
Interview with Keith Lee Morris. April 28.  
 
Matt Davis: So you’re in South Carolina teaching, now. That’s a long way from 
Sandpoint, Idaho.  
 
Keith Lee Morris: Actually what happened was when I was going to grad school for an 
MFA, I had a choice between going to Oregon and North Carolina Greensboro, and I’d 
heard good things about Greensboro and I decided to come over here with my wife and 
two year old. We didn’t think about the fact that once we got over here on the East Coast 
it was going to get harder to leave. I didn’t have enough publications to get a tenure track 
job, so I took a job in South Carolina and now they’ve promoted me to an assistant 
professor.  
 
How many students do you teach? 
 
I do mostly fiction workshops now, but when I started I used to have 100 students a 
semester, now it’s more like 30. I teach a lit seminar.  
 
Your books, I like ‘em. But they’re depressing. 
 
I don’t think of them being any more depressing than the normal literary fare. Put ‘em on 
the Cormac McCarthy scale.  
 
Okay. There’s a story in your new book about a woman burying a squirrel, which is 
a symbol of something, and it’s the squirrel her dead child played with before he 
died of cancer, and her husband killed himself because of the dead child, and she 
now has to bury the squirrel with the one surviving child. That’s depressing.  
 
Okay. You got me. I admit that’s the most depressing story I’ve ever written. Do you 
know the website Largehearted Boy? I just did the playlist for him yesterday and I 
admitted that this was the most depressing story I’ve ever written. And I knew that at the 
outset, but one of the things that I really started with, and the other story in there The 
Culvert, I was dealing with the issue of something horrible happening to one of your 
children, which I think I realized as a father I had never come to terms with. That’s the 
one thing that as a parent, you don’t want to make your mind go there, and those two 
stories are what came out of it. And I felt, I’m going to throw everything including the 
kitchen sink into that one, and yeah, it is depressing. But I do think in all my stories, at 
least there’s a possibility of some kind of redemptive moment. Not religious but 
personal—the way I look at my characters is, by the time you get old enough to know 
what you’re doing in life, you’ve already made a million mistakes that you don’t know 
how to fix.  
 
I do feel like there’s a moment where people can come through and redeem themselves, 
and I think that’s what that story does—this young child, at the end of the story, saying 
be my mother, take care of me, and she doesn’t have any choice. She has to do that. I’d 
like to think there’s some reason to go on. 



 
Where’s the redemptive possibility in the first story? Talk to me about redemtion in 
there. This guy who’s just watched his friend kill a good buddy while they’re on 
crystal meth.  
 
You got me. That story, I guesss I would say, is about a failed possibility—the possibility 
has already gone by this guy in a way. That was a tough story—I was the jury foreman 
for a murder trial here in South Carolina where this guy and his wife had owned their 
own business and then they got into crystal meth, and within months, he ended up killing 
her. And sitting through that trial was depressing. For a long time there was no way I 
could write about it, see a way to do anything with that material. It was a depressing 
week out of my life. And then finally I started thinking about it from the standpoint of  a 
writer—and moved it to Idaho, different circumstances. I’m just trying to say, I guess, in 
that story, wow, what a loss—and even if you survive there’s a whole boatload of regret 
and self-recrimination.  
 
I suppose the redemptive possibility is for the reader, then? To avoid making those 
mistakes? 
 
Stories are, ultimately, for a reader. But my god, you read Anna Karenina—1000 pages 
before this woman throws herself in front of a train. The idea is that as a reader you can 
look at other people’s mistakes and try to avoid them. Not always.  
 
Do you have any fiction recommendations for people who’ve enjoyed your books? 
  
Other people out there—Steve Almond and Brock Clark, they’re friends of mine. Stuff 
I’ve liked…Donald Ray Pollock’s Knock Em Stiff last year, we have a lot of the same 
interests, his stuff is a lot grittier and more violent, but we’re working the same territory. 
I really like this book I just read, Geoffrey Becker, called Hot Springs. And one of the 
things, I thought wow I should have written this book—why didn’t I get to this material 
before?  
 
You’ve done two books with Tin House. What’s your relationship like with them? 
 
They’re great. Obviously a strong indie press with the success of the magazine—strong 
rep to build on, and I’m, right now, feel pretty good publishing with a noteable indie 
press because the big presses seem to be having so much trouble. Look at the Pulitzer—a 
lot of indie presses. I love the editors there, and I think there’s, to me, I think if you took 
the top 20 books of the year, the majority are still going to be from big publishers in New 
York but I think the number is getting lower every year. The Dart League King was 
going around, the big commercial publishers—editors tended to say well, I liked this but 
readers…they tend to think more about what somebody else is going to like or not like. 
But what you get from Tin House is the editors aren’t trying to guess what somebody else 
may or may not want to read. And I don’t really think that’s the case with the big 
publishers—they publish a lot of great books, but I think it’s mostly accidental. 
 



Who’s your agent? 
Renee Zuckerbrot.  
 
I read an interview where you said your original intention was to be an alcoholic.  
That was a little tongue in cheek.  
 
Are you still drinking? 
Sure. What good writer doesn’t? No, just kidding. I like beer.  
 
So there’s not a Hemingwayish streak in there or anything? 
I’m a beer guy. I’m a wuss. I don’t drink the hard stuff. But I used to write at bars, late at 
night, and not any more really. Now I write in the morning and drink coffee. 
 
Has your stuff got better as a result? 
I don’t think the material is much different. Obviously having kids changes things a lot—
I’ve changed into a morning person.  
 
And you don’t really have a routine for writing? 
I’ve said this before but I don’t like writing, and I’ll avoid it any way I possibly can, so I 
don’t have a routine. When I’m working on something, I try to stay consistent. But I’ll go 
for long periods without writing and I used to feel guilty about it but less so, these days.  
 
Now you’re successful I guess that’s a vindication of your approach? 
I don’t think I’m successful—I’m not burning up the bestseller list or anything like that. 
But I guess I have gotten to a point at which I feel like, alright, some of the material that I 
wanted to get down on paper, I’ve done. And so I don’t feel the compulsion any more as 
much as I used to to work work work work work. If I were to drop dead this afternoon, 
I’d feel like I’ve put enough out there for people to know what I was trying to say. It’s 
interesting to me, I think some writers just write because they have to. It’s a compulsion, 
an obsession, and some writers, I think, publish too many books. I’m somewhere in the 
middle but I think I fall more to the side of someone who’s not really compelled to put 
words down.   
 
Is there a bigger leap for you now to get into the heads of your characters? 
Not really, because none of my fiction is autobiographical. I try really hard to—my 
characters aren’t actual people that I know, I try to alter things enough so that my 
characters don’t appear as actual people that I know. But those stories come from my 
experience as much as from anyone else’s experience. So it’s my own head as much as 
anyone else’s. And I also keep in touch with people in Idaho—my best friends are people 
I’ve known for 30 years in Idaho, I’m constantly in touch with them and I go back to 
them every year or so. The longer period of time you stay away from a place, the harder it 
is to get the detail straight. In fact the other day I was thinking about this street in 
Sandpoint, and all of a sudden I couldn’t remember—I used to ride my bike up this 
street—where it ran through town. It sounds like a small thing, but that keeps happening 
more and more. It’s that ability to really conjur this place in its actuality in your mind.  
 



Why don’t you write about somewhere else? Even the New Orleans story in your 
book is about people from Idaho. 
Part of it is just a knee jerk response, when I start thinking of characters and plots, that’s 
what comes into my brain. So if I’m going to set the story some place else I generally 
have to talk myself out of that setting and move it somewhere. But the kinds of people I 
like to talk about and stories I like to tell are well suited to that environment. But I know 
other places—I spend a fair amount of time in New York these days, and I think I could 
write stories set in New York. The other area I’m familiar with is the South—but there’s 
something frightening about the South for me as a writer. I was born in Mississippi, but 
one thing you realize is if you move away and come back, you really don’t know the 
south the way that native southerners know the south. There are issues to do with race 
and class and religion that run so far beneath the surface, that unless you’ve lived here for 
a long time, you’re not going to touch them. There are writers with no problem writing 
about the South, but you’ve got to know enough that you don’t know enough to write 
about the South. I’m very leery of it. I am trying, this novel that I’m working on now, I’m 
trying to take an Idaho transplant and put him in a small town in the South but it’s 
difficult.  
 
There does seem to be a romanticism in your writing though. Like, if it were a 
Williams or a Faulkner it would be more florid, but your characters are yearning. 
Like, in the story The Cigarette, the depressed protagonist really wants to fuck his 
coworker. I mean, that’s a real solid impulse for him. Is that thwarted romanticism? 
I agree—they’re people who in some ways want lives that are larger than they’ve got, in 
some ways. And that’s probably true of most people that I know, and much of that is 
internal, due to our own bad decisions. I think it’s interesting—there’s a love hate 
relationship with small towns, I think. On the one hand almost everybody talked about 
getting out of Sandpoint when they grew up—go to California, Seattle, do something 
else. And one after another I see people going back, and sometimes that’s because of 
limited opportunities. But a lot of the time I see people who’re very successful deciding 
that’s where they want to be. It’s a real love hate relationship, I think. There are things 
that are very appealing about it, but I’m not sure that people who live in those settings 
necessarily see it.  


