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A&S:  We are struck by the number and quality of interviews published with you over the years, and we suspect you’ve been asked every conceivable question about yourself and work, so we’re hoping we can muster some questions that will be intriguing for you and of interest to your readers.  What is a question you have been asked more than once that still doesn’t bore you, that you’re always happy to answer?

DA: I pretty much don’t pay any attention to repeat questions. I am a writer and as a writer always glad people are reading my work and paying attention. They sometimes ask silly questions but I have a highly developed sense of humor. 

A&S: What is a question that consistently bores or irritates you when asked?

DA:  I don’t answer questions about recipes. Everyone’s cornbread is personal.

A&S: Your work has a lovely sense of wholeness to it, much the same as Crystal Wilkinson’s does, writing in a range of genres: stories, essays, novels, as well as poetry.  The three pieces that we feature in the WV Common Read Program and the Appalachian Heritage Writer in Residence—Bastard Out of Carolina, “Compassion,” and Cavedweller—in particular seem wonderfully connected as you take the reader from anger to compassion to redemption.  Is this something you planned from the beginning or just the serendipity of a creative mind?

DA:  I never had a plan. But I love Crystal Wilkinson’s work and I know that she is making a space for stories that need to be told in complicated ways—just as I am. What seems simple in my mind seems to be complicated for other people—always the neglected or denied story, the shameful detail, the stubborn process of making plain the ways in which so many of us were raised to hate ourselves but have moved toward grace. 

A&S:  We believe in the Power of Storytelling and have tried to structure our programs so that this theme looms large.  Can you talk about the Power of the Story in your own writing?

DA:  I have a box of notebooks what all begin “Let me tell you a story…” Slow the phrase down and extend the consonants until the sentence has the power of a gospel song, then close your eyes and see what comes. 

A&S: Why do you think fiction is a more powerful way to tell one’s story than memoir or autobiography?

DA: I read memoir and autobiography with my mouth open, always thinking it’s amazing that anyone thinks they know what really happened. With story, and with poetry, you can hang language and revelation on a few details and a lies. I believe that a good lie is a fine way to get to the truth. You have to think about why you are tempted to lie, what you are hiding and what you fear. Then damn the consequences and shame your mama. 

A&S:  There seems to be such a powerful connection in your work, and perhaps your life, to the mother figure.  Talk about that—at what point were you able to make peace with your own mother who was such a powerful and sometimes perplexing figure in your life.

DA:  My mother spent her life and substance trying to protect and understand her girls. That she was able to actually do neither is something for which I do not hold her responsible.  Remember, I was raised Southern Baptist and learned to rebuke god. Nothing and no one justifies my mama’s suffering. And if I could buy her one moment of genuine peace and validation, I would happily spend eternity in hell. Telling the stories I make is the way I try to do that. 

A&S: You close your award-winning short story “Compassion” with these moving words as the mother in the story passes, her three daughters gathered around her: “We held Mama’s stilled shape between us. We held her until she set us free” (Trash 219).  While the connection with one’s mother is formidable and often fraught with conflict for some women, it is nonetheless one of the most important relationships of our lives.  At the same time, it is immensely complex.   Virginia Woolf talks about having to free herself, before she could become an author, from the “angel” hovering always at her shoulder, a figure consistently with her until she resolved to slay it.  Many critics speculate her own personal “angel in the house” was Julia Steven, her beloved mother.  How have you both expiated the shadow of your mother and at the same time found peace and reconciliation with her?

DA: Oh Lord! All us southern girl-children have to learn to fight that indoctrination to self-sacrifice—and that is the terrible, terrible poison that was poured into my soul. We are trained from birth to give ourselves away, to deny our own desires, forgive the violence and contempt visited upon us, and play act the “angel.” Hardest thing to do is to learn to cuss and shout and refuse to be the “Melanie.” The church and yes even our lovers want us to be that creature. This is especially complicated for those of us raised poor. I watched my mama destroy herself spending herself on her children, her sisters and that terrible man she married—always ashamed, always convinced she was the sinner, the one who had to care for others and never herself. Nothing she managed validated her own worth, and worse still, we, her daughters held her in complicated contempt. Oh, we loved her. But love saved none of us. Peace and reconciliation? No peace is possible without justice and my mama never had justice. Reconciliation? I never needed reconciliation. We were one.

A&S: Several years ago some of our students attended a dramatic production at Arena Stage in Washington, DC, that dealt with the life and music of the late Janis Joplin—the students were blown away by the play, the music, and Joplin’s story. You talk about the character Delia in Cavedweller as inspired by Janis Joplin.  Talk about your fascination with Joplin and why her story appeals to you.

DA:  I always thought it a damn shame that I was too young and scared to go find Janis and help her learn to love herself. But I suspect she needed a strong talented butch, and while I had talent I was never going to be what I think she needed.  But be clear, I am not talking about sex. I am talking about a lover strong enough to make you believe yourself worthy of being loved. I think Janis was raised as I was, to believe herself never good enough, never worthy enough, to eat one’s own insides trying to please a world that does not value its smart angry girls. 

A&S: You write: "I want to break the heart of the world and then heal it."  What do you mean by that intriguing paradox?

DA: Crack it open. It is the armored heart that refuses compassion.

A&S: The meaning and resolution of Cavedweller hinges upon the character Cissy’s experiences spelunking.  We read that you once enjoyed this sport yourself.  What was its appeal, certainly for someone who didn’t necessarily enjoy claustrophobic spaces?

DA:   Let’s just consider the power of crawling through darkness so intense you cannot hope for light, terrified past madness, but refusing to curl up and die. Just going on, wet, cold, hopeless, but refusing to surrender. What Cissy finds is her own soul and the power of going on anyway. I was never that strong or muscled, I was just preternaturally determined. It’s a southern thing, an “I might die but damn it I am not going to give up” thing.

A&S:  How important were Plato’s ideas in the “Allegory of the Cave” to the writing of Cavedweller?  How did this literary allusion come to you as you were writing the book?

DA: I thought about it, and then shoved it to the back of my mind. 

A&S: The way you choose to write about violence is especially interesting. In Bastard Out of Carolina, the uncles’ violent escapades often come off as more humorous than threatening, while Glenn’s violent acts and temper are described with much darker language, even before the reader knows what he’s done to Bone. Did you intend to play with this idea of what it means to be violent to create a distinction between these men?  How did the different manifestations of violence come to you as you completed the book?

DA: The distinction is simple and powerful. Glen is a destroyer, determined to break this girl he fears is smarter and stronger than he is. The uncles know they are despised and always at risk but at heart they are full of love and compassion—not for themselves, but for the women and children in their lives and for the family as a whole. 

A&S: You focus on the emotion of anger in much of your writing. One instance in particular that stands out is the scene after Bone steals a few Tootsie Rolls and has to confess to the store owner. She recognizes the look in his eyes as disgust and entitlement, and anger courses through her body. You describe this hunger for revenge as Bone “ached for the release of a scream.” Much has been written about both the usefulness and the damage of anger—that it is poisonous and should be avoided, while on the other hand it can be beneficial, even medicinal. What are your thoughts about anger and its use in your books?

DA: You have to go through anger to get to understanding.  It’s a tool, not a condition. We use anger to get to self-worth and understanding—what understanding we can manage. 

A&S: In chapter 6 of Bastard Out of Carolina, Bone looks over at her cousin who is making derogatory comments about his black neighbors and thinks to herself “that child is prettier than you.”  There are several other scenes where characters make comments about race that Bone is confused about, or even disagrees with. What were your own experiences as a child concerning race and racial relationship in the 1960s, and how did you escape “prejudice” growing up?

DA: No one escapes prejudice. You swim through it, and if you are lucky and strong you start to see that your own prejudices mirror the way you are treated and how you treat others. I remember all too well realizing that my uncles and aunts were full of hateful racism, that my own mother didn’t think black people were anything like us. Frankly, I don’t think anyone gets over being raised with that kind of fear and shame, of being called “poor white trash” and believing you and yours are inherently contemptible. You have to work at understanding why it is that people you love the way I loved my cousins and uncles can be so deeply genuinely hateful and dangerous.

The first time a black woman flirted with me I was absolutely terrified, and rightly so. I did not want to be the person I had been raised to be and it took a long complicated time to sort that stuff out. I think it is life-time work. Think about all those Zen koans in which one must accept a paradox—trying to get somewhere you can barely imagine, seeing other people as you see yourself. If you have been raised to think yourself some kind of animal, a work-horse, barely human then it is a simple matter to see other people with that dark and terrible eye. That is how I think about racism. That is that original sin with which I was raised. Call it the original shame. 

A&S: There are parts of your writing that, while poignant and organically necessary, can be very hard to read, especially for young people. We assume they must have been hard to write as well. What was most difficult for you about writing Bastard Out of Carolina?

DA: The sheer terror of trying to tell a true story that I was pretty sure no one would want to hear. I spent a decade writing sections, tearing them up and writing them again. I wanted it to be true, but also to sing—a song of rage and despair and stubborn survival, with the power and authority of gospel. What is that line? “We are not meant to survive.” Somehow we do—sometimes. 

I also knew I was deliberately using beautiful resonant language to deliberately raise painful complicated feelings in the reader.  If I was going to hurt that badly, then the reader was going to come with me.

A&S: Conversely, your work is filled with rich and vivid descriptions that often made us smile or laugh out loud. What were the most enjoyable parts of Bastard Out of Carolina for you to write?  What is the most enjoyable part of the composition process for you?

DA: Reading it out loud and hearing those voices come alive, using all the overheard stories, teasing, and nasty jokes I heard as a girl to make the reader smile or laugh out loud while blushing or being ashamed. I wanted to make the reader love the people they would ordinarily have hated or held in contempt. 

A&S:  Using such racially charged language as the n-word must have given you and your editors pause, as it does for your readers who encounter it. What are your thoughts about using such highly charged language in your writing?

DA: We can only redeem the language if we actually acknowledge how terrible it can be. 

A&S: What kind of words and language have you had to argue for among your editors?  

DA: I worked with great editors, who frankly were a bit afraid of me. I encouraged that in them which meant I forced them to accept that I knew what I was doing. Yankee prejudice can be turned against itself to get what you want on the page. 

A&S:  Cavedweller is such a different book from Bastard Out of Carolina, powerful in its own, more subdued way.  Did you consciously write this story as a resolution to issues raised in Bastard?  Did one or the other of these books bring you more satisfaction upon completion?  Talk about the connection between these two volumes in your canon.
DA:  I live in story, in various time-lines and characters who shift from one narrative to another. Cavedweller actually started out as a way to write about Janis Joplin, a woman who I imagined saved her own life by falling into that desperate resonating voice. But it went sideways, and south Georgia for me was all about those caves that I loved even as they sacred me to death. I have an obsession with confronting my own fears. I might not be able to hold a tune but by god I can sing on the page. And I wanted to so much to write about a redemption I could genuinely believe possible.

I cannot tell you how strange and wonderful it is to think I have a “canon.”
A&S:  At this point in your life whom do you look back on as most influential on you as a writer?
DA: Can you imagine what it might have been like to read a Flannery O’Connor who had been raised Baptist?  I can.  Then there was James Baldwin who could preach on the page and raise me up out of myself; Muriel Rukeyser who could make contradiction make sense; Madison Smartt Bell who could kill a hog or snap the neck of a chicken with a gesture I had seen my Aunt Dot use; Adrienne Rich with that deep resonant voice and perfect pacing; and every ink-staining, mimeographed, badly-bound lesbian poetry journal I discovered in my early twenties. If they could be that brave, I could at least try.

A&S:  What brings you the most pleasure today, either in your literary life or your daily life?  What do you look forward to most?

DA: I am seventy-one years old, raising a son, a dog, and a big garden. I am writing bad poetry again. I am trying to survive what some days feels like the end times with an inexplicable sense of humor. No reason to hope but hopeful, and reading cross genres and regions and categories. Bad days I alternate Mary Oliver with Toni Morrison. Good days I sing along with Jason Isbell or Mama Maybelle Carter. Doesn’t matter that I cannot carry a tune, I got the spirit. 
