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Place as Character and Plot Pivot 

The first character I ever created, the most important and 

lasting character I ever created, was the setting for all my short 

stories and novels—Swanoochee County, Georgia- That was twelve 

years and twenty—three novels ago- At a time when I believed in 

myself as a writer, but hardly anybody else did- I knew my place was 

just as rich as Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha, and I knew I was imitating 

him by giving my home county a fictional name- But I had to start 

somewhere, and I had to start with what I know, where I know. 

Of course, most writers are wise to the rule of writing about 

what you know- But where you know, a specific place, is equally as 

important- My place, Echols County—fictional Swanoochee County is 

located in Southeast Georgia, as far south as you can go without 

tripping over the Georgia/F1 orida line- Pine woods walling us in, 

and in the east the Okefenokee Swamp pinpointing us on the United 

States map- No industry, save for timber and farming- Approximately 

3000 people scattered over 272,000 acres of flatwoods, fields and 

s w a m p s -  L o t s  o f  r o o m  f o r  a  w r i t e r -  I f  I  r u n  o u t  o f  m a t e r i a l ,  i t ' s  

not God's fault-



I  w a s  b o r n  a n d  r e a r e d  a n d  w i l l  d o u b t l e s s  d i e  h e r e .  S t a t e n v i l i e -

f i c t i o n a l  C o r n e r v i l l e — w a s  n a m e d  f o r  m y  f a m i l y .  I  k n o w  t h e s e  f i e l d s  

a n d  s t r e a m s  a n d  w o o d s  l i k e  m y  o w n  f a c e  w i t h  a l l  i t s  c h a n g e s  o v e r  

f i f t y  y e a r s .  I ' m  k e e n  t o  t h e  t e a s i n g  o f  m o c k  s p r i n g s  a n d  f a l l s ,  t o  

t h e  t i m b r e  o f  t h e  A l a p a h a  R i v e r  o n  t h e  r i s e .  I  k n o w  t h e s e  p e o p l e  a n d  

t h e i r  h o u s e s  a n d  t h e  g r a v e y a r d s  w h e r e  t h e y  m o v e  t o  w h e n  t h e y  d i e ,  a n d  

t h o u g h  I  s e l d o m  w r i t e  a b o u t  m y  n e i g h b o r s — I  w r i t e  i n s t e a d  a b o u t  t h e i r  

t y p e s — I  p a c k  u p  m y  c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  a l l  t h e i r  t r o u b l e s  a n d  p l a n t  t h e m  

i n  m y  n e i g h b o r s '  h o u s e s .  N o w  t h a t  D A R K  O F  T H E  M O O N  i s  i n  p r o d u c t i o n  

a s  a  H a l l m a r k  f i l m ,  I ' m  t r y i n g  t o  w h e e d l e  t h e  c o m p a n y  i n t o  f i l m i n g  a t  

t h e  a c t u a l  s i t e  , w h e r e  m y  i m a g i n i n g s  t o o k  r o o t .  O n c e  I ' v e  w r i t t e n  

a b o u t  a  p l a c e ,  i t  i s  m i n e ,  w h i c h  m a k e s  m e ,  t h e  c r e a t o r  o f  t w e n t y -

t h r e e  n o v e l s  a n d  m o r e  t h a n  f i f t y  s h o r t  s t o r i e s ,  o n e  o f  t h e  l a r g e s t  

l a n d  o w n e r s  i n  m y  a r e a .  

I  d i s c o v e r  m y  s t o r i e s  a s  I  g o ,  l i k e  r e a d i n g  a  b o o k  f r o m  

b e g i n n i n g  t o  e n d ,  a n d  h a v e  o n l y  a  g e n e r a l  i d e a  o f  w h e r e  I ' m  b o u n d  

f o r .  B u t  I  k n o w  m y  s t o r y  s t a r t s  w i t h  p l a c e ,  a  s p e c i f i c  p l a c e ,  w h e r e  

m y  c h a r a c t e r s  c a n  c a r r y  o u t  t h e i r  a c t i o n .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n  D A R K  O F  

T H E  M O O N ,  m y  f i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  n o v e l ,  I  k n e w  f r o m  t h e  o n s e t  o n l y  t h a t  

M e r d i e ,  m y  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  w a s  a n  i s o l a t e d  c o u n t r y — m u s i c  s i n g e r  w i t h  a  

o l d e r  b o o t l e g g e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  t h r e e  g r o w n  s o n s  ( " g r o w n "  i n  f l a t w o o d s  

t e r m i n o l o g y  m e a n s  a  b o y  h a s  s t a r t e d  g r o w i n g  a  b e a r d ) .  T h a t  s h e  w a s  

h e l l b e n t  o n  b r e a k i n g  o u t  o f  t h a t  p r i s o n  o f  h o m e  a n d  u s i n g  h e r  t a l e n t  

a s  a  p a s s  t o  f r e e d o m .  I  c o u l d  p i c t u r e  h e r  i n  m y  m i n d ' s  e y e  i n  a  

r o o m y  o l d  h o u s e  w i t h  a n  o p e n  h a l l ,  s e t  o n  t h e  f r i n g e s  o f  t h e  

O k e f e n o k e e  S w a m p ,  i n  w e s t e r n  E c h o l s  C o u n t y — I  a l w a y s  s t a r t  w i t h  t h e  

s t r o n g e s t  i m a g e ,  a n d  I  a l w a y s  h a v e  a  t i t l e ,  w h i c h  w o r k s  a s  t h e m e .  



DARK OF THE MOON would be a story about nature, about a passionate 

woman's pratfalls and privileges, what locks her into the flatwoods 

and what lets her go. I knew the setting, could feel the story whole 

inside me, long before I began; what I didn't know was, that roomy 

old house would actually serve as pivot for the plot, rather than 

mere background. 

In the opening paragraph of DARK OF THE MOON, Merdie is standing 

in the open hall with the orange light of the setting sun tunneling 

through. She is waiting for her boys to come back from the sawdust 

pile in the woods where they are loading bootleg whiskey into their 

souped—up Chrysler. Her eldest son will drive them to Valdosta, the 

nearest largest town to Swanoochee County, where they will sing at a 

charity benefit. Come Friday night, they habitually slip off to sing 

at one of the local nightspots, and they habitually hide the 

adventure from Hamp, Merdie's volatile husband, who believes she and 

the boys are off to make a delivery for him. Singing is a sin, in 

Hamp's book, but bootlegging is sacred. Tonight will be Merdie's 

biggest gig, her big chance. She will nab a manager, who she is 

suspicious of but hopes will get her and her boys to Nashville, 

Tennessee—heaven on earth for Merdie. But her lucky niqht turns 

unlucky when an undercover agent spots the car loaded with bootleg 

whiskey and follows them home. 
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My initial intent had been to have Hamp or one of his stepsons 

kill the man assumed to be a whiskey revenuer, but when I started o 

the second chapter, I decided to let Hamp capture "the revenuer" 

instead (a wrong plot turn can later be rerouted), which turned the 

story from comic suspense into a comic love story. And I believe 

till this day, that the house was what turned that story. 

Hamp, an honorable scamp, in his own way, can't bring himself t 

let J.B., his eldest son and Merdie's stepson, shoot the revenuer, 

and the revenuer ends up hogtied in the "side room," a small 

windowless room across the hall from the kitchen, Merdie's domain. 

As scon as Hamp and the boys grow numb to the revenuer's presence in 

the house, they turn him over to Merdie to feed, guard and escort to 

the outhouse. And this is where the layout of the house becomes the 

primary mover of the plot in DARK OF THE MOON. After Merdie comes t 

gvips with the added burden she milks cows, midwives with her mama, 

cooks, cleans and referees fights—she falls in love with the 

burden. At night, she siips from her and Hamp's room on the right 

side of the hall at the front of the house. The "boys' room"—all 

rooms are named, just as fields and corners of homeplaces are named— 

is situated across the hall from Hamp's and Merdie's room, with a 

middle room" between the boys' room and the revenuer's. A good 

space between to offset the lovers from the rest of the sleeping 

household. But there is forever that threat of the lovers getting 

caught the tension of squeaky floor boards in the hall, the boys 

peeing off the backporch, next to the side room. And at one point 

when the lovers are doing what lovers do, the head standard of the 

revenuer's cot collapses while Merdie's middle son is up for a 
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m i d n i g h t  l e a k .  M e r d i e  d a s h e s  i n t o  t h e  m i d d l e  r o o m ,  w h e r e  s h e  u s e d  t o  

s l e e p  w h e n  H a m p ' s  s n o r i n g  w o u l d  k e e p  h e r  a w a k e ,  l e a v i n g  t h e  r e v e n u e r  

w i t h  h i s  h e a d  d o w n  a n d  h i s  f e e t  u p — u n t i e d ,  n a k e d  a n d  h a g g l i n g  i n  t h e  

d a r k  w i t h  B o  D i n k .  T h e  r e v e n u e r ,  o n  t o  t h e  w a y s  o f  t h e  H a m p  a n d  t h e  

b o y s  b y  n o w ,  s e e m s  t o  b e  t r y i n g  t o  m a k e  B o  D i n k ,  w h o  c a n ' t  b e  m a d e  t o  

d o  e v e n  t h e  d i s h e s ,  r e p a i r  h i s  b e d .  B o  D i n k  s a s s e s  h i m  a  c o u p l e  o f  

t i m e s ,  w h i l e  M e r d i e  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  r o o m  s c r u n c h e s  a n d  s w e a t s  w h a t  i s  

t h e  r e v e n u e r  d o i n g " ?  S o o n  B o  D i n k  a m b l e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  m i d d l e  r o o m ,  

s h o r t c u t  t o  t h e  b o y s '  r o o m ,  a n d  M e r d i e ,  h i d d e n  a m o n g  t h e  c l u t t e r  o f  

i n h e r i t e d  j u n k ,  w a i t s  t i l l  s h e  f e e l s  h e  i s  s l e e p i n g ,  t h e n  t i p s  b a c k  

t o  t h e  r e v e n u e r ' s  c o l  1 a p s e d  c o t  a n d  h e l p s  h i m  g e t  d r e s s e d  a n d  t i e s  

h i m  u p ,  s c o o t s  u n d e r  t h e  b e d  a n d  s u p p o r t s  i t  u n t i l  h e  s e t t l e s  i f ;  

e v e r y t h i n g  m u s t  b e  a s  B o  D i n k  h a s  l a s t  s e e n  i t ,  e v e n  t h e  d o o r  t o  t h e  

h a l l  h a s  t o  b e  l e f t  o p e n .  T h e  r o o s t e r  c r o w s ,  H a m p  s t o m p s  i n t o  h i s  

b r o q a n s ,  t h e n  t r a m p s  a l o n g  t h e  h a l l  m o r n i n g ,  n o o n  a n d  . r i g h t  h e  

f o l l o w s  t h e  s a m e  r o u t i n e ,  c u r s e  a n d  b l e s s i n g .  M e r d i e  m a n a g e s  t o  

s c o o t  i n t o  t h e  m i d d l e  r o o m  a g a i n  j u s t  b e f o r e  H a m p  p a s s e s  t h e  o p e n  

d o o r  o f  t h e  s i d e  r o o m  o n  h i s  w a y  t o  t h e  k i t c h e n  f o r  h i s  m o r n i n g  

c o f f e e .  

I f  n o t  f o r  t h a t  h o u s e ,  I  w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  h a d  t h a t  s c e n e ,  I  

w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  h a d  t h a t  t e n s i o n .  I f  n o t  f o r  t h a t  s e t t i n g  i n  t h e  

f l a t w o o d s ,  I  w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  h a d  t h a t  e m b o d i m e n t  o f  n a t u r e  t h a t  c r e a t e d  

t h e  w o r l d  o f  D A R K  O F  T H E  M O O N .  

N E C E S S A R Y  L I E S ,  m y  s e c o n d  p u b l i s h e d  n o v e l ,  l i k e w i s e :  a  s i m i l a r  

h o u s e ,  b u t  d i f f e r e n t  c h a r a c t e r s ,  d i f f e r e n t  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  D i f f e r e n t  

p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a n d  p l o t  t u r n s .  S e t  n e a r e r  m y  m a i n  t o w n  o f  

C o r n e r v i l l e ,  a  s e t t l e m e n t  q u a r t e r e d  b y  a  c r o s s i n g ,  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  

p l a y  o u t  t h e i r  r o l e s  i n  a  h o u s e  m u c h  1  i k e  M e r d i e ' s .  B u t  i t  i s  A u n t  
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T e a t ' s  h o u s e  i n  t h e  f l a t w o o d s ,  s a m e  a r e a  a s  D A R K  O F  T H E  M O O N ,  w h e r e  

t h e  c l i m a x  o f  t h e  s t o r y  t a k e s  p l a c e .  A  s m a l l  r a m s h a c k l e  h o u s e ,  t w o -

r o o m s  w i d e  a n d  t w o - r o o m s  d e e p .  A  r e m o t e  p l a c e  w h e r e  t w o  s i s t e r s  a n d  

t h e i r  l o v e r  m e e t  a n d  a  f i r e  i s  s t a r t e d  a n d  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  

C I  i f  f i e ,  i s  a c c u s e d  o f  b u r n i n g  t h e  t h r e e  c h i l d r e n  i n s i d e .  I t  i s  t h e  

h o u s e  a n d  i t s  r e m o t e n e s s  t h a t  m a k e  p o s s i b l e  t h e  p l o t .  B u t  a s  w i t h  

D A R K  O F  T H E  M O O N ,  t h e  p l a c e  c a m e  f i r s t .  A n d  a s  w i t h  D A R K  O F  T H E  

M O O N ,  I  b e l i e v e  w i t h o u t  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  s e t t i n g  a  d i f f e r e n t  s t o r y  w o u l d  

h a v e  b e e n  t o l d .  

B u t  i n  n o n e  o f  m y  t w e n t y — t h r e e  n o v e l s  h a s  p l o t  b e e n  q u i t e  s o  

m a n i p u l a t e d  b y  p l a c e  a s  i n  P A W P A W  P A T C H  ( S p r i n g  ' 9 6 ,  H a r p e r C o l l i n s ) .  

C h a n e l l ' s  c o t t a g e  b e a u t y  s h o p ,  f o r m e r  h u b  o f  s o c i a l  g a t h e r i n g s ,  i s  

l o c a t e d  m i d — c e n t e r  o f  C o r n e r v i l i e  a l o n g  a  c r e s c e n t  o f  h o u s e s  o n  

T r o u b l e s o m e  C r e e k  ( p u n  i n t e n d e d ) ,  n e x t  d o o r  t o  t h e  r e n o v a t e d  o l d  

j a i l  h o u s e  ( m e t a p h o r  f o r  t h e  e n t r a p m e n t  o f  w o m a n h o o d )  t h a t  i s  l a t e r  

r e v e a l e d  a s  t h e  s i t e  o f  a  r a p e  s c e n e  i n v o l v i n g  C h a n e l l ' s  c h i l d h o o d  

f r i e n d  B e t h .  S a m e  f r i e n d  w h o  h a s  h e l p e d  s t a r t  t h e  r u m o r  a b o u t  

C h a n e l  1  t h a t  o s t r a c i z e s  h e r  f r o m  t h e  t o w n .  C h a n e l l ' s  d u a l  b e a u t y  

s h o p  a n d  h o u s e  i s  i n  c l o s e  p r o x i m i t y  t o  h e r  c h u r c h  w h e r e  s h e  f i r s t  

l e a r n s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  r u m o r ,  t o  t h e  h o m e  o f  h e r  u n l i k e l y  c o n f i d a n t  

a n d  f i n a l  f r i e n d ,  A r c h i e  W a l l — o n l y  1 a w y e r  i n  S w a n o o c h e e  C o u n t y — ,  t o  

t h e  s c h o o l  h o u s e  w h e r e  s h e  l e a r n s  w h a t  t h e  r u m o r  i s  a b o u t ,  a n d  t o  t h e  

c o u r t h o u s e  w h e r e  s h e  c o n f r o n t s  B e t h ,  w h o s e  r e p u t a t i o n  C h a n e l  1  h a s  

g u a r d e d  f r o m  t h e  s m a l l — t o w n  g o s s i p  m i l l  f o r  t h r e e  d e c a d e s .  

B u t  I  d i d n ' t  r e a l i z e  h o w  s i g n i f i c a n t  w a s  s e t t i n g  t i l l  m y  s t o r y  

c o l l e c t i o n ,  G O I N G  T H R O U G H  T H E  C H A N G E ,  a f t e r  I ' d  w r i t t e n  t h e  t i t l e  

s t o r y  ( a  h i t c h h i k e r  p a s s i n g  t h r o u g h  S w a n o o c h e e  C o u n t y  o n  h i s  w a y  t o  

F l o r i d a  i s  a b d u c t e d  b y  a  c r a z y  c o u p l e ) .  M y  p l a c e  i s  g o i n g  t h r o u g h  a  
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change, and not .just my characters. People are moving, getting out, 

or coming back. Mothers are going to Valdosta to work ("Looking to 

Miss Sara"!), leaving their children for somebody else to raise. 

Women are taking on the lax moral standards of men ("You're No Angel 

Yourself"). Men are getting weaker ("Dogs in a Pack") and stronger 

("Nightshade"). Children are caught in the crossfire ("The Day Mae 

Died"). Political and social change comes to Swanoochee County in 

all fourteen stories. 

Setting is a character? setting can manipulate plot. And like 

human characters, physical setting has to change. Though no further 

industry has invaded Swanoochee County and only a scattering of new 

buildings are cropping up, my characters and place are changing and 

will keep changing. 
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