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I was born in Savannah, Georgia and grew 
up in a small town called Metter, sixty 
miles northwest.  I first discovered writing 

through sound.  As an infant, I crawled around 
the ankles of two of the best storytellers I’ve 
ever heard, my maternal grandmother and 
true Southern queen, Rubye Trapnell Becker, 
and my father, Hugh Esten Cromartie Jr., a 
legendary whitetail deer hunter and T-4 para-
plegic with no legs.  When I was old enough 
to make requests, I’d ask them to tell my fa-
vorite stories over and over again, sometimes 
four or five times in a row.  The plots were 
not what I found most interesting.  It was the 
way they told these stories that never got old.

When I was ten, I discovered the power 
of the written word while plundering in my 
mother’s bedroom.  I’m a plunderer.  It’s 
one of my greatest strengths.  I found a diary 
of sorts that chronicled some of my and my 
brother’s childhood antics.  Of course I read 
it.  I found that words strung together in a 
certain way had the capacity to make me 
laugh and to make me cry.  It made me want 
to write.  It made me want to write so bad 
that I swallowed the ink from my mother’s 
pen, hoping that somehow the magic would 
get into my blood.  I’ve been writing ever 
since.  

Gradle Bird was a finalist in the 2015 
William Faulkner – William Wisdom novel 
writing competition.  My first novel, which 

is marinating in a drawer, ranked the same in 
2011.  My other writing credits include the 
short story and screenplay of the produced, 
albeit homespun film, The Pigeon Catcher 
(Ceiba Productions 2002).  I started my 
professional career at age twelve, working 
as a dishwasher, waitress, and cook at a 
truck stop off I-16.  I have held various 
positions throughout my working life:  
envelope licker, tortoise tagger, lifeguard, 
Senate page, model, editor, water-polo 
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coach, marine biologist, plant grower, soft-
ware consultant, and 6-Sigma Black Belt.  I 
currently work in Corporate America in a 
global supply chain capacity where I find 
soul in the people but not in the work.  

My husband, Thomas, and I, along 
with our two sons, T.C. and Robert Esten, 
and two dogs, Cro and Blue Moon June, 
live in an old barn on Edisto Island, SC.  To 
this day, my mother is one of my favorite 
writers...



S ixteen-year-old Gradle Bird has lived 
her entire life with her Grandpa, Leon-
ard, at a seedy motel and truck stop 

off Georgia’s I-16. But when Leonard moves 
her to a crumbling old house rumored to be 
haunted by the ghost of Ms. Annalee Spivey, 
Gradle is plunged into a lush, magical world 
much stranger and more dangerous than 
from the one she came.

Here she meets Sonny Joe Stitch, a 
Siamese fighting fish connoisseur overdosed 
on testosterone, a crippled, Bible-thumping 
hobo named Ceif “Tadpole” Walker, and the 
only true friend she will ever know, a schizo-
phrenic genius, music-man, and professional 
dumpster-diver, D-5 Delvis Miles.

As Gradle falls deeper into Delvis’s 
imaginary and fantastical world, unsettling 
dangers lurk, and when surfaced Gradle 
discovers unforeseen depths in herself and 
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the people she loves the most.

Gradle Bird is an unusual tale of 
self-discovery and redemption that explores 
the infirmities of fatherly love, the com-
plexities of human cruelty, and the conse-
quences of guilt, proving they are possible to 
overcome no matter how dark and horrible 
the cause.

Gradle Bird was shortlisted in the 
2015 William Faulkner-William Wisdom 
novel competition and releases June 15, 
2017 from Koehler Books. The book has 
been chosen as a Spring Okra Pick by the 
Southern Independent Booksellers Associa-
tion (SIBA), and is a 2017 official selection 
of the international Pulpwood Queens Book 
Club. To inquire about signings or appear-
ances by author J.C. Sasser, please email 
jana@jcsasserbooks.com.



Author Q & A
QWhat was the seed for  

Gradle Bird? How did the novel 
come about? 

A: I’ve been writing Gradle Bird since I 
was 13 years old. My Mama was the Candler 
County Tax Commissioner while I was 
growing up in a small town in Georgia called 
Metter. She’d come home sometimes and 
tell us about her day and who all came up to 
visit her at the office. She came home one 
day and told me about a man named Evans 
Miles who came up to visit her. She’d tell me 
all the funny and extraordinary things he’d 
tell her. He’d bring her vegetables from his 
garden, and one day he brought her a cas-
sette tape of his music. I remember vividly 
the handwriting on the A and B sides of the 
tape. Evans had handwritten: ALL RIGHTS 
RESERVED FOR E-5 EVANS MILES THE 
LONE SINGER, and he’d drawn a little 
copyright sign and realistic eyes to dot the “I” 
in his lettering. 

His writing was enough to fascinate me 
a bit. It had this unusual code to it, so I took 
the cassette tape and sat in Mama’s car and 
listened to it. It was a recording of all of his 
original songs plus a narration. He’d talk 
straight to my Mama in the recording as if 
she was sitting right next to him. And he had 
this voice that was both aggressive and hum-
ble. He’d say things like, “This is yours truly, 
E-5 Evans Miles The Lone Singer playing my 
style of original rock and roll that’s copy-
righted in the Library of Congress, Washing-
ton, D.C.” 

He’d play a little riff, and then pause and 
spit to clear his throat and say something like 
he had a frog in his throat and hadn’t been 
able to get it out. After he’d sing a song, he’d 
say, “Please, by all means tell me if you do or 
don’t like my music. If you don’t like it you 
won’t make me mad.” 

I listened to two hours of his songs, 
walked in the house, and asked Mama where 

he lived. She gave me some vague directions 
and so I took her car and drove out to his 
house way out in the country to meet him. 
He lived way out in the country in this shack 
with no running water or electricity. He was 
a junk collector and so his yard looked like 
a junk museum. He was also a very good 
artist. I brought my tape recorder with me 
and told him I was going to write a book 
about him one day. I was 13 then and he was 
probably in his sixties. And we just fell in 
love with each other.

A lot of people in town liked to make 
fun of Evans. He was an eccentric character 
who suffered from some type of undiagnosed 
mental handicap. He was known around 

town as the village idiot so to speak. It was 
his mind I was most drawn to, his imagina-
tion was out of this world, and he must have 
been some sort of genius. I remember going 
out to his house one day and the batteries in 
my tape recorder died. It was cold outside 
and we were sitting in his shack and he had a 
fire going, literally in the middle of the floor. 
His house was small and cramped, and he’d 
sectioned his house into rooms with walls 
of junk. Newspapers, clocks, baby dolls, 
clothes, jars, empty hairspray bottles, you 

name it. But there was this chaotic order to 
it all. 

I remember asking him if he had any 
double A batteries for my tape recorder and 
he walked over to this section of his junk 
wall, reached his hand inside it and pulled 
out a pack of double A batteries. He was no 
dummy like a lot of people thought. They 
just never took the time to really get to 
know him. 

But anyway, people would harass him, 
make fun of him for fun. They’d convince 
him the principal of his school wanted to 
steal his wife from him, leave nasty notes on 
his car. He’d always tell me about people try-
ing to ambush him and wanting to challenge 
him to all sorts of duels and such. And he’d 
talk a lot about being in the WWF and how 
he was an undercover F.B.I. agent and how 
he could fast draw his pistol. 

I always thought that one day, one of 
these jokes was gonna go really wrong and 
something horrible would come out of it. 
Because you see, Evans had a hard time sepa-
rating fact from fiction. He wasn’t complete-
ly innocuous. Nothing ever happened, thank 
God. But in Gradle Bird, I exploit that idea.

So, ultimately Evans Miles was the 
seed of Gradle Bird. Our friendship was the 
inspiration. 

Q: The epigraph of Gradle Bird is 
a Bible verse. Can you shed light on 
that? Why did you choose it?

A: It’s from first Corinthians...  
Chapter 1 verse 27. God chooses the foolish to 
confound the wise and chooses the things that are 
weak to confound the things which are mighty. 

It goes back to the inspiration of the 
novel. There is foolish and there is wise. 
There is weak and there is mighty. God 
creates the foolish and weak to mystify the 
wise and mighty, ultimately making fools of 
us all. He likes to put us in our place. There 
is a deliberate reason Delvis Miles was the 



way he was, and I do believe he was put on 
the face of the earth to mystify people who 
weren’t like him.

Q: How much of your writing is 
based on personal experience?

A: All of it. Every character. Every de-
scription. Every line. It all starts with experi-
ence. Then the imagination starts to kick in. 
It saturates and warps these experiences, and 
hopefully in the end there is this distillation 
of truth, pure truth that most often isn’t so 
vivid or obvious in reality.

Q: Are there other sources for 
your material besides experience?

A: Other stories. For example, Faulk-
ner’s A Rose for Emily and Billy Bob Thorn-
ton’s Sling Blade were two such inspirations 
for Gradle Bird, I also use a lot of photo-
graphic art. While writing Gradle Bird, I 
surrounded myself with photographs of all 
my characters, the old Spivey house, Sonny 
Joe and Ceif’s abandoned church. I’d stare 
at them a lot, ask them questions. They were 
hard to take down, and now I have a new 
set of photographs in my writing room of 
characters and images that will form my next 
novel.

Q: What is your next novel about?
A: All I know at this point is it’s about a 

12-year-old girl named Hoop Tucker.
Q: You mention other writers. 

Who has influenced you most as a 
writer?

A: The greatest influences on my writing 
are my Daddy, my Mema, and my Mama. My 
Daddy and my Mema were two of the richest 
storytellers I’ve ever heard. When they were 
alive I’d spend a lot of my time just sitting 
and listening to them tell stories. 

What I admired so much and loved so 
much wasn’t necessarily the content of the 
story, but the way they told it. How they’d 
enter the story. When they’d chose to throw 
in dialogue, what details they’d choose to 

describe, the pacing. How they’d be telling 
something so tragic and sad, then throw in a 
dose of humor that would lighten the weight 
or vice versa. My Mema used to tell me 
the simplest story about her spitting in her 
brother’s face because he wouldn’t give her a 
nickel to buy a Coca Cola. The minute she’d 
finish, I’d say tell it again. And we’d repeat 
that several times until her voice got raw. 

My Daddy could literally chain you to 
a chair with a story. And he knew it. People 
would go over to his house in the afternoon 
and not leave until the next morning when 
the sheriff came knocking on the door telling 
them their wife was worried about them. 
And then Daddy would hold the sheriff hos-

tage for a couple of hours. 
My Mama rarely tells stories. She wrote 

things down instead. She had a full ride 
scholarship to the University of Georgia 
to study journalism and threw that away to 
marry my Daddy. I never knew the power 
of the written word until I was plundering 
in her drawers one day and found a journal 
of hers. We didn’t read much when we were 
kids. Mama would take us to the library to 
try and encourage it, but my brother Hec 
and I’d rather be playing Dukes of Hazzard. It 

really bothered her that we didn’t read. 
But anyway, I found this journal of hers 

and I read it, and that was the first time I 
experienced the power of the written word, 
that words on a page could make you laugh 
and make you cry. I remember taking apart 
her pen and drinking the ink after I’d read 
her journal, hoping the ink would somehow 
get in my blood and give me the magic. 

I’ve been reading and writing ever since, 
but I didn’t get really serious about writing 
until after college. It’s been about twenty 
years. I’ve got a slew of unpublished works 
as a result, and finally with Gradle Bird, my 
writing will reach the hands of strangers.

In terms of writers that have influenced 
me, there are the usual suspects. Flannery 
O’Connor. Carson McCullers. Truman 
Capote. George Singleton. Harry Crews. I 
also love Gabriel Garcia Marquez and John 
Steinbeck and Stephen King. Maybe I love 
Stephen King so much because he loves 
Carson McCullers so much. But two of my 
favorite stories of all time are Stephen King’s 
The Body and Rita Haworth and The Shawshank 
Redemption.

I was introduced to John Steinbeck 
through my brother. He had to read Of Mice 
and Men when he was in high school. It was 
the first book he ever read. He went in his 
room for a day and read it. He came out for 
supper, didn’t say a word at the supper table, 
and then went back into his room, locked 
himself inside, and cried about it for a couple 
of days. It shook him up so bad, to this day 
I think it’s the only novel he’s ever read. 
My brother was mean, so whatever had the 
ability to make him cry so bad I had to get 
my hands on. Maybe I can get him to read 
Gradle Bird.

Q: Why do you write?
A: Because I know how hard I try, no 

matter how many words I write, no matter 
how many stories I construct, I know I’ll 
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never be able to master it. It’s like trying to 
tame an alligator. Just when you think you’ve 
charmed the thing to sleep, it rears back and 
bites your finger. Maybe it’s ego, hell I don’t 
know. All I know is I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t 
want to, or I was horrible at it, or it was 
easy, or I knew I could tame it. Overall, it’s 
a mystery I’ll never be able to solve. It’s just 
something that I do.

Q: What type of environment do you 
need in order to write?

A: I need to be alone. It’s why I wake up 
at 3:30 am in the morning to do it. Every-
body in the house is asleep. I can get out of 
my head and lost in this world all by myself. 
The minute my children wake up, it’s over. 
I can’t resist their little voices. There’s not a 
single second I want to miss with them.

Q: Did you always want to be a 
writer? 

A: No. I always said I wanted to write a 
book one day, but I never said I wanted to be 
a writer. I wanted to be a Smurf when I was 
little. Then I wanted to be an NBA basket-
ball player. Then an environmental lawyer. 
I wanted to be a vet, but realized I couldn’t 
hang when I saw blood of something I’d 
loved before. I still dream about being in the 

CIA. If I could sing, I’d love to be a sing-
er-songwriter. 

Knowing I wanted to be a writer came 
later in life, after graduating from college. I 
had a great friend of mine urge me to take a 
writing class. I looked into classes at one of 
the community colleges. I was living in Cal-
ifornia at the time. I wanted to take a novel 
writing class, but it was full, so I enrolled in 
a screenwriting class. It was funny, we were a 
bunch of kids with stars in our eyes, thinking 
we came there to write for the screen. Our 
teacher, a man named Larry Carlson who 

was an ex-Marine and black belt in karate 
who wore cowboy boots, skinny black jeans, 
and Hawaiian florals told us on the first day 
that we would not be writing for the screen, 
that we would be writing for the stage. It 
was a brilliant maneuver on his part. Action 
and dialogue. Nothing else. I pretty much 
got hooked on writing then. Really hooked. 
It was so much fun. Writing really is a drug 
for me. I’m a very happy person pretty much 
all the time, but when I’m not writing, I’m 
miserable. So, I try as much as possible to 
write each day.

Q: What do you want readers to 
walk away with after reading Gradle 
Bird? 

A: Ultimately, I want people to read the 
novel and ponder their treatment of other 
human beings. I want to leave the reader with 
questions. Why are we so cruel? Why do we 
let guilt rule our lives? Why is our past so 
important? What is right, what is wrong and 
in the case of Gradle Bird, does that even 
matter?

Q: What question do you wish peo-
ple asked you that they never ask?

What kind of pets I used to have growing 
up, or if I was to get tattoo what would it be?
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       Below are events J.C. Sasser will be participating in for 2017-18 so far...
June 15, 2017 5:30-8:30 p.m., Gradle Bird Launch Party, The Old Metter Depot, Metter, GA
June 17, 2017 6:30 – 9:30 pm, Gradle Bird Party, The Old Spivey House, Madison, GA
June 19, 2017 6:00 pm, The Hub City Bookshop, Reading and Book Signing with Bren McClain, Spartanburg, SC
June 21, 2017 6:00 pm, Fiction Addiction, Reading and Book Signing, Greenville, SC
June 23, 2017 6 p.m., Burry Bookstore Author Meet & Greet, Hartsville, SC
June 24, 2017 10 a.m., Book Signing, Burry Bookstore, Hartsville, SC
June 24, 2017 4-6 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Edisto Bookstore, Edisto Island, SC
June 29, 2017 5-7 p.m Reading and Book Signing Books on Broad, Camden, SC
June 30, 2017 5:30 -7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Buxton Books Charleston, SC
July 7, 2017 5:30 – 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing E. Shaver Booksellers, Savannah, GA
July 14, 2017 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Foggy Pine Books, Boone, NC
July 15, 2017 11:00 a.m. Reading and Book Signing McIntyre’s Books, Pittsboro, NC
July 16, 2017 1:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Luncheon at Page 158 Books, Wake Forest, NC
July 21, 2017 6:30 p.m. Reading and Book Signing at Foxtale Book Shop, Woodstock, GA
August 1, 2017 6:00 p.m. In Conversation with  Bren McClain, Reading and Book Signing, Parnassus Books, Nashville, TN
August 18, 2017 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing at Tall Tales, Atlanta GA
August 19, 2017 1-3 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Atlanta Writers Club, Atlanta, GA
August 25, 2017 5:30 p.m. – 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Midtown Reader, Tallahassee FL
August 31, 2017 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing Malaprops Books, Asheville, NC
September 1, 2017 6:00 p.m. – 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing South Main Book Company, Salisbury, NC
September 6, 2017 5:30 p.m. – 7:00 p.m. Viewpoint Books, Reading and Book Signing, Columbus, IN
September 9, 2017 Viewpoint Books, Special Signature Saturday! Reading and Book Signing, Columbus, IN
September 13, 2017 4:30 – 7:00 p.m. Reading and Book Signing at Sundog Books, Santa Rosa Beach, FL
September 14, 2017  5:00 – 7:00 p.m. Reading and Signing, Faulkner House Books in Pirate’s Alley, New Orleans, LA
September 15-17, 2017 SIBA Trade Show, New Orleans, LA
September 26, 2017 Friends of the Library Annual Meeting Author Panel, Southport and Oak Island Library, NC
October 29, 2017 Pat Conroy Literary Center Southern Gothic Panel, Beaufort, SC
December 6-10, 2017, Words & Music Literary Festival, New Orleans, LA
January 12-14, 2018, Pulpwood Queens Book Club Girlfriend Weekend, Nacogdoches, TX

Gradle Bird & The 
Lone Singer Book Tour!
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Gradle Bird by J.C. Sasser Releases June 15, 2017
Debut Novelist Being Hailed as the South’s Newest Literary Star

VIRGINIA BEACH, VA -- J.C. Sasser, touted as America’s new Southern Gothic darling, will fulfill a 
dream ten years in the making with the release of Gradle Bird (Koehler Books, June 2017).

Sasser’s debut novel is replete with quirky characters, spooky settings, and dysfunctional family dynam-
ics. A blend between Faulkner’s A Rose for Emily and Billy Bob Thornton’s “Sling Blade,” Gradle Bird 
offers up an unusual tale of self-discovery and redemption that explores the infirmities of fatherly love, the 
complexities of human cruelty, and the consequences of guilt, proving they are possible to overcome no 
matter how dark and horrible the cause. 

Gradle Bird has been selected as a spring Okra Pick by the Southern Independent Booksellers Association 
(SIBA). The novel has also been chosen as a book of the month selection of The Pulpwood Queens Book 
Club (September 2017), the largest book club in the world. 

Fellow popular southern novelists are already praising Sasser’s work. David Joy, author of The Weight 
Of This World, says, “Gradle Bird is a dazzling debut dripping with detail and drenched with unforget-
table characters...Sasser’s language breathes life to the page.” James McTeer, author of Minnow, says, 
“J.C. Sasser draws a magnificently weird cast of characters into a Gothic tale that could only come out 
of the backwoods of the South. A supreme mix of the gritty, the grotesque, and the haunted, any fan of 
Southern fiction will be transfixed, and any Southern writer should take careful note.” And George Single-
ton, author of The Half-Mammals of Dixie, adds, “J.C. Sasser’s invented a complex, big-hearted, dirt-
road-smart protagonist surrounded by hilarious one-of-a-kind characters (and a ghost). Absurd, yet utterly 
believable. Southern, yet universal. I’m jealous.”

J.C. Sasser kicks off the Gradle Bird and the Lone Singer Book Tour June 15, 2017 in her childhood 
hometown of Metter, GA. Tour stops at indie bookstores are scheduled from June through November 
throughout the southeast, including appearances in Georgia, South and North Carolina, Florida, Tennessee 
and Louisiana.

For up-to-date event schedules, and to read more by and about J.C. Sasser (including a sneak peek at  
Gradle Bird), visit www.JCSasserBooks.com.
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