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this, and Finch, in the story, is completely repulsed by the whole idea. Through 
dozens of drafts, I realized that what was interesting to me about that story was 
the relationship between Garnet and Finch, and the bugs went away. They aren’t 
even in the story now. And there’s only one reference to bugs as a food source 
in one of the stories—in “The Herald,” you know, when she’s lost and can’t �nd 
her way home she talks about eating pill bugs. That story was written after “Big 
River.” You could say that probably hundreds of pages on bugs and eating bugs 
as a food source were whittled down to a half of a sentence in another story that 
was just in my head. So that’s how I write, that’s how I do it.

The other thing I’ll say about research is that, one of my favorite books about 
writing is actually On Writing, Stephen King’s book, which I love. He imagined 
this whole sort of haunted highway story on the Pennsylvania turnpike and he 
wrote the whole book, and then when he was done, at the end, he went up to 
the state troopers and asked if he could ride with them for a couple of days in 
their squad cars. He got some new ideas and he put them in, but he uses them 
after he had the story written. The details come later. That’s much more along 
the lines of how I do it. Let your imagination go.

I’ll give you this one other quote that I love. I think it is E.L. Doctorow quoting 
Henry James, actually. He says, “Imagine a situation where a woman who’s lived 
a relatively sheltered life walks past an army barracks and overhears a sentence 
or two of two soldiers talking about war. That woman can go home and write 
a novel about war. That’s the power of imagination.” And I believe that’s true. 
That’s what attracts me to writing, and that’s what I try to do with these stories. 
Imagine.

When I was a younger writer, I used to say, I’m going to write a story about X 
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when you’re commanding someone’s attention in �ve, ten, �fteen pages, you have 
the potential to say, this is meaningful, pay attention, it’s going to be over in a 
�ash. So there’s a real potential there to be moved. Not always, but sometimes 
that really does happen. Still, it’s good to put yourself on unfamiliar ground.

The other thing I was going to say about a novel is, look, the publishing world 
craves novels much more than stories, and as I said, the point’s about readers. It’s 
not about becoming a bestseller. It’s not about self-aggrandizing. I’d love to have 
thousands of readers. I love having hundreds of readers right now. It’s amazing 
when people can come up to you in a coffee shop and say they loved your book. 
So, the potential audience for a novel is bigger, and you can reach more people.

Now having said that, if it doesn’t work for me, I’ll know. I’ll have to immerse 
myself in it, and I’m not going to do it if it doesn’t feel true. If the form doesn’t 
feel like it’s going to work, I’ll work on something else. For now, it makes sense 
that that’s the next step.


