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“Some of life’s greatest treasures are born of great sorrow,” asserts Maizee, mother of Rain, in Karen Spears Zacharias’s book Mother of Rain, the 2018 West Virginia State Common Read (62).  Later, in the second book of Zacharias’s Appalachian trilogy, Burdy, the Melungeon character whose name is also the title of the book, repeats this thought in a slightly different tone and under a different set of circumstances.  Burdy says of the inevitable tragedies and disappointments of life, “Put your head down and keep walking. Keep breathing. Learn to accept the drenching for what it is and try to find some beauty in it” (64).  If one were to distill a philosophic outlook or fundamental point of view from a single event in the life of author Karen Spears Zacharias, it would, without question, be the June day in 1966 when incoming fire from a missile exploded the early morning silence in the jungle of Vietnam and took the life of her father, U.S. Army Sargent David Paul Spears, who was asleep in his tent.  Spears was one of 47,434 casualties of that troubling and still-haunting war, but the collateral damage caused by his death released a chain reaction that affected the lives of every member of his family, particularly his oldest daughter, nine-year-old Karen Spears.  In some degree as well, the life of Karen Spears Zacharias has been an attempt, in varying degrees, to make meaning from the chaos that event projected on her family and to understand the true meaning of kinship, an idea that is the signal flag for any Appalachian writer.  For Zacharias, it all comes down to the day “the man in the jeep” drove up the drive at the trailer court where they lived, knocked at the door, and told her family that their father and husband would not be coming home (After the Flag 29). 
Karen Spears Zacharias never thought of herself as anything other than a military child, daughter of a Vietnam vet, a child who grew up in a military family.  She always considered Columbus, Georgia, her “home” because it was home to Fort Benning where she still has memories of a family intact and a father alive.  Her parents, David Spears and Shelby Mayes, were from the Rogersville and Greenville region of East Tennessee in the Appalachian heartland, but Georgia was home, and even when Karen left Berry College in the mountains of North Georgia to follow her mother, brother and younger sister to Oregon, Georgia remained a place to call home.  Part of the endless wave of human displacement called the Appalachian Diaspora, the Spears family carved a life for themselves in the Northwest, with Karen earning a BA degree from Oregon State University and marrying during her senior year Timothy Zacharias, a native Oregonian. The superficial facts of Zacharias’s life led her to become a journalist and a novelist, but the subconscious forces working within made her an activist, with writing as a means to an end . . . and that morning in 1966 when her father was mortally wounded was the catalyst for a writer’s life: “It’s hard to explain what losing a father does to a family,” writes Zacharias in her memoir After the Flag Has Been Folded.  “Daddy’s death is the road marker we kids use to measure our life’s journey.  Before his death ours was a home filled with intimacy and devotion.  After his death it was filled with chaos and destruction” (14).
Shelby Jean Mayes and David Paul Spears fell in love on a blind date at a country fair in the summer of 1953, in the mountains of East Tennessee.  Shelby was to have begun tenth grade that fall, but instead she dropped out of school and on February 13, 1954, she and Dave married; she was five months pregnant with their son Frankie.  Not long after, Grandpa Harve, Shelby’s daddy, moved in with the couple and would live with their family off and on until he died.  As so many other young Appalachian men, Dave joined the army to support his family; and then their life was part of a larger family, Dave’s service taking him to Stuttgart, Germany, where Karen was born, and elsewhere including Columbus, Georgia.  The family was living in Hawaii, when Dave was deployed for Vietnam in 1966.  He said goodbye to Shelby and their three children, Frankie the oldest, Karen the middle child, and Linda the youngest.  Dave returned to Hawaii once for a brief respite in May 1966, and Karen remembers his appearing spent and weary, though he always had a smile and a tease for his kids, particularly enjoying a ride with Linda and Karen on the dirt-bike.  When Dave told his family goodbye for the last time on the morning of May 20, he whispered to Karen, “I love you, Karen,” and promised to come back soon . . . and he did, a few weeks after “the man in the jeep” stopped at the Zacharias’ home in Rogersville, where Shelby had taken the children in June.  At first it appeared that Dave’s death had been some kind of freak accident, that he “was killed by one of his own shells, which was apparently defective” (After the Flag 63).  This report would haunt Karen until she researched and found out the truth—that shrapnel from enemy fire had fatally wounded Dave Spears (316).
Shelby had never intended to live in Rogersville.  She had written to Dave, who had dreamed of returning to East Tennessee, shortly before he was killed:  “I’ll tell you one thing . . . you’ll never get me to live back here and you can be looking for another lake or river to do your fishing in.  If we get away from here I don’t think I’ll ever come back” (71).  Karen’s family did have happy memories, however, of Columbus (71), so several months after Dave’s funeral, Shelby packed up their belongings and left Rogersville for a trailer court in Columbus.  However, none of these decisions were particularly thoughtful or carefully planned.  “Truth is,” writes Karen, “after Daddy died, none of us could think too clearly anymore” (85)  On the other hand, Karen recognized, even as a nine-year-old, that her twenty-nine-year-old mother Shelby had a core of strength and devotion to her family that would allow them to muddle through:
Neither Linda nor I have forgotten how many lonely nights we spend in that trailer crying, wishing and praying that Daddy would come back and that God would bless Mama with an easier life.  I suspect Mama’s own childhood had create a hunger in her to improve her lot in life long before Daddy died.  His death was simply the impetus for her to do that. (After the Flag 97)

Shelby had already started taking some courses to become a practical nurse while they lived in Hawaii.  Now she seriously started school, earning her associates degree in nursing and eventually her RN.  There was never any thought about remarrying, Zacharias recalls in After the Flag, though Karen remembers her mother’s loneliness and the men whom she brought into their lives to relieve that loneliness.  There was also for Frankie, Karen and Linda a stigma in school of being a “gold star” child—very different from today, where it is a badge of honor.  This was the Vietnam era and the war was still splitting the country.  What Karen and Frankie, the two oldest children, remember were anger, resentment, and a sense of shame—their own post-traumatic stress that made home life difficult (121):
I hated Daddy for dying and leaving us all alone.  And I hated the all-powerful, all- knowing God who could’ve save Daddy from the grave but chose not to.  Being the daughter of a dead man made me feel dirty on the inside as if I had done something so wrong, so nasty, so unforgivable that God’s only recourse was to take my daddy away. (121)

In some sense, their life was characterized by the Kirby vacuum cleaner that Shelby couldn’t afford, and certainly didn’t need, but bought anyway from a traveling salesman before they left Rogersville, Tennessee, after Dave was buried.  The Kirby would travel with them, back to Columbus, where Linda, diagnosed with childhood leukemia, would have access to medical help at Fort Benning’s Martin Army Hospital.  So in October 1966 they settled into a trailer park in Columbus, and there the children would struggle to survive the collateral damage of a war that no one seemed to want and that had taken their father from them (66-73).

To a degree, the attitude of a country as a whole about its war heroes determines how well a family survives.  The anger that Karen and Frankie felt as they entered adolescence after the death of their father matched the anger of the country, but with an obvious difference, of course.  Frankie entered high school with little supervision; and left to his own devises as Shelby struggled to earn a living for her family and finish her degree, he became involved in the drug and marijuana culture that characterized the times.  Karen experimented with sex and shoplifting before finally becoming involved in the Rose Hill Baptist Church on the other side of town, but not before she had become pregnant and had had an abortion.  Linda just tried to stay alive and away from her two older sibling’s mistakes.  Karen writes of her younger sister: “Personally, I don’t think Linda would’ve turned out to be the charming soul she is today if not for the bad behavior displayed by Frank and me.  She swore as a little girl she would never grow up to be like either one of us.  And she never did” (174).  Karen recalls this time in their lives as a period of “chaos,” as if their lives were a reflection of Plank’s Quantum Theory of the fundamental chaos at the core of Universal Matter.  She writes in After the Flag, referencing Shelby’s inability to keep the family afloat, “Our roles had reversed. . . . I viewed Mama as a needy person, incapable of properly caring for herself, much less us kids. And although she’d never said so, I suspected Mama doubted her own capabilities at this time” (152).

The Vietnam War descended into the madness that came into our homes each night, bringing horror stories like the My Lai massacre and Lieutenant Calley. At the Spears’ home, there was a kind of madness as well.  Frank’s bad behavior got the family kicked out of the trailer park, and Shelby sent him off to military school in Alabama, which did little more than hone his skills at dealing drugs.  Finally, Shelby gave him an ultimatum: he could join the military or go to Oregon to live with an uncle.  Frank chose the latter.  When Karen graduated from Columbus High School, Shelby announced that she and Linda would join Frank, while Karen attended Berry College in the Appalachian foothills.  Karen remained at Berry a single semester before she followed her family to Oregon, enrolling in Oregon State University and graduating with a degree in Communications and Education. On April 1, 1985, People magazine published a letter that Karen had written, which summed up how she now, as she matured, had begun to feel about her mother and finally about the death of her father:
I was 9 when my father was killed in Vietnam.  He received the Purple Heart, many other medals and the traditional military funeral.  Although I loved him and wish that war had never happened, the real hero in my life was the woman he left behind.  My mother was 29 when my father was killed.  She had three children and a 9th-grade education.  She could have lived off the government, or being young and attractive, she could have married again.  Instead, she got her high school equivalency, then her L.P.N. and worked for several years as a licensed practical nurse at night while going to college during the day to get her R.N. (making the dean’s list, I might add).  My mom was liberated before anyone ever heard of it.  She, not my dad, bought the only two homes we ever had.  She never remarried because no one could match up to the man she lost to Vietnam.  She continues to work as a nurse in Anchorage, and as I grow older my love and respect for her grow deeper.  (285-86)

In 2003, Zacharias, now a published author but still coming to terms with the death of her father, quit her job as an award-winning reporter and columnist for a Washington newspaper in order to trek to Vietnam with a group of veterans.  On March 8, the travelers split into several groups, and she was able to visit the region where her father was killed near Pleiku in the Central Highlands.  In a quiet moment, she took out a jar of dirt she had brought from Fort Benning where Sargent Spears had trained troops for many years and sand from Hawaii.  She scooped up some of the red clay from the soil of Vietnam into the mixture.  Of all the places associated with Dave Spears that his middle child had been to visit and of all the trips she had made trying to discern how he had actually died, she writes: “I’ve never felt my father’s presence more strongly than I did there in that dusty red-dirt gully at the base of Dragon Mountain, in a land full of people whose language I couldn’t speak and whose customs I didn’t know.  Finally, I knew what it felt like to come home.  This was the place where my father had been waiting for me all these years” (After the Flag 336-37).  On the way home, she met a Vietnamese man who was also the child of a father killed in the war.  Peter told her of a statue that the Vietnam government had made called “Hero Mother.”  The statue, she writes, “represents the women who grieved the loss of their sons, their brothers, their husbands in the American War in Vietnam” (347).  In truth, the monument is a country’s effort to acknowledge the sacrifices made in war by all the families that are the collateral damage of war, war that often old men wage and young men and women fight and sometimes forfeit their lives doing so.

After her marriage to Tim Zacharias, Karen’s life followed the dimensions and frame provided by her growing family, with four small children coming in fairly quick succession: Stephen born in 1979, followed by identical twins Ashley and Shelby, and their youngest child Konnie.  The life of a mom with four small children is a life totally consumed.  Then in 1985, Karen longed to see home, so she and Tim loaded four small children into a Volkswagen and drove southeast.  Shelby told her daughter, “You can never go home, you know. . . . It won’t ever be the same again” (After the Flag 286).  Happily, for Zacharias she could and it was.  She writes about the difficulty of finding one’s place and one’s kin: “I’d moved to Oregon to be near my family, and all my family had moved elsewhere.  I didn’t know who I was or where I belonged” (287).  The following spring, however, Karen and Tim faced the experience that every parent dreads, the serious illness of a child.  One of their twin daughters, Ashley, was diagnosed with syringomyelia, a spinal disorder which can cripple.  In March 1986, their three-year-old underwent surgery at Southern California San Francisco Medical Center to address the condition (287-88).  Family took precedence over all else, but the drives back to Georgia and Tennessee continued, seeing old friends and discovering what was to Karen “home.”

One of those friends was the daughter of Rufe McCombs, the first female to sit on the Georgia Supreme Court.  Karen was in grad school at Eastern Oregon University attempting to update her teaching credentials, when McCombs daughter Beth called to ask if she would help her mother write her memoir.  Karen told Beth that she hardly felt qualified for the task, but her professor at EOU, George Venn, gave her the encouragement she needed, and the project was begun, and Zacharias became an author.  Mercer University published the book, Benched: The Memoirs of Judge Rufe McCombs (1997).  In 1998, it was nominated for Georgia Author of the Year Award (298).  The success of Benched determined Zacharias’s turning to journalism and writing, as she became a columnist and a reporter.  Benched was followed in 2008 by a collection called Will Jesus Buy Me a Double-Wide? (Cause I Need More Room for My Plasma TV) and Where’s Your Jesus Now? Exploring How Fear Erodes Our Faith (2008), both books exploring our modern materialistic and superficial values.  In 2012, she published a remarkable book, A Silence of Mockingbirds: The Memoir of a Murder, a book that made Zacharias an outspoken activist for the protection of abused children and a tragic event that inspired “Karly’s Law” in Oregon in 2007 to protect children. 

 Zacharias’s reluctance to let go of Georgia and Tennessee and those trips “home” when her children were small were the inspiration for the Christian Bend trilogy: Mother of Rain (2013), Burdy (2015), and Christian Bend (2017), the books that allowed Karen Spears Zacharias to find her Appalachian voice and explore with language her search for kinship.  One aspect of finding that voice came through her discovery of the Appalachian dialect that she remembered from her childhood in east Tennessee.  She tells an interviewer about discovering Michael Montgomery’s book The Dictionary of Smoky Mountain English (2004) at a South Carolina Book Festival where she served as a panelist. “I bought the book and read through it several times,” she says.  “As I read, I could hear the voices of my Aunt Cil and Granny Leona.  I wanted to write something that captured the voices of my childhood” (Mother of Rain 249).  There was another impetus to the book, however, one that connected to the trauma her family suffered after Dave Spears’ death: “[T]he character Maizee has been with me ever since Andrea Yates, the Texas mom, killed her five children.  Yates was the stone in my pocket that I kept turning over as I wrote Maizee’s story” (249).  Another impetus for writing the trilogy was discovering the story of Appalachian Melungeons in Brent Kennedy’s The Melungeon: The Resurrection of a Proud People (second Edition 1997) and Jack Goins’ Melungeons: Footprints form the Past (2009).  All of these were issues and ideas she wanted to explore in a book about her family home in East Tennessee.
The first book in the trilogy, Mother of Rain, won for Zacharias the Weatherford Award, and was the 2018 West Virginia Common Read selection—One Book, One Community.  The story that she wanted to tell was an Appalachian story and an American story.   It touches on the themes that Zacharias has grappled with over the years: acceptance of those we love as they are, the collateral damage of trauma and of war that destroys more lives than just the soldier who fights, the complexity of moral life and the Universal essence that is God—that is, a Fearful Symmetry beyond the pale and at times seemingly beyond good and evil, as Nietzsche would write.  Though Mother of Rain was not necessarily an easy book to write, it was one that she had to write.  As she grappled with the story and tried to give it a voice, her daughter Shelby helped her to unravel the layers that she had become entangled in so that she could tell the story waiting to find voice (255).  To tell the story, Zacharias used a multiple focus point of view, with several narrators: the Melungeon Burdy Luttrell, Maizee and Zeb Hurd, and Maizee’s Aunt Leela-Ma Lawson. Zacharias felt the language of her characters so important that she included a glossary of Appalachian vocabulary, and she begins the book with the same sort of gripping details as a Robert Morgan who rips into the story Gap Creek with a striking and unforgettable opening vignette—in the case of Mother of Rain, it is Burdy Luttrell’s narration of her Auntie Tay’s story of the town-folk of Erwin who are determined to hang an elephant for murder!  Auntie Tay comments on the fundamental nature of human beings: “They like dancing with the Devil.  They pretend to  be scared of him, like they don’t want nothing to do with him, all the time they’s flirting with him.  Don’t make no sense a’tall” (4-5).  Auntie Tay does try to make sense of the townfolks’ action, however.  “I know what that elephant done was wrong,” Auntie continued, “stomping that white man thataway, and him only trying to git her some water.  But I can’t he’p but feel sorry for her.  There’s something wrong with trying to make a being live contrary to its nature. . . . It ain’t no wonder that animal got vexed enough to murder a white man” (5).  The elephant story becomes a metaphor for all the senseless things humans do to hurt each other, our unreasonable expectations and the hatred and “wars” we wage with those different from us, whether on account of their accents, their handicap, or their race.

Zacharias makes clear many different kinds of trauma that create PTSD and cause collateral damage.  For example, Zacharias opens Maizee’s narrative with the story of Maizee’s mother Nan’s stroke and the discovery of her body in the garden by her ten-year-old daughter.  Maizee comes home from school with her favorite library book in hand—to find her Momma lying “face up in the flowerbed between the bluebells and lilac bushes,” the chickens “pecking away” at her “pretty blue eyes” (16).  She rages at the chickens until her Daddy drives up in his police car to find her. At the funeral, her Daddy Sam Daggett asks his sister-in-law Leela Lawson to take Maizee, as he feels incapable without his wife of raising her; and Maizee goes to Christian Bend to find her destiny, but she is determined not to cry, as it upsets adults.  Maizee’s Aunt Leela is not without some guilt that this gentle, sweet child should now live with her and Doc Lawson who were childless, thinking God had made some terrible mistake in answering her prayers for a child, at the expense of her sister Nan’s life.  Life in Christian Bend is as full and enriching as the close-knit community, though it is not a perfect one.  Leela is not exactly on the best of terms with her neighbor Burdy, a widow since her husband Tibbis was shot in the back by an arrow, by a punk kid who was curious to see what death looked like.  Tibbis had chosen Burdy despite the fact that Burdy was a Melungeon, a mixed race disrespected by her many of her Appalachian neighbors, but Tibbis, from one of the wealthiest land-owning families in the valley, did not feel compelled to think like the masses.  Burdy, a widow with a ten-year old daughter Weedin when Maizee comes to Christian Bend, is looked at with suspicion.  She is thought a witch, and her gift of “sight”—that is, knowing things before they happen—is mistrusted.  Weedin and Maizee become friends, and Leela and Doc take Maizee into their hearts as well as into their family.  

All is well, though Maizee is a quiet child.  When she falls in love with Zebulon Hurd, Maizee is seventeen. Maizee and Zeb marry, on June 3, 1940, the day of the Battle of Dunkirk, but the War at this point little touches Christian Bend.  Maizee and Zeb begin their life together in a little house at the edge of Burdy’s property.  Maizee becomes pregnant, and the old trauma of seeing her mother pecked to death by the chickens again fills her thoughts, with voices invading her head and fear filling her heart.  Maizee tries to hold the voices at bay by reading her mother’s bible and singing hymns, but after Rain is born, a beautiful and perfect child, the voices are persistent.  No one in Christian Bend ever heard of either post-partum depression or schizophrenia, though Maizee responds to some of Burdy’s herbs and her gentle caring friendship for the young woman.  Scarlet Fever almost takes Rain, but Burdy and Doc save him.  The child escapes damage to his heart, but at his first birthday Burdy discovers that he has become deaf from the fever.  As Rain runs heedless toward the pit-fire, Burdy chases him, and she sees a message or sign in a spider’s web and its underbelly as she saves the toddler, a warning that Maizee will create her own dark web, as the young woman descends into schizophrenia.  A few years later, Burdy tells Maizee about her vision that fateful day at the birthday celebration. Burdy understands her power to see things but she knows also that she doesn’t have the power to do much about them “A bowl-doily spider,” Burdy tells Maizee, “[t]his one had woven herself a fine, fancy web, big as any I’ve ever seen.  She was hanging in it upside down on the bottom of a bowl . . . she had woven such a complicated web that she’d trapped herself in all that spinning.  I seen a sign that day on the spider’s underbelly . . . MC” (172).  Burdy tells Maizee, who interprets the letters as Maizee Crazy, “I fear what’s happening to you, Maizee, is you’re like that spider, weaving a web you cain’t git free from” (172).  Zeb fears for his wife as well, that she is going mad and that she might harm their son, telling Burdy: “Worst of all, she seems bewitched . . . .  I cain’t describe it good, but she’s got this quare look like somebody took an eraser and wiped her clean of any remembrances.  Like maybe Maizee’s gone off somewhere and a haint took up house inside her” (104).

After Pearl Harbor, the war reaches even the most isolated places in the country like Christian Bend.  Young Appalachian men and women feel the call to help, and though he is loath to leave Maizee, Zeb knows that her support system in her Aunt Leela and Burdy, who have raised her and are now helping to raise Rain, will care for her and his son while he is at war.  Zeb goes to Columbus, Georgia, to Fort Benning, for his basic training, and moves on to Fort Bragg, where he becomes close to his mentor, Sargent Harootunian.  As Zeb is blown by the winds of war to the shores of France and as D-Day approaches, the horrors of the landing invasion near Bayeaux, France, render Zeb as damaged as Maizee.  He is a paratrooper dropped behind enemy lines to help prepare the way for those coming by sea.  The madness of war and the horror that fills our souls from such events for some simply becomes too much to bear.  Word from the Government reaches Christian Bend that Zebulon Hurd has been killed in action, and Burdy says: “I seen the darkness coming. . . . I saw it headed this way, like a cloud of starlings swooping in and perching on Maizee’s roof” (227).


Zacharias’s Mother of Rain is beautifully written, with an organic structure that folds naturally into the next volumes, as the story continues with the discovery of secrets from the first tale that will impact the lives of characters in Burdy and Christian Bend.  Zacharias uses a rich array of symbols to tell her story: the breath-taking beauty of Horseshoe Falls (which gives Maizee and Zeb a name for their son, as the water comes down from the falls like rain), the Chestnut tree at the top of the falls, the Hitty doll that Maizee carries with her as a little girl, and the patchwork quilt which is a wedding gift and an emblem for the twists and turns of our lives and the motley composition of our stories pieced together to make the design of our lives.  When the story ends, we feel compassion for everyone who cannot be other than she or he is created, for the circus elephant that trampled his keeper, and for those who are the collateral damage of war and trauma but who nonetheless muck on through life and do their best.

As Burdy Luttrell prepares for a journey, in the novel Burdy, that will change her life and the life of Rain Hurd, she repeats to Leela this fundamental truth about life and how we survive what it hurls at us, a truth that comes from her Auntie Tay: “Put your head down and keep walking.  Keep breathing.  Learn to accept the drenching for what it is and try to find some beauty in it” (Burdy 84).  Zacharias’s second book in the Christian Bend trilogy, Burdy, is perhaps one of the most interesting from a storytelling point of view, as it not only continues the story of the Hurds, the Luttrells, and the Lawsons, but it weaves into the narrative the archetypal Monomythic Journey of the Hero, as articulated by Joseph Campbell.  Zacharias also cleverly incorporates this story as a narrative within a narrative, through the use of a story frame—the former (that is, the “journey”) occurs in 1956 when Burdy is in her forties some ten years after Maizee’s suicide while the latter (that is, the “frame”) occurs in 1987, the story of Burdy Luttrell’s struggle to survive an act of terrorism in the Bean Station Pharmacy.  Burdy is the lone survivor of the shooting.  This 1987 frame, which echoes the current state of events in the United States of the Twenty-First Century, provides the hook to capture the reader’s attention as the book opens, bringing the major players—Burdy’s daughter Wheedin and Rain Hurd—back to Christian Bend to sit in vigil at Burdy’s ICU bedside at the University of Tennessee Medical Center.  The characters wait to see whether Burdy will survive, and Zacharias takes the reader on Burdy’s journey in 1956, to find Zebulon Hurd.  Likewise, Zacharias sets up a narrative that will also create the final book in the trilogy, Christian Bend.  The narrative structure of Burdy takes us from the mountain coves of Tennessee to the distant shores of France and one of its most ancient cities, Bayeux, with its famous tapestry celebrating a battle (Battle of Hastings, 1066) which would radically change the course of British history and the English language.  Bayeux is also associated with WWII’s D-Day invasion of Allied troops, its ancient cathedral still intact, and its cobble-stoned streets holding the key to so many questions that Zacharias poses as she comes to terms with the Fearful Symmetry that is at the heart of what often appears as Universal Chaos.

As her family and friends gather at the hospital to see what will happen to Burdy Luttrell, Zacharias takes us back in time.  It is 1956.  Maizee has been dead for a decade, Rain is away at school for deaf children, and Wheedin is living and working in Columbia, South Carolina, as a librarian, after an accident that caused Burdy’s head-strong daughter to lose an arm. Well-off after Tibbis’s death when she was twenty-five, Burdy has gotten a degree in holistic medicine from the University and has received a letter from Zebulon Hurd, who she thought had died in the D-Day invasion.  Burdy holds this information close to her heart and climbs up to the gravesite of Tibbis to think about what to do.  There as she talks to Tibbis, she receives a sign: a titmouse perched on the boulder that serves as Tibbis’s gravestone hops onto her shoulder.  She thinks she hears, “Pleasego.”  And she whispers, “Maizee, . . . is that you?” (43).  Not long after, Maizee comes to Burdy in a dream and says to her, “You have to go to France, Burdy.”  Maizee tells her to find Zeb, for Rain as much as for herself.  Burdy is certainly perplexed at best and judgmental at worst, wondering why Zeb is alive, why he never returned, and whether he were a traitor.  Certainly, she cannot understand why on earth he would not come back to his family after the war ended, and she blames him for Maizee’s suicide.  Burdy is loath to tell folks in Christian Bend what she is going to do, so she conjures a story that she is going to Colorado to visit relatives.  When she asks Leela for Maizee’s Hitty doll which she wants to give to Zeb, she tells Leela and Doc that she is going on this trip to Colorado.  Leela wonders if she has not lost her mind and says as much to Doc, who replies to the speculation that Burdy is deranged: “Unless you consider being independent a brain disease.  Burdy Luttrell has always been a woman who did exactly what she wanted.  She’s not one for living her life to suit others” (68).

The rest of the story is told as a “Journey,” in the classic sense of the Monomyth—with the ocean voyage Burdy makes as the “separation” stage; the search for Zeb in France as the “quest aspect of the journey” where Burdy is assisted by Clint Dumas, a Frenchman and friend to Jack and Stacey Hoyt whom she meets on the ship passage to France and who befriend her after she shares the story of Zeb and Maizee; and the “return” occurring both after Burdy learns the truth about Zeb and why he could not go back to Christian Bend after the War and at the end of the book in the 1987 frame where Burdy literally “returns” from the dead, surviving with all her limbs and her life intact.  Zaharias uses the “power of storytelling” as an instrument to bond Burdy with the Hoyts who introduce her to Clint Dumas, the classic “demon” lover who assists the hero.  As the ship, the SS United States, comes into its French port, Burdy sees a sign that bodes well for the outcome of her journey.  The moment becomes a Wordsworthian Spot of Time for everyone on the ship as they watch a pod of dolphins surround the ship: “[Burdy] knew as it was happening that she would never forget the warmth of the sun on her skin, the wind in her face, the laughter in her ears, the sight of those dolphins leaping out of the waters, or the flutter deep in her belly” (95).  Burdy feels like a woman in love, a foreshadowing of her relationship with Clint.  She feels almost reborn (95).

At first shy with the sophisticated Frenchman and loath to let him know she is an educated woman, Burdy tells Clint her story, and the sharing of stories forms a bond between the two.  Burdy is learning the power of telling one’s own story, and she is coming to an understanding that conjuring the stories of others leads to making judgments that are almost always unfair.  She is also creating a story of her own with Clint, one without fear of the eyes and gossip of folks back in Christian Bend or her daughter Wheedin: “She didn’t have Wheedin and all the folks from the Bend prying into her life every minute.  Hellfire, even if she had wanted to date someone after Tibbis’s death, she never could have done it at the Bend, not with the way the people get all up in everyone’s business” (119).  Burdy’s life is also expanded through travel.  She is an intelligent woman in her sphere, but as she sees Europe a decade after the War, healing and transformed, she begins to ponder the nature of good and evil: “Man could be so destructive, so hateful at times, slaughtering entire populations at will.  In the face of great evil, like that of Hitler, who had brought so much sadness to the people of this beautiful place, it was easy to forget that man also possessed limitless power of goodness and imagination” (117-18).  

With Clint’s help, Burdy contacts Father Thom to learn what she can about Zeb before the two meet.  Zebulon had come to Bayeux in search of Father Thom to give him a necklace and to tell him about the death of his sister Ysabel in August 1944, scorned and mocked as a Nazi sympathizer and labeled a whore—as townsfolk attempted to tell Ysabel’s story and humiliate her with a narrative that is neither true nor bearable.  Zeb finds Father Thom to tell him that his sister Ysabel had been driven to suicide by her Cherbourg neighbors, and he performs a Mass for his sister, considering that it was “the crowd who scorned her” who did the killing, at least in the eyes of God.  “Truth matters,” Father Thom insists (137), and he also insists on becoming Zebulon’s protector, as Zeb is seriously suffering from post-traumatic stress syndrome and survivor’s guilt.  He finds Zeb a place to live in Bayeux, a job washing dishes in a restaurant, and tries to mentor him as he could not do with his sister: “Again and again, Father Thom tried to tell Zeb that war isn’t an either/or proposition.  That God wasn’t handing out lottery numbers—man had done that.  Hitler’s slaughter was not God’s idea.  Hiroshima was not God’s answer to world peace.  All the evil, all the killing, all the horror was conceived by man, not by God” (123).  When Burdy asks what happened to Zeb on D-Day, Father Thom answers, “Zeb is a member of our parish now, but even if he weren’t, I would not be able to tell you what I know. It is Zeb’s story” (138).  Father Thom tells Burdy that whatever conjuring she and others had presumed about Zeb, about his death or his service in the War, “they may not in any way reflect the truth of Zeb and his experiences.  Before you ask Zeb the truth, make sure you are ready to hear it” (139-40).

When Burdy and Zeb finally meet, she can see that he is a different person from the callow lad that had marched off to War more than a decade ago.  Zeb asks about Maizee, and Burdy tells him she is dead: “She simply couldn’t cope.  I don’t know what all was going through her head.  I’m glad I don’t know.”  Burdy gives a lethal blow to Zeb when she tells him, “Not long after them government men came [to tell her that Zeb was a casualty of war], she took her own life Zeb.  I am so, so sorry to have to be the one to tell you” (149). Zeb is riddled with guilt as he tells Burdy about the horrors of D-Day, about the death of Sargent Harootunian who was trying to help him and took a German bullet, about the young French resister who tried to save him and whom he shot himself in the chaos of the battle (152).  Burdy listens to Zeb, the way Tibbis would listen to her.  She gives Zeb an opal as a Cherokee ambulant of “eternal hope.” And she gives him Burdy’s beloved Hitty doll which Burdy felt carried her essence.  The harsh judgement that Burdy had left Christian Bend with has now completely melted away, and she offers Zeb nothing but “love and mercy,” just like Father Thom—but Burdy’s mercy comes from home, and that enhances its value.  Zeb puts the stone in his pocket, “It had been a long time since he felt as forgiven as Burdy made him feel in that moment.”  As he takes the doll, he tells Burdy, “I love you for that” (153).  Though Zeb is not yet ready to return home to see his son, his own healing process begins from this moment.  However, Zeb’s is not the only transformation this day.  Burdy too is changed—she is transformed by the knowledge she has gained on her journey.  Zacharias writes: “Burdy had come to France with the intention of holding Zeb accountable to her standards.  She came expecting, at least in part, to punish Zeb for abandoning Maizee and Rain. She failed to realize that what looked like abandonment was actually protection, at least in Zeb’s mind” (156).  The words might also be applied to what Maizee did or to any of the suffering of these wounded beings.  Burdy sees clearly now that Zeb could not return to Christian Bend a hero, as he was worlds away from heroism in his own mind: “Coming to France taught Burdy that forgiveness requires context, while judgement rarely takes context into consideration” (157).  Burdy returns to Christian Bend thinking that when the right time came she would tell Rain about his daddy.  She and Zeb continue to write to each other, and she continues over the years to see Clint Dumas who proved essential on her journey and who becomes her long-term lover.  However, thirty years fly by, life happens, and Rain is poised to learn about his father only after Burdy is nearly killed at the Bean Station Pharmacy in what at first appears a random act of terrorism.

The final volume in Zacharias’s Appalachian Trilogy, Christian Bend, is set in 1987, and is constructed to tie together all the plot narratives and motifs that have driven the previous two volumes: the damage done to people that comes from war and trauma (whether from abuse, drugs, or the tragic happenstances of life), the difficult road to overcome any handicap (whether mental, hearing impairment, or other), the importance of mercy and forgiveness, and the necessity to accept others as they are.  Rain has taken with a grain of salt Burdy’s request that he find Zeb’s letters at her home and read them, her wish for Rain to learn his father’s story from his own words.  He feels that Burdy is likely confused by the trauma of her injuries.  He is surprised to actually find the letters and hurt to learn that his father has been alive all these years and had abandoned them by not returning after the War.  Instead of reading, Rain empties a bottle of bourbon, a coping strategy that is new to Rain.  The anger that Rain feels is directed both at Burdy for keeping this secret and at Zeb for his abandonment.

Meanwhile, Clint has been trying unsuccessfully to contact Burdy and fears something is wrong.  He goes to Zeb and asks him to fly to the U.S with him.  Zeb feels for once that he simply cannot say “no” to this request, given all that Burdy has done for him and Rain after all these years and given that she has not only kept his secret but accepted his need to remain in the quiet town of Bayeux and construct a new life for himself there.  As Clint and Zeb make their plans to go to Christian Bend, Chief Conley is trying to solve the mystery of the senseless shooting at the pharmacy at the same time he is dealing with his son Clive’s strange behavior and disengagement from his family.  Folks feel unsafe with a “terrorist” on the loose; they want action, and they want it soon.  Kade Mashburn, who figured as a secondary character in the firsts two books, is now a narcotics officer having long ago given up his music career in Nashville in order to address the drug scene that had taken so many of his friends.  Kade is put on the case as well.  And Burdy’s ICU nurse Thomasina Woodson, who has recently moved to Tennessee in an attempt to escape an abusive marriage in Maryland, has become involved with both Burdy and Kade, whom she begins to date.  All the characters, some of whom are seemingly disconnected from Burdy’s story, slowly converge as the resolution of the narrative and denouement speed toward the conclusion.  


It is October 1987, the stock market has crashed on Black Friday, and on the surface it appears that “happenstance” is the singular driving force.  Detective Wiley, who interviews Burdy after she returns home from the hospital, says of the pharmacy murders and many such events that are occurring more frequently in the country: “There is a certain randomness to life that I simply can’t understand” (82).  Zeb, now on his way to Christian Bend with Clint, speculates as well on the “randomness” of the events that propel us toward uncertain ends: 

[Zeb] wondered how life would have been different had the Japs never bombed Pearl Harbor. He wondered how life would have been different if Maizee’s momma hadn’t died; if her daddy hadn’t abandoned her to Doc and Leela-Ma, if Rain hadn’t been born or if he hadn’t contracted scarlet fever, hadn’t lost his hearing; if Sarge hadn’t died in that field; if Zeb hadn’t picked up the gun and shot those Germans, that kid; if he hadn’t married Maizee at all but headed off to Nashville with Kade instead. (141)  
This uncertain, incomprehensible, crass and unstoppable “randomness” of life was what he could not understand and what seemed to propel all their actions.

Many of the narrative threads begin to come together when Rain decides to climb up  Horseshoe Falls, camp in the quiet of this serene spot in nature, and read Zeb’s letters that Burdy had kept.  As he begins the task, Rain senses a commotion atop the falls, and he sees two men struggling.  As one of them falls from the top, Rain yells and the other disappears.  The injured man is Creed, pushed from the top, as we learn later by his drug dealer and the man responsible for the shootings at the pharmacy.  The surprise is found in who the shooter turns out to be, unexpected for everyone in the Bend.


As Zacharias brings the narrative to a close, she skillfully ties the trauma suffered by Maizee, by Zeb, by those addicted to the drugs that make them do such reprehensible things, and by the women and children who suffer from the abuse of “toxic masculinity,” a particular though not uncommon “affliction” in modern life that is a source for many of the traumas and abuses that occur in society. The traumas that Zacharias recognizes are both on small and large social and political stages, but their effects touch more than those directly involved.  For example, Kade and Thomasina are speculating on the reasons that women remain with abusive husbands and boyfriends in those failed relationships that cause so much damage.  Kade is incredulous that any woman with any sense would return to a wife- or child-abuser, such lowlifes and likely addicts (104).  Thomasina answers with the voice of experience: “Not everyone who abuses women and children are addicts. . . . My husband was an attorney. . . .  [incapable] of feeling shame” (105).

When Clint and a shy and tentative Zeb surprise everyone at Burdy’s, most of the mysteries about the disappearance of Zebulon Hurd and the shootings at the Bean Station pharmacy have been uncloaked, some through good law enforcement and some through the help of Chief Conley’s cousin Vanghnell, a woman like Burdy who has the gift of “sight” and who shares a dream  with her cousin which helps unravel the mystery of who pushed Creed from the top of Horseshoe Falls and who committed the murders at the pharmacy.  When Zeb walks through Burdy’s front door, Rain recognizes his father immediately from Burdy’s pictures.  Everyone is surprised to see Rain embrace Zeb, as anger gives way to forgiveness.  Rain knows enough of suffering and the handicaps that separate us from others to have some empathy for his father.  Later, after the double wedding of Kade and Thomasina and Burdy and Clint, Zeb and Rain travel together to Bayeux to see his father’s home for the past thirty years and to visit Normandy Beach and the American Cemetery.  There Zeb again apologizes to his son for abandoning him: “I was wrong to abandon you,” he says.  “I can’t explain why I did what I did.  I can only tell you that I thought you were better off without me” (175).  Rain admits that he had forgiven his father as soon as Burdy told him what had happened on that battlefield.  “As a child who’d grown up with a disability, Rain knew how feeling worthless makes a person withdraw from the world.  He might not understand the guilt a soldier feels long after the war ends, but he knew firsthand the illogical shame of being deaf in a hearing world” (175).  As Zeb tells his son about the death of his sergeant and killing the boy who had tried to help him, Rain hugs his father. “It’s okay, Dad.  I forgive you.”  Whatever shroud was remaining in Zebulon Hurd’s long life of survivor’s guilt and recovery from the traumas of war, lifted with this act.  As an interesting postscript, on the day that Clint Dumas and Burdy Luttrell are finally married, Clint decides to take Burdy’s name during the ceremony, “as a way of honoring Tibbis and Wheedin”—a small act to serve as an anecdote to the “toxic masculinity” that drove so many of the violent acts in the story and that connect the traumas of war with those everyday “random” acts and events that shape our lives (177).
  
Karen Zacharias has written a series of Appalachian books that are worthy of the awards she has received.  They are books that emanate from a curious and creative mind that has spent a lifetime searching for Truth, but they are also the result of a sensitive soul who has searched hard for answers in order to survive.  They are stories of Appalachia but also stories from the heart of a writer who has put her “head down and kep[t] walking . . . . [who has learned] to accept the drenching for what it is and try[ed] to find some beauty in it” (Burdy 64).       
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