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"e poems in Merciful Days seem well-digested and 
polished to the point there feels an insular space between 
the poet and the readers. Admittedly, I am a greedy, curious 
reader. I can’t help but want to sit with the poet, neck-deep in 
the messier, less-processed parts of these experiences, not just 
the calm recollections of them afterwards. I can’t help, after 
viewing the poet’s summonings of the world around him, to 
want a few more vulnerable self-portraits. 

After wandering through a field with Graves, listening 
to his stories about barn swallows, cows, and dead family 
members, we will feel more connected to each other and to 
our own lives. Indeed, every time we wander through a field 
with Graves, we will carry away something worthwhile. !

Charles Dodd White. How Fire Runs. Athens, Oh.: Swallow 
Press, 2020. 272 pages. Softcover. $22.95.

Reviewed by Randi Adams

By opening his latest novel with a 
swastika flag being hoisted into the 
air and a Nazi salute, “Seig Heil,” 
proclaiming victory, Charles Dodd 
White warns us the stakes are 
high in the story to come—and he 
doesn’t disappoint. How Fire Runs 
is White’s fourth novel, and in it he 
expertly intersects race, social justice, 
small town politics, community, 
and environmental destruction. 
A resident of Knoxville, White utilizes his understanding 
of east Tennessee to portray a contemporary fictionalized 
Elizabethton, a town tucked into the bounds of the tri-cities of 
Johnson City, Kingsport, and Bristol.
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"e first parts of the novel prepare the reader for a 
confrontation between Democrats Kyle Pettus, Gerald Pickens, 
Frank Farmer, and their allies, with Gavin Noon and his 
neo-Nazi followers. While they eventually clash ideologically 
in the debate between Farmer and Noon in the lead-up to the 
election for a seat on the county commission, this is not the 
climax of the story. "is expert maneuver on White’s part—one 
that left me wondering, Well, what now?—creates necessary 
chaos and builds a palpable sense of anxiety and suspense 
that drives the story through destruction and to its resolution. 
"ough literary fiction tends to prefer characterization over 
plot, sometimes dragging the story along, White shines in his 
ability to maintain the story’s momentum while developing the 
characters to their full portraiture. 

"e characters populating How Fire Runs represent a wide 
range of morality and ideology. Noon, leader of the “Little 
Europe” neo-Nazi compound, is irredeemably reprehensible. 
His physicality and sense of style, often involving suits 
and fedoras, make him a caricature of a villain, almost 
laughably so—except men like him do exist in the world, 
and the ideology they espouse is even more dangerous. 
Pettus is the obvious protagonist of the novel, but he is not 
Noon’s antithesis. Farmer, one of few Black members of the 
community, is the closest this novel gets to a moral good. 
While he is dragged begrudgingly into the political arena by 
Pettus, Pickens, and other Carter County politicians who 
want to keep Noon out of power, Farmer ultimately decides 
to run against Noon out of a sense of responsibility and 
protection for his community, despite the fear of retribution 
from the white supremacists in the county, especially Noon’s 
neo-Nazis. "e diverse beliefs espoused by the characters, as 
well as the actions they take in lieu of these views, cultivate the 
true-to-life quality of the novel.
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While White does not allow Noon a chance for 
redemption, Jay Harrison, one of Noon’s initial followers, is 
ultimately redeemed. "roughout the novel, the reader is 
given a glimpse into Harrison’s past and how he gets caught 
up in white supremacy through the need to survive his prison 
sentence. In a subtle way through Harrison’s backstory, 
White critiques the way in which the prison system’s cruelty 
strips people of their identities, sometimes contributing 
to the spread and exacerbation of violent, organized white 
supremacy. As Harrison’s relationship with former love 
interest Emmanuel, a Black artist and marijuana dealer, 
grows, he begins to find the sense of self that prison stripped 
from him. It is this internalization that pushes him to leave 
Little Europe, resurrecting “Jay” and rejecting who he was as 
“Harrison.”

White’s storytelling blends evocative imagery and language 
with pithy directness and honesty. "is balance contributes 
to his ability to present contemporary Appalachia with clear 
reverence without ignoring or excusing the problematic parts 
of the region’s culture that would allow groups like Little 
Europe to take root and thrive. "e only time I found myself 
questioning the novel’s plot was when the conservatives on 
the county commission band with Pettus and Pickens to stop 
Noon ascending to power. Certainly, there are conservatives 
who would act likewise, but given the increasing tribalism of 
two-party politics, it took more e#ort to believe.

As is often true of Appalachian literature, even when a 
story isn’t about the environment, it always slips into the 
forefront. Both Pettus and Farmer work closely with plants 
for a living, the former as a nursery owner and the latter as 
owner of an arbor business. Farmer’s surname is certainly 
not coincidental. In the aftermath of the novel’s climax—a 
tragic wildfire that destroys massive tracts of forest land, plant 
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matter, and robs many of life—it seems White uses these 
associations with nature to portray Pettus and Farmer as new 
growth, the town’s hope for a better future.

After the fire and defeat of Little Europe, Farmer points 
out that the same problems that allowed the community’s 
acceptance of Noon still exist when Pettus tells him that people 
are calling him a hero. Farmer responds, “I think heroes are 
supposed to be loved…"is place doesn’t love me. Doesn’t love 
me or my wife and girls…I’m convenient for this place, but 
being convenient means you’re just a thing.” "rough Farmer, 
White confronts even the most well-intentioned white readers 
with some hard but necessary truths.

How Fire Runs faces down one of the most worrisome 
contemporary social developments, a phenomenon that, 
after the Charlottesville Unite the Right rally, is demonstrably 
problematic in Appalachia: the resurgence, expansion, and 
organization of white supremacist and fascist groups. In 
perhaps one of the most poignant lines of the novel, Jay finally 
rejects his ideology, telling Noon, “We all just want to find a way 
to ease the everyday hurt.” "e novel warns that it is through the 
transformation of fear and su#ering into hate for the perceived 
other that kindles flames and allows fires to run. ! 


