
Keith Maillard:
In Their Own Country

1  Kate Long: You’re in Vancouver, writing books that are set in West Virginia. Have you had 
any sense that people in West Virginia were hearing your stories?

Keith Maillard: No, I had no sense whatsoever that anybody in West Virginia was reading a 
single word I ever wrote. Um, I’ve wondered over the years if they have been. And I find it 
really, really moving to find people that have read me, are reading me, care what I’m doing. It 
really touches me.

Kate: That’s the voice of Keith Maillard, who grew up in Wheeling, West Virginia and teaches 
now at the University of British Columbia in Canada. I’m Kate Long, and this is In Their Own 
Country, a radio series that brings you, in their own voices, some of West Virginia’s finest 
contemporary writers. Keith Maillard has written eight novels, one book of poetry and is 
showing no signs of slowing down. And here’s how he described himself to me before he even 
got close to the microphone.

Keith: I am an interviewer’s nightmare.

Kate: He wasn’t. He was just plain entertaining.

Kate: Language is dirty. It’s been in other people’s mouths. Every word does not just sit there in 
isolation. It is interacting with the words around it. It takes on different connotations and 
different shades of meaning, and language is constantly evolving in the way we speak it. It 
doesn’t get nailed down by dictionaries. They sort of freeze it after the fact, but it’s continually 
evolving all the time.

2 Kate: Here’s what reviewers like about his writing. From the Toronto Star: “... faithful 
recreation of history, delicate portrayal of character, and rousing narrative that never flags.”  
From The Vancouver Sun: “In an earlier generation, perhaps only Thomas Wolfe mined the veins 
of American memory as deeply as Maillard has done in the Raysburg novels.”

What’s Raysburg? Well, Keith Maillard created a fictional West Virginia city - Raysburg - and 
has set at least part of all his novels there. 

To what extent is Raysburg is modeled on Wheeling? 

Keith: It’s very like Wheeling, my half-mythical, half-real town. But I didn’t want to call it 
Wheeling because I wanted some fictional space to move around and to invent things, which I 
think is owed me as a fiction writer, good heavens. And also, I didn’t want people calling me up 
or writing me or sending me e-mails saying, “You said they got electricity in Wheeling in 1898. 
And it was really1893.” 

I try to get things historically accurate as I can. But I still want a fictional place.



Kate: So let’s hear a voice from Raysburg. 

3  In Gloria, his novel published in 2000, Keith Maillard tells the story from the point of view of 
a teenage girl whose parents intend for her to be a social set, country club woman. Gloria doesn’t 
want to follow that script. Now, Keith Maillard clearly did not draw this scenario from his 
personal life experience.

Keith: That’s why God gave us research. So we could find ways to write novels after we had 
exhausted all of our inner personal stuff, that you use up in the first book or two.

I did just massive, massive amounts of research, doing this. I read Ladies Home Journal and 
Ladies Home Companion and Vogue and Seventeen and I read “How to Be a Girl” books from 
the fifties and home ec texts and all this stuff. 

Kate: He read books on twirling, had internet conversations with former twirlers and sorority 
girls, and a conversation with a woman from Tennessee about crinolines. Read a social graces 
book, makeup books.

Keith: How to Win a Beauty Contest.  OK. This is a wonderful book by Miss America of the 
time, published in 1960, How to Win a Beauty Contest. The chapter I liked best was, “How to 
Walk Pretty.” And the instructions for walking pretty are so complicated that I cannot imagine 
anybody doing it. 

The book suggests that you draw a line on the floor or pick a line on the floor and walk in such a 
way that your feet fall on that line. (laughs) And it goes on and on and on. There are instructions 
on, you know, if you’re coming down the stairs, be sure when you grab your skirt to lift it up, to 
reach in deep enough to get all your petticoats. It’s amazing to think of people actually reading 
that and doing it, or trying to do it.

Kate: You drew such a picture of women’s lives in the ‘50s that your reviewers who are women 
said things like, “I was not eager to be thrust back into that particular world gone by, of 
crinolines and nylons, drum majorettes and home economics classes. Above all, the appalling 
cookie-cutter destinies, preordained for women. But I found myself riveted from first page to 
last.”

4  So let’s hear this guy put himself in the mind of a teenage girl putting on makeup. From 
Gloria. (music starts) This music, and the music throughout this program, is played by West 
Virginia musician, Steve Hill.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
Keith:  Gloria had never liked the way she looked. She saw herself as only minimally pretty, 
dark as a gypsy with features crammed together into a small space like a big-eyed rat. But after 
years of practice, she had become an artist with makeup and could create a sophisticated image 
that was really quite presentable. The foundation and rouge went on automatically, but the lines 



around her eyes required fierce concentration, had to be as sharp and clean as if they’d been 
drawn with a fine-nibbed pen. She felt lucky tonight and knew she’d get them both right on the 
first try, and she did.

The martini was wearing off, but she still felt a curious Alice-in-Wonderland disorientation, as 
though when she turned away from the mirror, she’d find herself not in her bedroom in 
Raysburg, but somewhere else, somewhere totally unforeseen.

She separated her dried lashes and gave them each a quick, hard squeeze with the curler, then a 
final, tiny flick of mascara at the tips. She’d met Roland at her first Delta Lambda White and 
Gold Invitational.  He was - and she enjoyed describing him the way Hemingway would have - 
very tall and very brown. And when she’d caught him staring at her across the room, he’d 
walked directly over to her. “Hi,” he’d said. “Are you as icy as you look?”

She’d been shocked. She’d thought only blondes could be icy. But she’d answered, “Oh yes, ten 
degrees below zero.”  Using a sable brush, Gloria did her first coat of lipstick. She always wore 
brilliant red. She had looked icy, she’d realized later, writing about it in her diary. And she 
decided that she liked looking icy. It went with being a Delta Lambda girl, and she would 
cultivate it. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

5  Kate: So how did you write that book, being as how you’re a man? (He laughs)

Keith: (laughs) It required input from about a million directions. One of them is, you know, in 
high school, I was always the girls’ confidante. I really wanted to be their boyfriend, but 
somehow I always ended up being the one who heard all their sad tales, right? So I heard lots of 
sad tales. And there’s something about me, I paid attention and remembered their sad tales 
(laughing). That was the beginning.

There’s a wonderful bibliography called The Adolescent in American Fiction from 1945 to 1960. 
I went through that and picked out all the books that had a female adolescent protagonist, set in 
the Eastern United States in an urban setting. And I read all of those. I read everything I could 
find - which wasn’t much - on twirling and on sororities and on things like that.

And then, every single word of this book passed under the eyes of my wife. Right? In every 
draft. And I would write something, and Mary would look at it and she’d say, “Well, it’s pretty 
good, but what you’ve got going right there, that’s just a male fantasy,” she would say. “Get rid 
of that.”  And I would say, “OK.” And if I didn’t believe her, she would explain it to me. “Want 
me to tell you why that is a male fantasy?”  (laughs)

I had two women editors at Harper Collins who were very helpful too, who also assisted me. 
And my poor wife got asked wonderful questions like, “How do you drive a car if your skirt is 
too tight?” Right? And she says, “Why, you slide your skirt up do you can move your legs. 
That’s how you drive a car!”  All kinds of things like that.



Kate:  OK, I can imagine how you would know that women drew lines around their eyes. But 
how did you know that “You’re hoping you’d get lucky and wouldn’t mess up one of the lines?”  
How’d you know that?

Keith: Oh. I read lots of makeup books. My wife wears makeup. My older daughter wears so 
much makeup, you wouldn’t believe it. You know, I’m not unfamiliar with women. Good 
heavens. I didn’t write this living in a monastery.

Kate: Yeah, I can see you sitting there watching them put on the makeup, but it’s the feeling 
about it. You just flashed me back about twenty years, when you’re sitting there with that little 
brush, thinking, “Oh man, I gotta go to work. Hope I don’t mess this up.” You’ve thought about 
this a lot.

Keith: I have put makeup on my wife and daughter. And I have stood there and thought, “Gee, I 
hope I don’t mess this up. I’ll have to start all over again.”  (laughs)

Kate: Now, did you put makeup on your wife and daughter as research for this book? Or you 
just did it?

Keith: I did it because I’m better at it than they are. (both laugh)

6  Kate: Keith did have a tough time creating Gloria’s roommate, Susie, a majorette.

Keith:  Susie was hard. It took me a long time to get Susie.  I have never known - I was about to 
say intimately, why not? - I have never intimately known a majorette (laugh), and I had to 
compile a really vast amount of stuff before I could begin to get her to come to life. And what 
you’re looking for as a novelist is not just an accumulation of facts, you know, like building 
more and more facts. You’re looking for things that will spark you, that will go FLASH!

When Elaine Pollack, the Canadian twirling champ, came to my office and we went out in the 
quadrangle outside my office, and she showed me the fifties twirls as they would have been done 
- and I really appreciated that - and then she handed me her baton. And I took it in my hand. And 
she said, “This is the ball and the tip, and this is the shaft, and you hold it right in the middle. 
And I held it right in the middle. And I said, “How do you twirl it?”  And she showed me sort of 
the basic twirl, and I did it. And I thought, “Gee, that isn’t so hard. I can do that.” And that 
experience, you will find, literally, practically the way I’ve told it to you, right in the book. 
Because that’s what happens to Susie when she’s at the state fair and she sees the majorette and 
talks to her after the show’s over. 

Little things like that start to come together and add up to make a person.

music



7  Kate: And little things come together to make up a town too. His made-up city of Raysburg, 
West Virginia, a steel mill town. After you’ve read several of Keith’s novels, you feel like you 
know the place.

In his 1993 novel, Light in the Company of Women, he reached back to the 1800s when 
Raysburg was new, the immigrants were pouring in, and the steel mills were iron mills. 

In this sample, young Jack Middleton, a photographer, has emigrated from Ireland. In the future, 
his descendants will be solid Raysburg citizens. But here, he’s got his belongings in a wagon, 
rolling down The National Road, looking for a place to make himself a life. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
Keith: Jack had just attained his majority, by God, had just arrived in America, by God, and was 
full of himself, and wanted to see what he could see. He had been on his way to Columbus, or 
who knows, maybe even St. Louis. Jack had bought a good old dray horse - named, in the 
predictably idiotic American manner, Betsy - bought her and the wagon with her from a drunken 
tinker in Baltimore, loaded up his cameras and equipment and headed west. 

It was a hot day with a taste of rain in the air. Jack was alone on the road, as he had been for 
most of his journey. He drowsed with the leathers on his lap, as the scenes through which he 
passed continued to unfold themselves before his closed eyelids. Sylvan groves so dense that not 
a sun mote relieved the gloom. Vast prospects of mountain ridges folding back behind yet more 
mountain ridges. The valleys between, hazy with purple mists, as though of some mysterious 
fairyland, long stretches of the old, dusty pike, overgrown now with grass, upon which snakes lay 
about like so many ropes, sunning themselves and in so great a profusion, that Jack could not 
avoid running his wheels over them. Silent taverns long ago fallen into picturesque ruin. For yes, 
the heyday of the National Road was long past. And if expeditious transportation had been his 
primary concern, he should have ridden on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, as apparently 
everyone else was doing. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Kate: After a while, Jack feels lonesome and wonders what he’s doing and where he’s going.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
Keith: Jack kept at hand a flask of spirits to assist him in such moments. And now he helped 
himself to a long drink. A tickle of rain was lashing up in the West. The lower edge of the sky 
looked as though printers’ ink had been poured into it. Jack took a second drink, paused with the 
flask in his hand, and discovered that he was experiencing an inexplicable, though profound 
stirring of emotion.

For the first time, he genuinely saw the place where he was, saw it as clearly as if it were 
framed, upside down, on his ground glass. “It’s very like Wicklow,” he thought. “By God, it is. 
Put up some stone fences, and this could be the very place. County Wicklow.”  He slapped the 



leathers, called out, “Step along, girl! Move lively, my sweet.” He did not yet know where he 
was going, but he was suddenly in a fierce hurry to get there.

Jack attained the summit of the hill and discovered a little shack which had once been a toll gate 
for the National Road. Directly in front of it, an ancient, white-bearded character was seated in 
a rough-hewn chair, smoking a pipe made from a corn cob. A few minutes of conversation were 
sufficient to establish the fact that this worthy had once collected the tolls. What remained 
mysterious to Jack, however, was why he was still there, years after his function had passed 
away. “Nice view,” the old man said.

Since ascending the crest of the hill, Jack had perceived a distinctly unpleasant quality to the 
atmosphere. “I mean no offense by the question,” Jack said, “but could you hazard an opinion 
as to the origin of the terrible smell hereabouts?”

“Smell of money,” the man said. “From the mills.”

“Indeed. And with what endeavor are these mills engaged?”

“Why, iron, son. Iron.”  Jack bid the old gentleman a good night. He proceeded only a few 
yards, and was suddenly staring down on the rooftops of a prosperous town. It was, he would 
discover, Raysburg, West Virginia. And then, as he followed the steep streets on down toward 
Main, as he passed the lamplighter busy at his work, the long-threatened rain struck. And 
following the line of least resistance, Jack found himself urged on toward a great, dark curve, 
out at the edge of things and below the city, where the gas lamps of the downtown were reflected, 
burning white and yellow against the rain and the slate-grey sky. And as his tired mare felt her 
way over the cobblestones, on down the hill, he found that the mysterious line of darkness, lights 
reflecting yet further back, vague and diffuse, like a scattering of weary jewels, was the great, 
uncoiling form, obscured by night, of the Ohio River.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

music plays out 

Kate:  You are quite in love with the Ohio River, I would guess.

Keith: Oh, I am. I still dream about it. Every few months I dream about the river and the bridges. 
Mainly the suspension bridge that goes over to Wheeling Island. I’ve dreamed about that bridge 
a million times.

8  Kate: In Keith Maillard’s Hazard Zone, a guy who grew up in Raysburg comes back when 
his mom dies. In this scene, he’s out on a boat, on the Ohio River, daydreaming, remembering 
his stepfather.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>



“I couldn’t love you more if you were my own,” he used to say to me with a slushy sentimentality 
of a man with most of a fifth of Four Roses in him. And it was true, he did ignore me much as he 
ignored Johnny. Occasionally he’d decide he was going to do something with “his boys.” I 
remember once he took Johnny and me to Pittsburgh to see a ball game. It had never registered 
on him that neither Johnny nor I gave a shit about baseball.

For a few years, I tried to think of him as my father, and I still dream about him after all this 
time. In the last dream I had of him, he was immaculately groomed, just as he always was in real 
life. He had Brilliantine in his hair and was wearing a tuxedo and was standing in the shallow 
end of a pool where I swim on my lunch hour. He was drunk as a lord, which was nothing 
unusual, and he was playing a trumpet. Bud never played anything, let alone a trumpet. But in 
the dream, he played so sweetly, it made me cry.

.. And on down the river, Atkinson’s Landing was too small to make it onto the map, so I’m not 
sure where it is. That’s where my grandmother’s from. The packet boats carry coal and tobacco, 
livestock, the US Mail. They’d toot their horns and everybody would come running down to the 
landing. My grandmother grew up cooking for farm hands. Those were the days when you had 
pie with every meal, and they had a whole pantry for pies. No sidewalks, no streetlights, no 
electricity, no indoor plumbing. People scrubbed their outhouses white as clouds, my 
grandmother told me when I was a kid.

And on down the river: Friendly, Long Reach, Ravens Rock, Wade, St. Marys ...
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

music plays out

9  Kate: Keith Maillard grew up in Wheeling and went to Linsly Military Academy, where in 
the words of his poem, We were strange boys for the 1950s, used to sit in back alleys drunk on 
bottles of Black Label beer and weep for the sadness of the world.  

Kate: They read poetry.

Keith: Poetry didn’t have any limits. It was real. When we said poetry, we meant life itself.

Kate: Those lines are taken from his poetry book, Dementia Americana. In another poem in that 
book, he remembers the exact minute he decided to become a writer.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Keith: Loony Steve Allen presided over the nights, saying Hello Vern, how’s your fern? Yeah, he 
really was America’s pie-in-the-face zen lunatic, the genuine article. With Dick, my best friend, I 
watched him on a snowy TV, and Dick’s grandfather taught me an old song called Sabastopol, in 
open tuning on the guitar. And once at the piano, Dick sang hymns until his grandmother said 
that if he didn’t stop, she’d fall on her knees and weep. And I held Axel’s Castle open on my lap, 
the words transmuted into gold: “Each of your moments has a special tone,” I read, or told 
myself, crazy with joy. “Invent a special language that is yours alone.”



>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Kate: How true is that?

Keith: That’s absolutely dead true. That, to the best of my memory, is when I decided to be a 
writer, is sitting in Dick’s apartment over in Martin’s Ferry, reading Axel’s Castle when I was 
about 14. And what really got to me was that somebody had taken what people wrote creatively 
so seriously that he would sit down and write this book about them, analyzing and thinking about 
what they had written. And by the time I finished Axel’s Castle, I said, “That’s what I’m going to 
do. I’m going to be a writer.”

10  Kate: Keith came of age in the 1960s.

Keith: Once in my twenties, I spent a huge amount of time just wandering around, and 
hitchhiking and riding Greyhound buses. and I got stuck one night in Toledo, Ohio. And it was 
raining, but not hard. It was raining lightly. And I walked around Toledo, Ohio. I have no idea 
what part of town I was in. And had something I would have to call a mystical experience. This 
is what this particular poem is about, is about that, that moment.

Kate: From Dementia Americana:

music throughout

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Keith: Let all times exist, each in its own perfection. We’ll set him on the road again, the boy 
you were, without benefit of the full-grown man who remembers it as confusion, mess, and 
misery of tracking down some ancient hurt. 

 The cars pass in a whoosh of grey dawn haze. It’s gone now, and red taillights blur in the mist. 
Toledo, Ohio. And every drop on every leaf, on every branch on this, God’s tree, is sanctified. 
Don’t say the words with irony, but softly and with care, as leaflets on the Boston common are 
strangely addressed to gentle children. He wants to be, she wants to be a messenger of love. 
Each in our own perfection then, we wander down these roads again. The girl you were, the boy 
you were, now scattered to the wind. 

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

music plays out

11  Kate: You play music. You’ve played old-time music, play jazz, early music. You were a 
bass player for Ferron, a very well-known singer, songwriter. And now you’re trying to learn to 
play the four-string banjo. Do you see writing as music? What’s the connection?



Keith: Absolutely. I can tell in about ten seconds flat when I see student work if they’re ear 
writers or eye writers. And it’s hard to get eye writers to actually hear what they’re doing. There 
is a prose rhythm in my mind that I hear all the time when I’m writing. And many times, I’ll 
change a structure, not for the meaning, but for the sound of it. 

This particular aspect of writing is very hard to teach anybody. Um, but I want every paragraph 
to have a musical sense and come to a cadence.

Kate: I’m a newspaper writing coach and, after I’ve worked with people for a while, I can say to 
them, “You know, you can’t sing that paragraph.”

Keith: Yeah. I’d say exactly the same thing. That paragraph doesn’t sing. That prose doesn’t 
sing. And when you get kids that can do it instinctively, that’s just a joy. Because they got that 
something in their ear, and you can see it on the page. I don’t care what they’re writing about. I 
know they’re going somewhere when they’ve got that musical sense with language and with 
words. 

12  Kate: Here’s another short piece, some of Keith’s “word music”: 

music throughout

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
Keith: My mother told me that the bug in the window had been released by the US Army 
specifically for the purpose of eating up Japanese beetles. It was the biggest bug I’d ever seen. It 
was bigger than any bug had a right to be. It peered in at us with its head cocked to one side like 
an inquisitive spaniel.  To assist the US Army, I dripped burning candle wax on Japanese 
beetles. On a good night, I could get thirty or more. I didn’t care if the U.S. Army had released 
the bug in the window. It gave me the creeps. Like all things alien, reticent, unblinking, out of 
their proper place, strangers who come unbidden and stay to look in.
>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

13  Kate: You have become an associate professor at the University of British Columbia, based 
on the merit of your writing and probably not a big pile of degrees, right?

Keith: That is absolutely correct. I have no degrees in anything. I was hired by the university on 
the basis of my publication record. Which is not only the books, but, you know, I’ve done a little 
journal writing, article writing, did a lot of work for CDC radio. Etc. Etc. 

14  Kate: Keith Maillard wrote Dementia Americana while the Gulf War was going on.

Keith: I was very upset by the war. And the first night that it started and appeared on television, 
I had a dream. I mean, this sounds like something I made up, but I didn’t. It’s absolutely true. I 



had a dream. And in the dream, someone opened a book in front of me, like that, and said, “You 
will write a book of poetry about this war.” And I woke up, and I thought, “Well, I could either 
say, “Ah, it was just a dream,” or I can do it.

And so I started, started to write that sequence. And I wrote poetry every day when I got up, for 
several hours. And I didn’t time it or plan it that way, but right when the war ended, so did the 
sequence. 

(music throughout)

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

.... Oh, America, I wanted to braid all your roads together into one great tapestry of the heart. I 
sat alone in the Howard Johnson’s writing on a napkin, dazzling insights into the nature of God. 
This boy has forgotten where he’s been. He can’t tell violence from love. Hitchhiking in the cold 
rain of dawn, he thinks America is a girl he’s forgotten in Canton, Ohio. Forgive me. It’s a gift 
to be simple, but I don’t know how.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

15  Kate: “A gift to be simple, but I don’t know how.” Keith Maillard’s characters are always 
saying that, in one way or another.

In Alex Driving South, the main character grows up in Wheeling. He goes away, becomes a city 
guy. Comes back looking down his nose at West Virginia. Runs into his old best buddy from 
high school, a mechanic in Raysburg. They start drinking and drive off into a big snowstorm on a 
tear, comparing views of the world.

Keith: It’s my first novel set in West Virginia.  I tried to get every single thing about West 
Virginia in there that I could think of. So I just crammed the book. 

Kate: The main character is named Evan. 

Keith: I am not any of the characters. 

Kate: There are a lot of flashbacks into Evan’s growing-up years in Raysburg. This next scene is 
the one that sticks in my mind.

Keith: Elaine is Evan’s girlfriend. And they hop the freight together. I never hopped a freight 
with a girl, but I have hopped the freight. And it is like I have described it here.

16  Keith: From Alex Driving South

music throughout



>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Keith:  Yeah, it must have been November, because it was chilly and cold, snowing lightly, but 
not yet bitter. The snow wasn’t sticking. So he couldn’t have known Elaine very long. But surely, 
he must have kissed her at least once, standing in that back alley behind the restaurant.

They were walking along by the railroad tracks. Neither of them could have turned 16 yet. “I see 
the way you look at me. I catch you all the time.”

“How do I look at you?”

“Like you want to see how much of a girl I am, or how bad I am.” It was perfectly true. He 
didn’t know what to say. They walked along holding hands and heard, in the distance, down in 
South Raysburg, the train approaching, that slow and weighted slam-bang on the tracks. 

“You know something?”  she said. “I can scare people something wonderful sometimes. I bet 
you can’t do it. All I have to do is look in their eyes, give them a certain sort of look.”  And she 
was doing it to him. Those jet-black eyes were totally crazy under the street light.

“Yeah, you would scare a lot of people, doing that.” But not me, he’d meant. He’d put that tone 
to it, although he was afraid of her. 

“I’m as much of a girl as anybody else,” she said suddenly. Her mind seemed to make strange 
leaps. He couldn’t always follow what she was thinking. She talked in short, explosive sentences, 
with long pauses between them. Everything she said, even something as ordinary as “Let’s go 
for a walk” sounded deadly serious and painful.

“Even though I’m not like Susie Galloway,” she said. Not like the class fashion plate, a 
majorette, a plump, spoiled little blonde, whose father sold used cars and probably spent half his 
income on her.

“What are you talking about?” he said.

“Do you want to see how much of a girl I am?” she said and took his head between her hands, 
her fingers pressed hard on the back of his neck and kissed him full on the mouth. She was the 
first girl he’d ever met who kissed with her mouth open. And her tongue always gave him an 
erection as quickly as if somebody had thrown a switch in him marked SEX. He caught her 
around the waist. She slipped one of her legs between his. They stood kissing and swaying to the 
rhythm of the train that was coming rolling by on the tracks next to them. He couldn’t get enough 
of kissing her. He loved the way her tongue slid so naturally and easily into his mouth.

Suddenly she broke away and said, “Hey Evan, let’s hop the train and ride it to Blanton’s 
Ferry!”

“You’re crazy!”



“No, I’m not. I’ve done it hundreds of times. We’ll ride it Blanton’s Ferry and take the bus 
back.”

“How the hell do you get on it?”

“You jump on one of those ladders and hang on.”

“You’re crazy. The damn thing goes a million miles an hour when it gets going!”

“Yeah, but it slows down again on the other side of the river. They have to go slow through 
towns. That’s the law. It’ll be going just like this. Look at it now, how slow it’s going.” Without 
any warning, she took off and began to run along next to the train. She was moving just as fast as 
it was. She caught the ladder on a boxcar and swung easily up and onto it. The train carried her 
ten yards down the track, and she swung off just as easily, landed, knees flexed, and ran a few 
steps with the momentum of it.

He was out of breath when he caught up to her. “That’s how easy it is,” she said.

17 The high arches of her scuffed cowgirl boots had fit onto the rungs of the ladder so perfectly 
that they could have been designed for the job. His penny loafers would be slick as hell, clumsy 
and dangerous on the frosty metal. “You’re crazy!” he said. 

“You’re chicken!” she said. “Coward!”  His mouth had gone totally dry. He knew he had to do 
it. If he ever wanted to stand in the alley behind the restaurant with his tongue in her mouth 
again, he had to do it. If he had time, he knew he could talk his way out of it, but there didn’t 
seem to be any time left. 

It wasn’t fair. “I’ll get on first,” she said, and began to trot along next to the moving train. She 
knew as well as he did that he didn’t have any choice. “Hurry up,” she called back, “or it’ll be 
going too fast.”

He ran along behind her, stumbling, nearly blind with fear. He couldn’t think. He could only 
follow behind her girl’s ass moving so beautifully in her tight jeans. If she stopped suddenly, 
he’d run right into her. But she jumped, and in a single, fluid motion, swung herself up. Before 
he could hesitate, she caught his hand and pulled. He grabbed the ladder with his free hand, and 
hung for a terrible moment with his feet pawing the air. Then he scrambled onto the ladder. 

The steel rung under his right hand was cold as ice. They had joined the motion now that roll 
and rattle. The ground was slipping away behind them. The streetlights were moving.

Her boot heels made for stirrups and nailed her safely into place. She hung there, her knees 
flexing with the motion, as easily as she would have stood on the sidewalk. His shoes had no 
grasp to them at all. “Have to get some engineer boots like Alex wears,” he managed to think. 
His right arm was already beginning to cramp. Fear blurred his mind and sickened him. 



She let go of his hand, grabbed him around the waist and gathered him in.  “Hold onto me,” she 
said. “You’ve gotta hold on tight, because we’re going to be doing damn near sixty when we hit 
the tunnel!”

“Oh jeezus christ,” he said. Her face was only inches away. Her eyes seemed black and endless 
and caves. He could fall right into them. He and Elaine Isaac, this strange girl he scarcely knew, 
were hanging onto the side of a boxcar together. They were wrapped around each other. They 
were french kissing. They were rolling along the B and O line through center Raysburg, toward 
Ohio.  

He couldn’t take it in. “This goes all the way to Cincinnati,” she said. He couldn’t say anything. 
“I want to ride it forever!” she said. She had to yell above the gathering speed of the wheels. “I 
hear it in the night, and I want to be on it. To Cincinnati, to St. Louis! I want to keep on moving 
and never stop...”

 They must have been going over forty by now. The street lights snapped by. Whisk! Whisk! 
Whisk! He could see the speckle of snow falling in the yellow circles under the street lights. The 
wind cutting back the side of the train was bitterly cold. It burnt his face, brought tears to his 
eyes. 

18  Then they were leaving the streetlights behind, moving through scrub and grass now, past 
vacant lots, past woods, towards the tunnel. 

They were going so fast, he couldn’t look out anymore, so he looked at her instead. The wind 
was beating her hair into a black, moving swirl around her face. And suddenly he forgot to be 
afraid. He felt elation soaring up in him as though he were roaring drunk. He’d never seen 
anything as beautiful as she looked to him then with her hair flying, her face shining with 
excitement, wind tears streaming back from her black eyes. And he said it. “You’re beautiful! 
You’re really beautiful!” 

The tunnel struck like fists in their ears, smashing assault of sound, thrust fast as a jet plane into 
total darkness. Their mouths struck together so hard, he’d find later that he’d cut his lip on her 
teeth. The only warmth left in moving blackness, freezing cold, impossible roaring was her 
mouth, her lips, her tongue. It wasn’t enough that his legs were wrapped around hers. He wanted 
to be inside of her. What he wanted was impossible, to rush into her as fast as the train and 
vanish.

They were kissing so hard, it was like death chasing them down the tracks. And then instantly, 
the sound was gone, and they were sailing high, unbelievably high above the city with the lights 
streaked out below and the dirty river that was only beautiful at night. His breath was torn away. 
The awful sound was gone, but his ears still rang with it. They were shot though the dark sky like 
bullets, must have been going damn near seventy miles an hour, with Raysburg below them, the 
river below them, then sweeping down and across the bridge. “Oh Jesus Christ!” he yelled. 
“Jesus Crist!” He couldn’t stop himself. “I love you!” he yelled against the wind. “I love you!”



“I love you!” she yelled back. 

She’d been right. The train did slow to a walk in Blanton’s Ferry, and she jumped off easily, 
running. The ground came up too fast for him. He would have fallen, but she caught him. They 
kept right on running, fast and breathless, into the nearest shadow, the square of darkness cast 
by the warehouse in the railroad yard. He unbuttoned her brother’s hand-me-down windbreaker, 
reached up under her sweater. She unfastened her bra in the back. He thrust his numb and icy 
hands into the rounded spaces around her small, pointed breasts. She gasped and a shiver went 
down her body. Snow was falling in their hair.

Frantic against the wall of the building, he drove her against the wall of the building.

Walking to the bus stop, she said, “Am I enough of a girl for you? Am I bad enough for you?”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

19  Kate: Well, I bet you got people pasted to the radio from Logan County to Marshall 
County! (they laugh) I thought when I read that, that one of the most alive, sexy passages I’ve 
ever read. Can you talk about writing about sex a little bit?  A lot of writers won’t write about 
sex. They just dance around it.

Keith: Well, that seems silly to me. Although it’s hard. What’s the old cliche? Sex, death and 
love, you know, are really hard to write about. It’s a part of life. I’m a realist writer. I try and get 
all of life in there, and that’s part of it, and I try to do that too.

Kate: It isn’t just isolated. It’s mixed in with daily life. I mean, those guys are having a great 
time on the train!

Keith: You bet. You bet. Yeah, you can’t just write a sex scene: Now I’m going to write a sex 
scene, and it sort of sits like an oasis in the middle, you know. You don’t do that. It has to fit 
into, you know, into your story and into what’s going on. It has to be a part of it. Just like it is 
with us, you know. Real people!

music

20  Kate: He actually started writing Alex Driving South when he was still a teenager. Then he 
wrote more on it when he was at West Virginia University.  

Keith:  I rewrote the opening of that 26 times. I thought everything had to be perfect, so I 
couldn’t really go on and write anything until it was perfect.

Kate:  He kept writing on it after college, out on the West Coast during the Vietnam War, as he 
got involved in the antiwar movement. He rewrote it 5 times, published another book first.



Keith: And I can remember when I got the first copy of it in the mail, I opened it up and sat at 
my desk, and I just wept. Because it had been all those years, I had been living with those two 
guys. 

Kate: Those two guys: Evan, the one who left West Virginia, and Alex, the one who stayed. 
Every West Virginia writer that I’ve interviewed who doesn’t live in West Virginia is in some 
way exploring their persistent attachment to this place. And they create characters that personify 
that dilemma. The one who left, the one who stayed. 

Keith:  That theme runs through a lot of literature. And coming back. Can you come home 
again? What happens if you try? Well, then you have to confront your past. What if you don’t 
want to confront it? Which is what happens to Evan. But, of course, he does.

21  Kate: Could you have written about West Virginia if you’d continued to live here? That’s a 
question that almost every writer from West Virginia thinks about.

Keith: I don’t think so. I’m not sure why, exactly, but I think there’s a clarity and a distance that 
I have, living so far away. And also I have to work really hard to write about West Virginia. I 
have to think about it and re-create it in my mind. I have to do a lot of reading. And I actually 
have to intentionally make a trip back here to find things out. And it focuses me in a way that I 
don’t think I would be if I were just living on Wheeling Island.

Kate:  You can live that life that you didn’t live by writing about it.

Keith: Well, writing fiction about anything is like that. It gives you a chance to live any life you 
wanted to live and couldn’t. Right? It’s wonderful. You can jump into other people’s heads. And, 
you know, become them. And there you go.

Kate: And you’re never bored. If you’re stuck in the doctor’s office, stuck in traffic, you can 
fiddle around with your character.

Keith: You know, that is absolutely true! When I’m writing, I’m continually writing in my mind 
all the time. I’ve sat in doctors’ offices, you know, like for nearly an hour. Everybody else is 
fidgeting, and I’m working out a scene. Right? And my characters are walking around talking to 
each other. They’re doing this and that, and sometimes I’ll paw around and get a notebook or a 
piece of paper and make a few notes, so I don’t forget. Yeah, it’s true. You’re never bored.

music starts

22 Kate: Let’s hear another sample, from Raysburg. Here’s John Isaac, father of Elaine Isaac, 
the girl on the freight train. This might give you a little insight into Elaine.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>



23  Keith: Poor old John Isaac, crazy and mean and dangerous. As a young man, he’d done a 
couple years in Moundsville for shooting a cousin of his in the stomach with a 38. But he could 
also be kind, almost gentle. He wasn’t always a terrifying round face which appeared suddenly 
over the side of a booth, hissing out of the corner of his mouth at Elaine, “There’s customers in 
here, damnit, you move your butt, girl.”

It wasn’t that often, he’d turn into an outright madman, a holy terror with Jesus whispering in 
his ear, telling him to blow his daughter’s head off with a shotgun. Sometimes he’d sit just inside 
the door of the kitchen with his $10 Stella guitar propped against the top of his belly and sing old 
country tunes in a faint wheezing, but perfectly true voice. There was one song that Evan hadn’t 
been able to forget after all these years. It had been one of John’s favorites, the story of a 
gambler who ruined his life with the cards. He’s in a big game, and he’s losing. He’s gambled 
away everything he owns, except for one, last possession. And when John came to that crucial 
line, he’d always look up, out at the nonexistent audience. His dark eyes would gleam for a 
minute from behind the fat, grey pouches with a sad intensity, just like Elaine’s. and he’d sing 
the words slowly, half speaking them: “He took his dead mother’s rang from his fanger.”

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

music plays out

Kate: Like most readers, even though I know better, I imagine - because you write it well – 
“Ooo, this must have happened to him.”

Keith: (He laughs) Yeah, it’s amazing. Most people don’t think that fiction writers make 
anything up. They think it all has to come directly from their experience, and everything is a 
Romana clef. And of course, that’s false. You make up lots of stuff. 

music

24  Kate: All right. How did you become a writer?

Keith: Well, you know the R.D. Laing thing about electing somebody in your family, like you 
elect somebody to be the crazy person. Well, I was elected to be an artist. I think largely because 
we already had one. My Uncle Henry was a famous painter, who was respectable, who sold his 
paintings, who actually supported himself, right, and who was well known. So people knew that 
it was humanly possible to be an artist, right? And so I was elected to be one. I didn’t know 
which art I was going to pursue. I liked the idea of being an artist too. And I played music and 
painted and drew and also wrote. And it was kind of a tossup, which way I would go.
 
Kate: I’m looking for something concrete about how you were elected to be an artist. How did 
you know you were elected?



Keith: Oh. Because I kept hearing people say, “Oh, he’s just like Uncle Henry.” I heard that 
million times when I was growing up. “Oh Keith, don’t worry about him, he’s just like Uncle 
Henry.”

Kate: This is when you were doing things that artists would do, that otherwise they would think 
were odd or something like that.

Keith: This is when I showed absolutely zero interest in baseball. Right? I was one of these kids 
that, when you played softball, they put him way out in the outfield. Way. Get Keith way out in 
the outfield. You know, I couldn’t catch anything. I couldn’t do anything. And people’d say, 
“Ah, don’t worry about him. He’s an artist. He’s like Uncle Henry. He’s like Uncle Henry.”

music

25  Kate: Keith Maillard is a Canadian citizen now. He left the United States during the 
Vietnam War. He was not eligible for the draft at the time, so he wasn’t evading the draft. 

Keith:  When I left and went to Canada, I wasn’t draft-eligible. So it was I guess a moral choice, 
a moral decision to leave after Kent State. That really was a terrible time. The United States 
invaded Cambodia and Laos. The campuses just went up, all over the country. Then there was 
Kent State. 

I was standing in the line at the bank, at Harvard Square. And there were these two perfectly 
ordinary-looking, middle-aged ladies standing in front of me. And one of them said, “Those 
students at Kent State got exactly what they deserved.”  And I said, “That’s it.” So I went to 
Canada and have been there ever since.  And I reviewed a book about Americans in Canada. And 
I was talking to someone about it, a much younger person than me. And they said, “Doesn’t it 
make you feel good to know that you were right?”

And I thought about that a long time, and I said, “No, there is nothing that is going to make me 
or anybody else feel good about Vietnam. I think it’s a scar across my entire generation, people 
my age. Whatever you did, you felt bad about it. If you left the country, you felt bad. If you 
stayed, you felt bad. If you went over there, you felt bad. If you got out of it, you felt bad. I don’t 
know anybody that manages to feel very good about Vietnam.

music

26  Kate: And here’s a glimpse of the decade before Vietnam in the 1950s. This passage will 
give you a good glimpse of what Gloria was trying to bust loose from.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Keith: ...The Kotters went to church any time Gloria’s father decided they would. This morning 
he had announced his decision the way he always did, by appearing in the upstairs hallway 



shaved and dressed, drinking his second cup of coffee, and in the long-suffering, self-righteous 
voice of a man who’s been up for hours while everyone else has been asleep, barking at his wife 
and daughter, still in their beds, “Church, girls!”

The Kotters usually attended church once every four or five weeks. That this was the second 
Sunday in a row might have meant that Gloria’s father was feeling more than usually devout. 
But, if so, she would never hear about it, for religion was a topic he did not care to discuss.

Once she’d asked him straight out if he believed in God. It had been during her senior year in 
high school, when she’d been reading Freud and wondering if the God she believed in all her life 
might be nothing more than an illusion, a personification of her own childish need to feel some 
magical power at work in the universe, a benevolent power that cared about her personally. And 
she’d really wanted to hear what her father believed. 

After a somber and protracted silence, he’d said, “Any man who’s been in combat knows if 
there’s a God.”

The Kotters were sitting where they always sat, in the fifth pew from the back on the left-hand 
side. Gloria’s father was wearing one of his identical grey flannel suits with one of his nearly 
identical striped ties. Gloria and her mother had costumed themselves like grown-up ladies in 
small, deft hats, in kid gloves that were now removed and folded neatly and laid on tops of their 
purses, in summer-weight gaberdine suits bought in New York and immediately recognizable by 
other grownup ladies as models of classic tailoring. Gloria’s was pale burgundy. Her mother’s 
was blue-grey. In undecorated white blouses and smooth leather pumps. 

As much as Gloria enjoyed dressing up, she did not enjoy dressing for church. She hated being 
dressed exactly like her mother. And when she regarded the multitude of blue-rinsed heads in the 
pews in front of her - they, after all, were the real grownup ladies - she felt like an imposter. And 
then of course, just like all the other grownup ladies, she was suffering, if not the full torment of 
the damned, then at least the mundane miseries of those consigned to some mild-mannered, 
mediocre purgatory. 

The doors to the church had been shut when the service began, and the only ventilation was 
through the partially-open side windows. The air was stale, wet, and dead, and the temperature 
in the pews must have risen well into the 90s.

On the surface, the grownup ladies might look at crisp as iced lettuce, but next to the skin, where 
they were wearing their mandatory girdles, they were moist as sea urchins.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

music 

27  Kate: Gloria is always hearing little voices in her head.



Keith: I don’t know how the secret watcher came to me. But the secret watcher is a voice in 
Gloria’s head that says things like “Watch out. This is a dangerous situation.”  “Don’t get into 
that car.” Right? “Keep your mouth shut, you idiot.”  (laughs)

Kate: And then these other voices that are saying, “Is you slip hanging? Is your makeup on 
right? Are you a good girl?”

Keith: Yeah, that’s right. Are you a good girl? The little voice in her head is going, “Have you 
been a good girl? Have you been a good girl? Have you been a good girl?” which is from AA 
Milne, these little things that rattle around in there.

Kate: She seems to find her own voice toward the end of the book. And you take us through a lot 
of hoops before she gets there.

Keith: Well, that’s what the book is. All the hoops you have to go through to get there 
(laughing). Someone from the New York Times said “a crinoline-draped labyrinth.” And I 
thought, “That’s pretty good. You know, I’ll take that.”  Well, like any hero or heroine, she has 
to go through her trials and tribulations to get to the end.

music

28  Kate:  A lot of people who are listening to these broadcasts either are writing or would like 
to write. And people wonder, “How do you do that?”

Keith: It depends on who is asking me. If I was talking to high school kids, I would say, “Write 
whatever you want. Don’t worry about your mother seeing it.” (laughs) In fact, you don’t have to 
show it to her. In fact, you don’t have to show it to your teachers either. Um, keep it. Take it 
seriously. And at that particular stage of things, don’t worry too much about all these formal 
things that they’re trying to teach you in your English classes. You’ll get that later. 

And don’t worry about being derivative either. This is a silly notion to worry about when you’re 
fourteen, fifteen, sixteen. I can remember sitting in study hall writing endless imitations of 
Elliott’s quartets. And it was a great thing to do. I loved every minute of it. And if somebody at 
the time had told me, “Well, this is just something you do as a kid,” I would’ve been very hurt. 
Because I took it very seriously. And you should take your writing very seriously too. But the 
biggest thing about it is to keep on doing it, no matter who tells you not to.

29  Kate: Where do you write?  

Keith: I have an office in my home. I have a little laptop computer that I’ve hooked up with an 
old black and white monitor and a keyboard, a really nice keyboard, actually. And uh, that’s 
where I write, is in this little room.

Kate: I’ve talked to one person who says she writes best in a hammock. I found a particular 
booth at a Doughnut Shop that seems to work. You’re in a little room with a laptop. 



Keith: That’s right. And of course, when you’re really heavy into something, you’re writing all 
the time, even when you’re not writing. You’re walking around writing. You’re having dinner 
writing. You drive your kid to ballet class, and you’re writing. Bring her back from ballet class, 
and you’re writing. At its most intense, it’s a process that practically takes over your whole life.

Kate: What do you do when you get ready to write?

Keith: OK, I don’t have to worry about setting times to write. Because with teaching, a wife and 
two kids, I grab every second I can. Right? And I like writing. Now, revising or editing, I can do 
till the cows come home. I love it. I can sit there and move sentences around and put commas in 
and take them out and change words. That, to me, is fun. I’m weird that way.

30  What I hate is that blank computer screen. First drafting. Where you haven’t got anything 
yet. You turn it on, and it’s blank.  To get ready to put something down on that computer screen, 
I either do something like walk around in circles in the yard, around and around and around and 
around. Or sometimes I lie down flat on my bed on my back and close my eyes and work 
through the scene. OK, that’s the point at which my wife comes in and says, “What are you 
doing?”

And I say, “I’m writing.”  And she says, “Aw, come on.”  But I am. That’s what I’m doing. 
Because I have to have something before I can put anything down. The more I can have before I 
actually hit the computer, the better. If I can have the whole scene blocked out or at least a big 
chunk of it, that’s all to the good.

At night, after everybody’s gone to bed but me, I’ll sit in bed with a notebook and a pen, and 
then I’ll jot down bits and pieces for what’s going to happen the next day. Usually bits of 
dialogue or what we call in screenwriting the beats in a scene. The psychological back and forth, 
the ping-pong interactions in a scene, we call beats. So I’ll sketch the beat outline of a scene or 
something like that. So when I get up in the morning, I have the notes from the night before.

31  Kate: Every writer finds a way to more or less chase themselves around the block and get 
away from their left brain or whatever it is that’s blocking the story from coming in.

Keith: And also, every once in a while, there’s a day when nothing works. And then, rather than 
banging my head against the wall, I go and do something else. But that doesn’t happen very 
often.

Kate: And I hate this, but I hear this little voice in my head that says, "We’re out of time!” 
Remember back at the beginning of the program, when Keith said that, even though he’d set all 
of those books in West Virginia, he’d never been sure if people in West Virginia ever heard of 
him?  Well, let’s end with this.



32  Kate: You’re speaking to literally tens of thousands of West Virginians right now as this 
goes over the air, and they’re hearing your stories and what you have to say.

Keith: That’s kind of overwhelming. That’s wonderful.

Kate: That is kind of wonderful, isn’t it? And that’s our visit with Keith Maillard, who grew up 
in Wheeling, West Virginia, now teaches creative writing at the University of British Columbia 
I’m Kate Long. And this is In Their Own Country. Thanks for listening.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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