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Why did you entitle this book “Plainsong”?
As the dictionary definition of "plainsong" indicates, I mean this to be a story about centuries-old
matters and told in a plain unadorned manner. And of course I'm also having an obvious pun on the flat
land of America, the high plains, so in the same sense it's also a simple direct song about the plains and
plain matters.
The landscape is as much a presence in this novel as the human characters. What are the most
significant ways in which our physical surroundings shape our lives?
This is the familiar notion, that landscape and setting are like characters in fiction, and there's a lot of
non-sense written about it, and it's become a kind of cliché to think this way. It is very important to me
to get the place of a story right, to be true to the place. The stories that matter the most to me occur in
places with real texture and dimension and not in anonymous suburbs. So all my stories occur in the
part of the world that I love most, the high plains of Colorado. I grew up there and it is that place in the
world that I have a holy response to. It is not pretty. But it is beautiful. You have to know how to look at
it. It forces you to slow way down and look, really look. If a story is written well enough, it will be
universal whether it's written about Holt, Colorado or Frenchman's Bend, Mississippi----or that most
provincial of places, New York City.

Many of the characters in this novel find themselves, at one time or another, in danger--either of
sexual or physical assault or emotional abandonment. Why does this idea of being on the brink of
danger keep recurring?
One reason is that a novel is a series of causes and effects, so there has to be a chain of events to drive
the novel forward and you have to make succeeding events more compelling than the previous one so
there's an increasing tension and rising expectation in the story. Also, risk and danger are a part of life,
and these people have to experience all these to make them seem real. Other years of their lives might
not be so dramatic, but these years wouldn't make as interesting a story. A novel is a crystallization of
people's lives--in this case, eight lives.

The relationship between the McPheron brothers and Victoria Roubideaux is so compelling. What was
your inspiration for this unusual combination of two old bachelors and a young pregnant teen?
I don't think of writing stories as somehow being an act of inspiration. Writing, in my experience, is
more a matter of writing out of deep emotion and trying to focus on people and conditions that are
significant. Stories come out of hurt and brooding about these hurts and pondering people and the
conditions of their lives. And in the case of the McPherons and Victoria Roubideaux, I want to believe
that it is possible for people to respond generously and affectionately to one another even in the
strangest and most unusual of circumstances. In the current state of human affairs, the idea of family
has to be expanded to include old men and pregnant teenage girls, who are initially strange to one
another, who are not united by blood but by mutual good will.

When his wife moves out, Tom is left with the job of caring for his two young sons. When Victoria's
mother throws her out, she is taken in by the McPheron brothers. What made you want to explore
the role that men (fathers and father figures) play in raising children and also explore this idea of
mothers who in one way or another leave their children?
I had nothing doctrinaire in mind. I could also point out that Iva Stearns and Victoria Roubideaux (both
mothers, both women) are the sole caregivers of their own children. Instead of polemics, I'm more
interested in the opportunities for emotional and spiritual growth among these characters regardless of
age, sex, or condition. For example, I'm interested in the way the McPheron brothers, at their age, will
react to the opportunity of being fathers and grandfathers.

You have worked at a wide variety of jobs all across the country and even in Turkey with the Peace
Corps. How has that helped you in your writing?
It's very essential for somebody who is trying to write good fiction to know as much as he or she can
know about all kinds of people and places. The variety of jobs I've had and the many places I've lived in
have been useful to me as a writer, but I didn't set out that way; all that experience was gained in the
effort to support my family and myself while still trying to find enough time around the edges to learn
my craft.
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