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1.  Like your heroine, Madeline Stone, you followed your heart and ended up in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, the setting for your novel.  Are there any other similarities between Ellen and Madeline?

Madeline first appeared to me many years before the novel had much form:  out of nowhere I saw a dark haired young woman striding down a city street, wearing a navy peacoat, her hands jammed in her pockets.  She was frowning.  I didn’t get the sense that she was an angry person overall, but that she had a lot on her mind and a lot of responsibilities.  It was clear that she was fairly tough.  Goodhearted but very guarded.   

I did share that sense of rage and desolation at the loss of a dear friend of ours to cancer.  I was bewildered by my own emotions for a long time—longer than I expected.  I felt furious at everyone and everything.  I couldn’t get over a sense of futility.  The struggle to get through that was part of the reason for writing this book.

Also I empathize with Madeline’s desire to be an artist, and the winding, indirect route she took to becoming one.

The rest of her story I built block by block, fairly laboriously.  I needed a character to come in from away, to provide an outsider’s perspective.  I needed some drama, and family estrangements seemed 

like a likely source of that.  To answer a question I get asked quite a bit, Madeline and Paul are not my husband and I, at all!

2.  You’ve said that, despite its isolation and brutal conditions, the shore of Lake Superior seems to “capture a certain kind of person and won’t let go.”  What makes it so addicting?

This is a hard question to answer.  I’ve been typing and deleting for twenty minutes now.  I think I’ve been trying to answer for everyone, but probably can only answer for myself.  After nearly twenty years here, I’m still madly in love with the place.  I love Lake Superior and everything about Lake Superior:  its horizons and skies and weather and power and history, its culture and its people.  I love the sense of wildness, and I like that life tends to be challenging here.  It requires ingenuity, flexibility, humility.  Adversity and rising to challenges can keep you awake and alive, and that’s probably the bottom line answer.   

Also, it’s so beautiful here—the big lake, the big skies, the big expanses of forest—and there’s an acceptance of ‘characters,’ rugged individualists.  The north fosters an independent spirit that I admire.  

3.  Your book’s octogenarian sisters, Gladys and Arbutus, are unforgettable finely etched characters.  Are they based on real people you’ve met?

Gladys and Arbutus came to me in much the same way that Madeline did.  My sister sent me a postcard that was a black and white photo of two elderly women sitting on a lawn, talking to one another, and I thought, Sisters.  I wanted to know what they were talking about.  It was clear to me that they were close and had a bond that had weathered all time and storms.  I could well imagine them as the kind of people who had been born and raised in my fictional town of McAllaster, and I thought they’d be good people for Madeline to end up with.

They were already an integral part of the story when I began interviewing elderly people in Grand Marais and those interviews informed the development of their characters enormously.  Gladys and Arbutus are not based on any one person, but on the collective spirit of all the people I talked to, men and women with wonderful reserves of strength, humor, acceptance, and just plain gutsy-ness.
4.  How do you describe the appeal of a remote place like Michigan’s Upper Peninsula?  Why is it the place of dreams for so many folks?

I think people come here and feel free.  They feel happy and relieved.  When they go, they’re wistful.  Most people say, “Back to the real world tomorrow.  Wish I could stay forever.”

People who love it here love that you can’t always get a cell phone signal, that the main roads may not be plowed on a Sunday, that the entire town might be out of milk or tomatoes for a few days.  Things like this either delight you or they don’t.  

Places in the U.S. where you can’t always buy exactly what you want the instant you want it are fairly rare, and such a place that’s within a four or eight hour drive of major metropolitan areas are rarer yet.  The world has become fast and complicated, and people feel they can get away from that here for a while.  Of course, if you live here it gets complicated pretty rapidly, but that’s a different story.

5.  What is the most important lesson you’ve learned from living in the far north, where the bottom line is never very far out of sight?

To let go of expectations.  To want what I have.  To have faith that things will work out, one way or another (usually another).  To live in the moment, because the moment is all you have.  
6.  During the last two decades, working 80 to 100-hour weeks in the diner, how did you sustain your lifelong desire to write?

My lifelong desire to write sustained me.  

Also, I’m very stubborn.  For better or worse, my internal setting has always been dialed to Writer.  I love my life and my work at the diner, but there have been times when it threatened to engulf me, times when I felt exhausted and empty more than anything.  It’s very hard physical work a lot of the time, and not glamorous.  Sometimes the wonderful parts—the people, the satisfaction of a job well done, the independence—are easy to lose track of, and it’s just about scraping food scraps into the bucket and washing a lot of dishes.  Writing was always a refuge, something of my own, something that engaged a different part of my personality, a dream I held onto through thick and thin.  This isn’t as heroic as it sounds.  I also held onto brown eyes and brown hair and the habit of breathing, as they were what I was issued with.

I’ve always done a lot of writing—most of it—in April and December, when we’re either shut down or working short hours.   Even during snowmobile season we tend to work shorter hours in recent years—sixty or so a week—partly because we decided we needed to have some home life, which has translated into more writing time for me.  

7.  What has been the biggest surprise in writing this book?

I’ve been surprised at how strongly people react to the book.  I’m amazed and touched by the response from customers and locals—how excited they are, the great anticipation they seem to feel about it all.

Also, I was surprised how the characters really did take on a life of their own and became like real people to me.  I’m surprised at how inevitable the story seems now, after the years of work and revisions.  It’s as if this really is the only way it ever could have been.

8.  You’ve said that people are fascinated by the fact that you and your husband run a diner.  Why do you think they’re so interested? 

I’m not entirely sure why so many people have a secret daydream of running a little café.  I came to the work through marriage, but even I had a daydream of owning a bakery.  I started talking about it when I graduated from college because I had no idea what I was going to do next and people kept asking.  I started saying I was going to open a bakery and call it “Big Ellen’s.”  I didn’t mean it.  It was just something to say.  I’d always loved donuts and bakeries and ladies in white aprons with hair nets who would fish around in a display case with a piece of waxed paper and pull out something wonderful for you, and I could imagine how satisfactory it might be to do that kind of work:  physical work, real work with concrete results.  

I think people envy what they see as our independence, which is another double-edged sword.  Self-employment is very risky, but also very satisfying.

Plus, people seem to like to cook.  

9.  In SOUTH OF SUPERIOR the newcomers and old guard face off in court.  Have you witnessed that sort of tension in your own Lake Superior town?  If so, is it ever resolved?

Not nearly as dramatically as I presented it in the novel, but those tensions do exist.  I don’t know that they get resolved, exactly.  Things work out, is all.  The world is changing, but that’s what the world does.  

I don’t think the lines aren’t super-clearly drawn, which I hope I’ve made clear in the novel.  What happens is that people either stay a long time, and compromises are reached in both directions, or they don’t stay long at all, because it’s just too remote and inconvenient and uncertain here.  

10.  When did you realize that life was, as you describe it, “a big, hard wonderful mess”?
It’s been a long learning curve.  Life kept being a big hard mess, and I guess I finally decided I had to either fish or cut bait.  Either I was going to stick the word wonderful into the mix (and feel it too), or I was going to throw up my hands in despair and disgust.  But really, throwing up your hands is not much of an alternative.  I expect that life’s a big hard mess all over the world, and you might as well insert wonderful into your definition right where you are, and learn to cope with it.
11.  Are you planning to write more about these characters?  Or will you move on and create new ones?

At this point, I’m moving on and creating new ones.  That’s my plan.  But plans quite often go awry, especially where fictional characters are concerned, and I wouldn’t categorically state that I’d never write more about these people who have become so real to me that I quite often have to remind myself that they only exist on paper.

12.  What advice would you give aspiring writers?  
*Write because you love it, but don’t stop when you don’t always love it.

*Read, both carefully and recklessly.  

*Write for yourself, but remember the reader.  

*Be convicted that you have something to say, but don’t be close-minded about it.  

*Strive to learn.

*Aim beyond your skills.  

*Be honest.  

*Be yourself.

*Look for details.

*Practice.

*Be disciplined, stubborn, and persistent.  

*Walk your own road.  

*Don’t whine.

*Be gracious in both defeat and victory.

*Do the work for the work’s sake only.
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