
tell us about your background.
Jf: I’ve actually moved around a lot, but my family roots are in the Carolinas and West 
Virginia. I also keep coming back to this part of the world. It just feels like where I’m 
supposed to be. I’m pretty outdoorsy for one thing, and the Southeast has some of 
the best river kayaking around.

your great aunt won the national book award?
Jf: Yes. Mary Lee Settle of West Virginia won in 1978. Best known for the Beulah 
Quintet, she used to jokingly refer to herself as “a coal mine owner’s daughter.” For a 
long time I kept hoping that there was a gene for that and that I might actually have 
inherited it too. In truth, I didn’t have much of a relationship with Mary Lee. Like a 
lot of families, ours had our feuds: one branch not talking to the other.

what inspired the story of brodis and irenie?
Jf: In 2008 my then husband and I bought a farm in western North Carolina. The 
old homestead was still standing. This was a house that had been constructed by hand 
in 1865 and then a hundred years later abandoned. There were still dishes in the cab-
inets, clothes in the closet and mayonnaise in the refrigerator. And the old lady who’d 
lived there had been a meticulous hoarder. She’d preserved all these items that were 
meaningful to her: baby clothes, animal bones, locks of hair, bearskins, insect hives. 
And a lot of it was labeled. As in, “This was the hat I wore to Evie’s graduation,” etc. 
She even saved teeth and other body parts. One little jar had a scrap of paper in it 
that read: “Fingernail, 1959, Wilson’s truck door.” And the fingernail was in there too. 
This lady ended up moving into a facility for the elderly in 1973, and her sons left 
all of this stuff.

and you met some of the townspeople who still  
remembered her and her husband?
Jf: Yes. Pretty soon people found out that we’d bought the couple’s old house, and 
they wanted to talk about it. Her husband was a preacher, and some of the neighbors 
were still mad at him because he’d called them out in church for wearing jewelry, 
and then, after the service, come over for dinner and eaten his fill. Here it was fifty 
years later, and people were still talking about his rigid rules and his fiery sermons, 
including some really unusual details. For example, they said that when the couple 
walked to church, the wife would walk several steps in front of him bearing the Bible 
like a platter.

you were influenced by events in your own family too?
Jf: Yes. So that same year, 2008, a man walked into my parents’ church in Knoxville 
and opened fire upon the congregation. He killed two people and injured seven. This 
was a Unitarian Universalist church that sponsored left-leaning community activi-
ties. Later, when the police interrogated him, the shooter claimed to have various 
ideologies, and in fact had written a kind of manifesto. But later it came out that his 
wife had become a UU, and then later abandoned him, and his life had sort of gone 
downhill from there.

do you think that’s why he committed the shooting?
Jf: Who knows? We can only guess what was going through his head, but these are 
the things that haunt me, these questions of ideology and violence and just plain old 
hurt feelings. Eventually it all finds a way into my writing. 
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