














peek at everything going on inside. That’s the ideal
position of the writer, looking in the window, checking out
everything and everybody, but not participating. Then
you're only decision is which window and character
you're going to focus on.

Is Molly Petree anything like yvou as a child?

One of my favorite places to write was in my daddy’s
dime store. His office was up some steps and there was a
window that we could see out of but nobody could see
into, a one-way window. When I was up there I would see
people kiss and grope each other in the aisles and steal
things and have fights. All kinds of things. I was hidden,
but could see everything, which is like Molly in her
cubbyhole recording everything going on outside. Funny. I
hadn’t really made that connection before.

On Agate Hill is a new avenue for you. What inspired you
to write an historical novel?

I moved into an old. old house that had a Confederate
cemetery next door with distressingly short dates. |
became particularly interested in the refugee population
after the Civil War. I was intrigued to learn how many
people were moving around. There’s this notion that
people in the South always stayed put, but in truth they
moved about quite a lot. I imagine the roads choked with
citizens of every sort fleeing Sherman in South Carolina,
on their way to the Piedmont of North Carolina. Women
and children abandoning farms they couldn’t maintain
with their men gone. [ see freed slaves and speculators
and landowners put off their land.

And the magical realism sprinkled in?

I was fascinated with fairies as a child. My best friend and
I thought we saw fairies when we were little. I put it in the
book and all the people who reviewed it have said oh,
fairies were so big during the 19th century, a time of great
fascination with fairies. And with the two slaves that fly
away. | was just going to have them leave, but all of a
sudden they just flew off. Later, I went to Belle Meade
Plantation in Nashville and their shop had a number of
books about slave life and slave beliefs. One of them is a

JannaMcMahan@se rmoom.

46 ARTS & CRAFTS ACROSS KENTUCKY FALL 2007

children’s book about a young man and his wife. They
find out she is going to be sold and they're going to be
separated and so they just rise up out of the field and just
fly off. Everybody else in the field follows them. I didn’t
know these stories, they just occurred to me as I was
writing.

So, critical literary analysis will fall short on your fairies
and your flying slaves. There are so many things in your
work that can be symbolic, but you've said that you just
write what appeals to you.

Once you write a book and put it out there, anyone can
make of it what they will. You don’t have any control. I
have written a few books because | had a message. Black
Mountain Breakdown is about the necessity of goals,
about women being who they want to be rather than
changing their personality to suit other people. So it is a
cautionary tale. But I don’t usually write with a theme or
meaning or agenda. If | had any agenda with my latest
book it was in the frame, the form of the book as a
collection of documents. I'm a founding fellow of the
Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University.
where I've taught and done a lot of oral history. It is
terribly interesting how arbitrary history is. It depends on
who tells it. who finds it.

So what's next for you?

I'm finding it harder at this point in life to hold everything
in my mind needed to write a novel. Writing a novel is a
very intense experience and I have to stay in that groove
for a number of years. It’s a big commitment of time and
energy. I think what I want to write is shorter stories and
non-fiction. I've recently fallen in love with the novella
length. I love that length. 1 get very emotionally and
intensely involved in what I'm writing. I may get caught
up and write another novel, but I think a novella will be
my next work.

Remember what you've said about a story being like a
nagging neighbor who keeps coming over and won’t leave.

I know. I know. They always show up again. ‘@
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