A Conversation with Amanda Eyre Ward
on Love Stories in This Town

Random House Reader’s Circle: Most of your readers know you as a novelist, but you
have actually been a short-story writer for longer than you have been a novelist. Can
you talk a little about how and when you first started writing stories?

A: | went to Williams College, where | signed up for Jim Shepard’s Introductory Fiction
Workshop. | showed up the first day to find the room packed. Jim (Professor Shepard to
me then) told us we could submit one story, and he would choose the members of the
small class and post a list on his office door. Many of the other students had folders of
stories, neatly stapled, but although | was an avid reader, | had never written a story
before. | was reading Denis Johnson and Raymond Carver at that time. | typed all night
on my Brother word processor, creating a story about a speed-addled trucker on an all-
night run. | think the trucker ended up in a “wall of flames.” | wasn’t hopeful, so | didn’t
even check the list on Jim’s door.

When a friend congratulated me, | had already missed the first class. | showed up
the next week, and Jim said, “Now where were you for the first meeting, Amanda?”

“I was at the mall buying sneakers.”

“At the mall buying sneakers,” Jim said. “Class,” he said, “This is what we call
off to a flying start.”

After this “flying start,” | never looked back. Jim taught us what a short story
was. He also showed his students, by example, that one could write fiction, that it was
possible to study and work hard and become an author, the same way others might
become a banker or a hockey coach. This was a revelation to me. My father remembers
a moment in his car when | opened the envelope with my final grade in Jim’s class—a B-
minus—and burst into tears. It was the only grade | cared about, and by the end of
college, writing a beautiful short story was the only thing | wanted to do. | wanted to be
Raymond Carver, Rick Bass, and Richard Ford, so after a year abroad, | moved to
Montana.

RHRC: As the title suggests, place plays an important role in this collection. How did
you come up with the settings for the various stories? How is writing about places
you have lived in different from writing about places you haven’t?

A: Luckily, in my search for a home, I’ve lived in many places. And place is very
important to me. | can hardly write about a place | don’t really know, though it’s often
years after | leave a place that | want to write about it. Some time needs to pass before
| can figure out what a place has meant to me, what I’ve learned there. But for the
stories to work together, they couldn’t all be set in the same towns.
“Shakespeare.com,” for example, was moved from Austin to San Francisco.

My editor’s husband, Jared Luskin, had worked in an Internet startup, so he was
able to help me relocate the story without too much trouble. | kept some of the Austin
bars, however. Jovita’s is here in Austin—you won’t find it south of Market! In general, |
don’t like to write about places | don’t know well. There’s no substitute for walking the
streets of a city, sitting at a local diner, driving the same streets every day to get to
work.



Now that I’ve settled in Austin, Texas, for a while if not forever, I’m interested in
neighbors, in the way proximity leads to friendship and dependence. I’m also able, once
in a while, to turn off the fiction writer’s radar, to not always be noting the local
customs, as if I’m in a foreign country and not in my yard. But that’s another story.

RHRC: One of the stories in this collection grew out of a story you wrote as a
graduate student. Can you tell us about that?

A: “Miss Montana’s Wedding Day” was my first published short story. It won third prize in
the Austin Chronicle Short Story Contest, and when they called to tell me, | was busy at
my latest job, answering phones at a software company. | told my colleagues the
exciting news, and one called out, “Hey everyone! Amanda’s going to have one of her
stories published in the Pennysaver!” It was strange to revisit the story. | was a
heartbroken graduate student when | wrote it, so it was interesting to peek back in
time, to see how | viewed love. | now understand some things about the character Lola
that | didn’t understand then. Sometimes that happens—| don’t know why a story or
book isn’t working, and | give up, but when | revisit the work later, some event or
knowledge enables me to understand the piece.

On a technical level, | liked to rely on pointing out local color a bit too much, |
think. | wanted the setting to tell the reader things that could be conveyed only by
allowing readers into Lola’s thoughts. (I was trying to be like Paul Bowles . . . his use of
setting is unsettling and amazing.) My editor, Anika Streitfeld, has worked on all four
books of mine, and she’s really encouraged me to let readers into a character’s
thoughts. Almost every first draft comes back with pages of Anika’s red-penned notes
saying, “What is she thinking here?” and “A bit about what he’s feeling.” The end of
“Miss Montana’s Wedding Day,” when Abe says, “There are no love stories in this town,”
seemed very bleak and revelatory to me when | wrote the story. Instead of a sad
statement about Lola’s future, | now see it as a harbinger of things to come: Lola will
leave that town, and she will have a love story of her own.

RHRC: What do you usually start with when you’re setting out to write a short story?
How do you know that the material is better suited to a story than to a novel?

A: Generally, | think in *“scenes.” I’ll see an image—a woman sitting at an airport bar, or
a man in a canoe. So for “The Stars Are Bright in Texas,” for example, | saw a couple
house hunting, an unhappy woman in the back of a minivan. I’m interested in places like
The Woodlands, outside Houston, so | set the story there. As Kimberly and Greg moved
through their house hunt, however, | wasn’t sure if the “scene” would be a story, a
piece of a novel...I didn’t know. And when it ended, with Kimberly walking toward Greg
at the airport, | just knew the story was over. | didn’t need to follow them back to
Bloomington, or see how they ended up. | realized that the story was an exploration of
loss counterbalanced with hope. And whether or not that hope was fulfilled wasn’t what
| wanted to write about.

On the other hand, | am now working on a novel, and as I’m following the characters
through the scenes, | just keep thinking more of their past and future, and how their
stories will dovetail. | don’t know how to explain it—I know there’s a novel (or maybe
ten) there. | wish | knew how it would all work out, but as long as the images keep
coming, | feel lucky.



RHRC: ““Should | Be Scared” and “The Way the Sky Changed” take place in the wake
of 9/11. Did you write them soon after the events in the story occurred? Were these
difficult stories to write?

A: | am from Rye, New York, a town that was deeply affected by 9/11. There are so
many heartbreaking stories from my town—families who lost fathers, families who lost
sons. And | hadn’t lived in Rye for a long time, so it always seemed somewhat idyllic in
my memory, a childhood place full of walks to school with my best friend, white picket
fences, and lemonade stands. After the collapse of the towers, | was devastated—it
seemed impossible that not even Rye was safe. | remember | went to a reading that
week, it was Jonathan Franzen reading from The Corrections at Book People in Austin. |
raised my hand and asked him if he’d ever be able to write about normal, calm life
again. He thought my question was strange, and said, “Of course | will.” (Everyone
reacted in a different way—in several interviews since, I’ve read Franzen’s take on the
9/11 aftermath, and how it has, in some ways, affected his work.) | drove home that
night wondering if | was crazy for feeling so frightened. | wrote “Should | Be Scared?”
soon after 9/11, and | have to admit that | did, indeed, get a prescription for
Ciproflaxin. | hid the pills in a baggie in my utensil drawer. | didn’t write “The Way the
Sky Changed” for a while. I actually wrote a short play first about a policeman coming to
a 9/11 widow’s apartment with her husband’s remains. As time passed, the aftermath of
9/11 became so awful it was surreal—the hairbrushes, the bones. | know that many
people have been hurt around the world by acts of terrorism, but | don’t think I’ll ever
get over September 11.

RHRC: “Shakespeare.com™ also captures a particular time and place—the Internet
boom in San Francisco. Can you tell us about the evolution of this story?

A: | worked at many different jobs during the Internet boom—I was just out of graduate
school, and though newspapers were calling the time a boom, | had never known
anything different. At one point, | got a job as a “Curriculum Developer” for a company
in Austin called thinkwell.com, and | based the company Shakespeare.com on thinkwell.
We had a great time, and most of the details about margarita machines and puppies are
true. But there was always a gnawing sense that we might not all strike it rich with this
venture. | guess | like the idea that Mimi is knocking at the door of the real world—
parenthood, responsibility—but not quite walking through it yet. The first draft of the
story ended with Mimi realizing that she is not pregnant, and the company getting more
money and Girl Scout cookies. | sent the story out, and was contacted by M.M.M. Hayes,
the editor of Story Quarterly. We had a great conversation about the story, and she said
that she felt | had dropped the ball at the end. She told me she wanted stories that
“opened out,” or gave a reader some wider sense of the world. | took her comments to
heart, and I’m really proud of the final story. Like the dinosaurs, Mimi and Leo are about
to get hit: by parenthood, by adulthood, by world events like 9/11.

RHRC: Can you talk about how Lola developed?

A: Well, originally, she was named Vera, for one thing. When | realized | had enough
stories for a collection, | wasn’t sure which stories were about the same character. Many
of the women were the same age, and many were married (as | am) to a geologist. It
took some time to trust myself and figure out which characters were connected and



how...putting all the stories together was very difficult. Each story was written to be its
own world, to stand alone. | had to think about how the book would flow thematically. |
feel as if | have a sense about how to structure a novel at this point, but putting this
collection together was challenging. | am still changing the order of the stories—even as
the book is about to be typeset!

RHRC: Do you think you will continue to write about Lola?

A: I’m sure | will. | love her, and | can’t wait to see how her life turns out. | hope she
goes back to vet school. | had also written a scene in which she and Emmett are much
older and get matching tattoos—I’d like to use that scene someday.

RHRC: What was it like to have your first book in the world, to become a published
author?

A: When my first novel, Sleep Toward Heaven, was published, | had listened to a
hundred readings, and had always thought about what it might feel like to be the one
behind the podium. . . . | never thought I’d be wearing a maternity dress. The
publication process was different from | had expected, actually. | had thought so much
about what the cover would look like, what it would be like to see the book on the shelf,
but some steps surprised me. | had long phone calls with my agent, Michelle Tessler, and
Anika—after having the characters live in my imagination for so long, it was an honor to
have thoughtful talks about them, to have Anika and Michelle’s perspective on who they
were, and how they developed. | didn’t realize how much I’d enjoy that. And then
seeing my words typeset—that was really exciting. But even as | loved having my book in
the world and giving readings, | ached to get back to writing. | can dress up and speak to
a crowd—I love it, in fact—but | am most comfortable alone in my bathrobe, reading or
writing. It’s really strange to answer questions about the solitary process of writing. |
don’t really know how it all works—I’m still learning—and | feel | might jinx something.

RHRC: What are you working on now?

A: I’'m working on a new novel. I’'m still getting to know all the characters. There are
two sisters with secrets from each other, there’s a new mother drinking whiskey with an
elderly woman. There’s a murder, and a neighborhood trying to make sense of tragedy.
I’ve been inspired by the recent work of Francine Prose, Ann Patchett, Jonathan
Franzen, Roxanna Robinson, Wally Lamb, Stewart O’Nan, and Kate Atkinson.



