Interview with author Gary Fincke
1. The book jacket says that these stories are about "small but
important blessings that ultimately rescue [your] characters from
despair"-in other words, they're about grace. Can you tell us your
thoughts about that seemingly recurrent theme?

My stories are always character-driven—how they act under pressure, 
which is what makes us who we are.  The characters who interest me most
are those in need of at least some redemption, however small.
Discovering these small "blessings" is as necessary for me as for them.
I'm often genuinely relieved when I write my way to one of those
moments.

2. What is the genesis of a short story—a character, a turn of plot, 
something you've read in a newspaper? Perhaps you could tell us about
the genesis of one or two stories in this collection.

I've written an article for The Writer about finding material in local
newspapers, so that's one source.  “The Lightning Tongues” is an
example—a woman who worked at our mall disappeared, and the primary
suspect was her estranged husband.  I used the circumstances of the
security camera in the story, but the real issue was point of view—who 
would tell this story?  When I discovered my tobacco store clerk, I knew
I had a story.

Personal experience drove most of my earliest stories, but in this book
only part of stories come from direct experience—scenes, for
instance. A woman did get into my van and ask for a ride to save her
from her boyfriend; my father did become a janitor in my high
school—but the characters are unlike me in profound ways and the
situations, aside from how they were suggested by experience, are
fictional.

3.  As you write a short story, do the characters ever surprise you?
That is, do the stories ever take a completely different direction from
what you have in mind as you start writing?

Yes.  The best stories remain mysteries for me until I near the end.  If
I know the outcome too soon, I lose interest and discard the story.  All
of these stories, I hope, surprise (not trick) the reader in some way.

4. Which writers were important to you as you learned to write short
stories? Who are you reading now whose work you admire?

I'm a self-taught writer—that is, I read and I read until I felt I
might be able to tackle short story writing.  At the beginning there was
Tobias Wolff, Ray Carver, Richard Ford, and Andre Dubus.  They're still
there.  Realistic, character-driven fiction.  Writers I've discovered
since Sorry I Worried You was published? Dan Chaon and Charles D'Ambrosio, for two.

5. When and how did you discover that you are a writer?

I started writing my own work at the same time I was writing a
dissertation for a Ph.D. in Modern American Literature.  I was nearly 30
years old, and what getting a Ph.D. taught me was that I wanted to produce
the work that others based "scholarly" work upon.  I'd started reading
in literary magazines, teaching myself what was being written in the
1970s. I spent about five years reading while I did trial and error
until the early 1980s when I thought I'd come far enough to consider
myself a writer.  It helped considerably when a well respected magazine
like The Paris Review took my work.  On Christmas Eve, of all days--you
can't make this stuff up.

6. How does your writing process differ when working on a short story
rather than a poem?

Short stories demand (at least for me) a larger block of sustained
time. I try to write every morning, usually around six a.m., but because
of my job, I tend to write prose in the summer and poems during the
school year.  The arrangement has worked out pretty well.  There is time
for the next group of stories to gestate.  And there are always stories
to revise and edit during the school year.  But I write mostly narrative
poetry, so the process of working through character and situation and
place is similar in many ways—some of my poems have opened into full
length stories.

7. If you were to lead a discussion on Sorry I Worried You, what
question would you pose to begin the discussion?

I'd say that I believe my stories are more hopeful than they appear to
be, that despite their often bleak situations and unhappy characters, I
consider most of my endings "happy."  Then I'd ask them to weigh in on
that and hope we talk about the significance of the details and the
actions.

Or I'd say that nearly everything I write, whether poetry or prose, has
at its root the struggle for belief in the face of some sort of
conflict.  Then I'd ask them to weigh in on whether they sense that this
struggle is fundamental to my stories.
