a rip here and a patch there; a wooden button to replace a lost brass one. A brown stain covered his shoulder. His hair looked wild and long, and his short, scruffy beard was matted into knots.

Ruth Ann raised the revolver up to the level of his heart. "Don't move." Her palms went damp, but her hands didn't shake, and in the back of her mind she felt a morsel of pride. Pa had always said she'd inherited her mother's Irish courage.

"Who are you?" She waved the gun to annunciate her words as visions of blue-coated Yankees danced in her head. Maybe he'd stolen the gray coat to use as a disguise.

The man met her stare with hazel eyes that gave away his fatigue. They were oval-shaped and framed with long lashes and thin brows. Something about them pricked her pounding heart. "I'm a friend," he said with a hint of disarming charm. He gave a small shake of his head. "Just a friend." He lowered his hands.

Ruth Ann's pulse whumped so loud in her ears she didn't know what to do next. "Put them up!" Her words echoed around the treetops as her mind swirled. His voice sounded familiar. The soldier's hands jerked back up, but he didn't look frightened. 

"If you're friendly, you're a deserter," she accused him. She didn't bother to keep the contempt out of her voice although her alarm was fading. She studied his once-fair skin now braised cherry red. A small scattering of sunspots dotted his cheekbones. They stared at one another, and she forced her racing thoughts to ebb as a shadowy memory nudged her mind.

"You're the Talley girl." 

Ruth Ann froze within and without. "What did you say?"

"You're Frank Talley's sister, but all grown up." The low tone and narrowed eyes examining her caused a familiar shiver to ripple down her spine. "Aren't you?"

The captivating man's wide forehead and sloped shoulders suddenly merged with a recollection of someone Ruth Ann once knew, long ago, before she was grown, before she had to present herself as a marriageable young lady. He put a hand on his heart in an unexpected motion, and Ruth Ann nearly fired. "Don't move!" she cried again. 

The world began to spin, and she took a sharp breath. Ruth Ann locked her knees. She was not the silly swooning type. She didn't wear tight corsets or have a weak disposition. Heaven knew showing up at the factory every day and scavenging the woods to feed what was left of her family proved that. 

"It's me. Jonah. Jonah Baker. Frank's friend?" The soldier's hand was still on his chest.

Of course. Ruth Ann's heart flipped over, but she kept her jaw locked. He babbled on. "Our mothers were friendly. The Baker Farm?"

At the mention of her brother's name, Ruth's throat constricted. Frank had been dead over a year now according to the casualty lists, and this wretched war had boiled on for over three. How could she be expected to recognize her brother's devoted friend? And yet, she did remember him. Handsome, teasing Jonah. 

"The Bakers." His family name tumbled off her lips. A tiny, forgotten scar on her heart tingled.

"Yes," he assured her with an anxious nod. 

"I'm sorry. I didn't know." Ruth Ann lowered the gun. "You're hurt," she added, realizing the dirty brown stain was dried blood. She'd been so startled she hadn't realized Mr. Baker was in need of aid.

Jonah Baker, Frank's best boyhood friend she'd once secretly admired shuffled his feet looking tired and relieved. He glanced down at his boots. They were torn in various places. "I was shot weeks ago," he admitted. "There's no room in the hospitals and even fewer doctors—real ones." He made a soft cutting noise. "I've been transferred."

"To where?" Ruth regripped the revolver handle. She saw him fully now. Life before the war seemed like a faraway dream. The games, the calls, the dances—and the broken hearts. But not hers. Ruth Ann Talley was too clever and smart to be courted by just anybody. Frank said she was a fool for scaring any respectable beaus away, and with no money or property, her pickings were slim. She insisted she didn't want a weakling anyway. She'd fancied older, teasing Jonah in her heart for a time, but she never told her brother—or anyone. 

"Been sent to Atlanta," Mr. Baker explained. 

"You're protecting us now?"

He gave a sharp nod. "I haven't reported yet, but I will." He hesitated, and his gaze darted off like he wasn't telling her everything. Ruth Ann's stomach clenched. 

"I know I shouldn't have come this far, but I did, for clothes, food, and to see my ma. I promised your brother..."

Ruth's throat thickened again, and she forced back the familiar ache. "You left with Frank," she recalled. "Were you with him when he died?" She kept her tone calm, unruffled. Grief was a constant companion she fought every night as she tried to sleep and not worry about the scrabble of her day-to-day existence.

Something flashed in Mr. Baker's eyes. "He died quickly and bravely and without too much pain." He glanced away again, and she knew this was a lie. "He asked me to look after you all. We heard your pa was dead."

"Yes, he is, too." Ruth shot the biting words into the unsettled air. "Near everyone's dead." There were mostly just women and children left in Sweetwater. The men had all joined the Cause. Unless they were too old. Cowards had run off. 

If Mr. Baker felt any regret he didn't show it. "I'm lucky is all. They moved me down south because I'm no good with one arm. I asked for it."

"Atlanta?"

"Yes. They were happy to send me. A maimed reinforcement is better than none." He looked off through the trees as the morning sounds of the mill echoed back up the knoll. The supervisors had awakened the factory.

"There'll be workers around here soon. People everywhere." Ruth Ann looked over her shoulder, wondering if Jonah Baker's story was true and what people would do if they knew he was back. When she turned around, he stood inches away from her, having crossed the space between them as silent as a ghostly haint. His hand pushed the gun away then ripped it from her fingers. She gasped and stepped back. 

"You should be careful who you point this at, Miss Talley," instructed Mr. Baker in a grave voice. 

Aggravation surged through Ruth Ann and then offense. She crooked a finger at him. "How dare you! Give that back."

"I'll give it back if you put it away. Save it for snakes and Yankees. I'm here to help."

"We don't need your help," she retorted. She shrugged at the sudden weight on her shoulders. She'd forgotten it was there. "Sweetwater is fine. The factory is fine. And your ma," she hesitated then assured him, "she's fine, too, just missing and mourning like everyone else."

"I aim to see that for myself," declared Mr. Baker. His dark eyes pierced her through, and Ruth Ann stiffened her spine. She was doing her best, and she didn't need anyone checking her work. Mr. Baker might have been more intimidating as a soldier than as a young man cavorting about Sweetwater with her brother, but either way, he was still just as bothersome.

The first bell at the factory rang. Voices sounded in the distance. "I should get to work, Mr. Baker, I can't be late. You best be careful in these woods. I suggest you head straight back to your camp and don't stop until you get there. I'll tell your ma I saw you safe and sound."

He studied her face. She reached out and snatched at the revolver while he was distracted, but he didn't relinquish his hold. "I'm going home first. I'll be up at your place later, Miss Talley," he informed her, "to check on your family." He let go of the weapon, and she jerked the revolver back to her chest. "Please don't shoot me when I do." 

Mr. Baker turned and shuffled up the trail from the direction she'd just come. From the back, he looked filthy and bent with age. Ruth Ann took a deep breath to regain control of herself. She could have shot him. He was filthy, unfriendly looking, and ungentlemanly to boot. He wasn't the Jonah Baker she remembered, certainly not the boy who'd teased her when he bothered to notice her at all. 

"Ruth Ann!" 

The youthful cry of Cynthia Talley echoed off the banks, and Ruth hurried toward the factory and her little sister, wondering if she should tell anyone that Jonah Baker was home—and that she'd almost shot him. 
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The rolling hills and hollers beyond the Georgia mountains leveled out as Lieutenant Jonah Baker trudged southwest. His once dull mind was buzzing over his first look at Miss Ruth Ann Talley all grown up. He'd only seen a beautiful woman at first, but after the shock of having a lady point a revolver at him passed, he'd recognized Frank's younger sister who used to follow them around and nag them at every turn. She was still prim and proud, but time had softened her sharp, girlish features. She definitely didn't look like a clever mouse anymore.

Nerves rattled, Jonah tried to appreciate the fact it hadn't been one of the men from his party. One of them would have rightly guessed he had deserting on his mind. His luck was running thin—he'd already survived a musket ball. The only excuse he could have offered another soldier was that he wanted to check on home. He was so close, and if no one else knew, why not hide out on the farm forever? But Miss Talley had seen him, and he'd promised Frank he'd see it through to the end and beat those Yankees. It was as if his best friend had sent his sister to make sure he lived up to it.

When he came to the familiar shoals of Sweetwater Creek, Jonah found it looked exactly the same as when he last saw it. He crossed over the water, hopping like a frog from one rock to the next until he made it to the other side. Despite his fatigue, the nearness to home gave him a surge of strength, and he marched through the trees until he found the game trail that led to the boundaries of his family farm. It had been years since he'd left this life he knew behind. 

The Baker farm had been productive before the war. They'd worked the land as a family, raising vegetables, feed corn, and cattle. Just out of view of the two-story cabin was a fruit orchard, that grew apples, peaches, and crabapples. His stomach rumbled thinking about food. He couldn't remember his last meal.

The trail widened, and Jonah's heart jumped at the view of a split-rail fence through the trees. He quickened his pace to a run, and in his mind leaped the fence, but his body failed him. He stumbled to a halt, crawled over the thick logs, and scrambled to his feet to hurry home. The back of his mind screamed at him to Hurry! and Hide! and for a moment he was nearly decided. He could hole up in the cellar and not return to camp. 

A long minute felt like hours until Jonah saw the roof and shining glass windows his pa had purchased in Atlanta. Tears pricked his eyes as a peaceful warmth flooded his chest. All around him, buzzing bees and beetles made the air hum. A cheerful brook, broken off from Sweetwater Creek, could be heard sliding over its pebbles nearby. It was almost like no time had passed at all. He was just a boy walking home from the creek, and the farm was lush and green with springtime promise. There were jokes to tell, girls to flirt with, and a hot supper waiting on Ma's long oak tabletop.

Ahead, the front door looked like it was cracked open, probably to let in springtime air. Jonah expected to see Ma bustle out onto the narrow porch that ran the length of the cabin any moment now, with a broom in hand, her apron tied back, and a look of determination on her face. A small smile crept over his cheeks in expectation, but she did not come. Of course. It would be Matilda now. Tildy would be what? Eighteen? Twenty? 

Jonah crossed the remainder of the untilled field and strode up to the cabin, hopping up the steps with mysterious vigor. At any second, they would flock out of the house and surround him with hugs and tears. He hesitated at the door then pushed it open, his heart strumming with anticipation. The room was empty.

He looked around in surprise. The long supper table that easily seated all of the Baker children and their parents was wiped clean. Ashes glittered in the hearth from last night's fire. Pa's chair was pushed against the wall. Ma's rocker sat empty beside the hearth. The tall cupboard once bursting with dishes and tin cups looked bare except for a small stack of plates. 

He frowned, and in the silence, felt his heart slow to thick, plodding strokes. His mind flashed back to Miss Talley. She would have told him if tragedy had struck the homestead and not minced words. Her directness had always embarrassed Frank and intimidated the younger boys around her.

"Hello?" His tentative greeting hung in the heavy air until the door beneath the narrow stairs jerked open with a scrape. A compact young woman with buttery-yellow hair burst out of his parents' room with surprise stamped on her face. They both froze, and when she put a hand to her heart and made a choking noise, he dashed across the room. "Sister! You're all grown!" He took her in his arms and hugged her tight. She laughed and burst into sobs at the same time. 

"Oh, Jonah! You're home and alive." Tildy laughed again then clung to him as he patted her back with too much enthusiasm. 

"Tildy, what a beauty you are, and so tall! Where's Ma?"

His sister's joy faded, and she stepped back with a telling stare. He grasped her meaning before she said a word, and his chest sank inward with a horrible pain that nearly made him collapse.

"Tildy?" The familiar sound of his mother's hoarse voice kept his legs from folding underneath him. Jonah exhaled with relief. He squeezed Tildy's arm and rushed past her, not missing her look of warning. In the room on the old rope bed, Ma was sunk deep into a sagging feathered mattress with a thin quilt pulled up to her neck. "Jonah," she whispered when he reached her side. 

"Yes, Ma, it's me, Jonah." He smiled brightly at her, realizing he looked as frightening to her as she did to him. 

"Oh," the silver-haired stranger murmured. She reached out a threadlike, pale arm. He took her hand and sat down beside her.

"It's me, Ma. I'm home."

Her wide eyes glimmered with tears, and her ragged brows raised with hope. "Jonah. My darling. Is it over?"

He stared at her, not comprehending for a moment, then gave his head a small shake. "No," he whispered with regret, "it ain't over yet." He couldn't bear to tell her the Confederacy was crumbling, and the Yankees were near. It would be over soon, but it wouldn't end how they'd hoped.

"Your cousin?"

Jonah pressed his lips together and forced a smile he knew she loved. "I ain't heard from Jesse yet," he told her. A silent prayer went up that his little cousin was still alive in the 2nd Regiment. 

"How are you, Ma?" he pleaded. He couldn't mention Pa. It was too painful. His stubborn father had joined up, too, even though his boy had volunteered for the family. Pa had been one of the first from Sweetwater to die. Jonah had cried into his shabby brown coverlet at night for three days after he got word, but then he used the loss to fuel his hatred
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