


Early in the novel, Althea says, “I used to think I was like a river. A mighty 
force of nature.” What does she mean by this, and how does her view of 
herself change by the end of the novel? 

Why do you think Baby Viola is Althea’s favored child? How does this affect 
Baby Vi, and what does it mean for Kim, who is so at odds with her mother? 

Even in death, the presence of the Butler parents can be felt throughout 
the story. How do parental relationships affect each of the sisters and Joe? 

How do you think Baby Vi and Kim will be affected by the long-term incar-
ceration of their parents? 

The relationships between Althea, Viola, Lillian, and Joe range from being 
warm to being incredibly fraught. How do the siblings understand or misun-
derstand one another in crucial ways?

Discuss Althea’s relationship with her mother and the significance of the 
Bible Althea later sends to Lillian. 

The sisters all undergo transformations over the course of the novel. Dis-
cuss the critical changes each sister experiences and what led up to those 
moments. 

When Lillian, who has been the caregiver for her nieces, urges Viola to take 
the girls, Viola is resistant. Compare the ways in which the sisters view and 
approach their family commitments and how that changes over time.

While family relationships are at the heart of the novel, friendships are cru-
cially important as well. Which friendship pairings—Lillian and Nai Nai; Viola 
and David; Althea and Mercedes—were most resonant?

Late in the novel, Viola says, “I’m thinking of how limits become limber. 
Pliable, when pressed with the thing in you that cries out, endlessly, More, 
please.” Discuss how this applies to each of the characters and the title of 
the book.
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How would you describe The Care and Feeding of 
Ravenously Hungry Girls? 
The novel examines the myriad hungers that drive 
us, for better or for worse. With Viola, for instance, 
it manifests through the ravages of a literal eating 
disorder. Althea, too, experiences a sense of boundless 
emptiness but, in her case, it becomes apparent through 
transgressions against her community and her family. 
With Lillian, death and grief are important factors. 
Taken together, this is a family grasping at whatever 
bits of comfort they can find, in the midst of betrayals 
and loss. But in the end, there is a move toward healing, 
toward resetting how they see themselves and relate 
to those they love.

What inspired you to write this story?
It was less a singular moment of inspiration than the 
evolution of an idea. Initially, I planned to write a story 
about a therapist in an eating disorders clinic. I had 
struggled with an eating disorder for much of my adult 
life before finally getting treatment, so I wanted to 
explore the sometimes rocky recovery process. Viola 
was the main character, but her story just wasn’t 
coming together. However, once I started to look at 
her through the context of family—her sisters, her 
nieces, her relationship—that was when things really 
started to cohere. The voices of the other characters 
became more resonant, and I could see there was a 

story there about each of these women, the depths of 
their troubles, and the very different ways they coped.

Are there any events or characters woven into the 
story that are based on your personal experiences?
Some of the characters and events are indeed drawn 
from things that are close to my own life. For instance, my 
father is a pastor, and I grew up in a close-knit spiritual 
community. In the book, when one sister returns to 
the Butler family’s former church, she alludes to the 
kindness and warmth she felt growing up as part of 
that congregation. I would say that mirrors my affection 
for my own childhood church community. There is, of 
course, also the depiction of someone dealing with 
an eating disorder. While Viola’s experience is not a 
direct reflection of mine, it is similar in that it shows 
the recovery process can be long and difficult, and we 
are often helped along by those who love us.

Which of the Butler sisters do you identify with the 
most? Why?
There is Viola, of course. But I tend to identify 
with Lillian as well, particularly as it relates to her 
relationship with Nai Nai. I had the good fortune of 
getting to know a very special octogenarian a few 
years ago. Cleo was a white woman from a moneyed, 
old-South family who had a life very different from 
mine, including, most notably, what she’d experienced 
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of racial privilege, particularly given the era in which she’d come of age. And yet, we 
connected and formed a warm friendship. I believe some of that odd couple quality can 
be seen in Lillian’s relationship with Nai Nai.

The Butler sisters, while each flawed, generally do their best to get by and 
support each other. What were the challenges of writing about such imperfect and 
complicated characters?
Perhaps the biggest challenge for me was getting out of the way of the story, which I 
was eventually able to do. What I mean is, as the writer, you have an idea of where you 
want the story to go and what you want your characters to do. But often times, your 
characters can take you off in unexpected directions. The writing can go terribly wrong 
if you resist. These characters—Althea, Viola, and Lillian—had their own voices, and once 
I learned to listen, the writing became reasonably manageable, inasmuch as it could be.

The novel addresses a of number difficult issues, including incarceration, eating disorders, 
and domestic abuse. Were any of these especially difficult for you to write about?
While some aspects of the novel are tied to my own experiences, others are not. Althea’s 
incarceration, for example, was outside of my direct experience, so there was a certain 
level of difficulty in approaching the nuts and bolts of that. But I believe I was helped by 
the way I manage the emotional side of writing about these 
issues. While I can feel the emotion of any given moment 
and care deeply about the characters, I can also maintain 
a certain level of distance. It’s like being a neutral observer, 
in some ways. I think this allows me to write about heavier 
subjects without being overwhelmed by them. So while it was 
by no means easy bringing these subjects to the page—in fact, 
not much about writing is easy—it was perhaps not as difficult 
as it could have been. 

As the oldest sibling, Althea was forced to take on the role of matriarch from a young 
age. Do you feel her troubled past makes her actions—with both the law and her 
family—more forgivable?
I hesitate to be the arbiter on whether Althea is more or less forgivable. But if I have 
done my job in laying out Althea’s story—her early life, her current circumstances, 
and what is to come—readers will have a good handle on what shaped her and what 
motivated her choices. They might ask themselves: What would I do if I were in her 
shoes? The answer to this question will be telling, and I am happy to leave it to the 
careful consideration of readers.

Following the trial, all members of the Butler family are shocked at the harshness 
of Althea's and Proctor’s sentences. What factors do you think contributed to the 
sentencing that they received? Do you think their race influenced the outcome?
The penalties were in line with federal sentencing guidelines and enhancements, which, 
among other things, take into account the scale of the fraud. So I can say race was 
not something I was thinking about when working through the basic calculations. That 
said, writers do not write in a vacuum, nor are readers oblivious to the world around 
them. We all bring something of our experiences to the page, whether consciously or 
unconsciously. There is the weight of history when it comes to African-Americans and 
the criminal justice system, which includes unfair convictions and sentencing. While the 
characters in the novel are unquestionably guilty, I can certainly see room for discussion 
about the fairness of their punishment.

characters can 
take you OFF 
in unexpected 
directions.
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he Care and Feeding of Ravenously Hun-
gry Girls is not the book I intended to write.

The book I first imagined is similarly named but
entirely different, and it sits, unfinished, in a file

titled "PossRevisit" on my computer desktop. There is, 
however, a common thread that runs between that unfin-
ished manuscript and the published novel, and it exists 
in the character of Viola, who appears in both stories.

But I’ve gotten a little bit ahead of things. There is 
first the matter of what I was thinking before I created 
PossRevisit. I was a couple of years out of treatment for 
an eating disorder that had been with me for much of 
my adult life. I had, as one might expect, been giving a 
lot of thought to food as both sustenance and unwhole-
some succor. I felt I might be 
able to fashion a meaningful 
story, built around my time 
in therapists’ offices and 
group sharing circles. The 
research and planning for 
that novel went well. But the 
writing? It never came together. About eighty pages 
in, I put the manuscript aside in that folder and went 
on to another project. But the central character in that 
novel, Viola, never left me. That is, of course, in part 
because she carries some elements of my experience 
in treatment. But she differs from me greatly in some 
crucial ways, including voice—and it was her voice that 
kept demanding to be heard. Whether it was while I 
was at work or at the gym or at my writing desk doing 
research on that new project, she kept appearing on 
the periphery of my thoughts, bringing with her per-
spectives I had not yet considered.

Joyce Carol Oates once said, “Characters begin as 
voices. . . . Characters define one another in dramatic 
contexts. It is often very exciting, when characters 
meet—out of their encounters, unanticipated stories 
can spring.”

And in that way, the unanticipated did happen. Lil-
lian and Althea stepped out from Viola’s backstory 

with their own tales of yearning and loss, speaking in 
their own voices. But I was not able to truly get their 
stories down on paper until this reflection from one 
of the characters: “I’m thinking of how limits become 
limber. Pliable, when pressed with the thing in you that 
cries out, endlessly, More, please.” That sentence can 
be found in the latter half of the book, but it is among 
the first lines I wrote. By exploring what it was that 
kept crying out and why, I was able to discover more 
about who these characters were, how they lived, and 
their shared history. And slowly, one sentence at a time, 
The Care and Feeding of Ravenously Hungry Girls be-
came a story about a family in the midst of individual 
and shared catastrophes. It became a book about the 

myriad hungers that can 
gnaw at us, and the many 
ways—whether destructive 
or effective—that we try to 
fill the hollow places.

While some details in 
the novel are drawn from 

what I’ve known of life—an approximation of the Michi-
gan towns where I grew up, being the daughter of a 
preacher, the eating disorder—it is its own story, made 
up mostly of what I could only imagine. A stark dif-
ference from the unfinished manuscript that I have 
tucked away in that folder on my desktop. I’d imposed 
too much of myself upon that story. It is less a project 
I’ll possibly revisit than a reminder to listen. To get out 
of the way and allow characters to speak. To work in 
service to the story, even when it is slow to reveal it-
self. In some of the most resonant words left to us by 
E. L. Doctorow, “Writing is like driving at night in the  
fog. You can only see as far as your headlights, but you 
can make the whole trip that way.”

And all along the winding, sometimes uncertain 
journey to the final pages of The Care and Feeding of 
Ravenously Hungry Girls, the characters surprised me, 
moved me, and challenged me, turn after turn. It was 
quite a trip.

Behind the Story—
—

VIOLA'S VOICE 
KEPT DEMANDING  

TO BE HEARD.
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