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A Conversation with 
Kaya McLaren

Could you tell us a little bit about your background, 
and when you decided that you wanted to lead a 
literary life?

i totally fell into the literary life by accident. in hind-
sight, all the signs were there. i was a voracious let-
ter writer. in fact, when i was fourteen, i had thirty 
penpals worldwide. after i became an archaeologist, 
i began making Xerox letters to keep in touch with 
people, because we all floated around from project 
to project a lot and ordinary people didn’t have the 
internet yet. i found out a couple people on my 
mailing list used to throw parties when they received 
one, and read the letters out loud. i think that was 
the moment i knew there was commercial potential 
for my writing. Still, it wasn’t until my television was 
broken and it was too cold to go back into the room 
where i painted that i sat down and started my first 
novel. it’s amazing what you can accomplish when 
you can’t afford to fix or replace your television.

Is there a book that most influenced your life?  
Or inspired you to become a writer? 

i don’t know how to answer this. When i was 
a teenager, i read Illusions: The Adventures of a 
Reluctant Messiah (richard Bach) and Mutant 
Message Down Under (Marlo Morgan) and i think 
those made me a person who was open to possi-
bilities. in college, i read Dian Fossey’s Gorillas in 
the Mist and Woman in the Mists (a biography of 
Fossey by Farley Mowat) and wanted to be just like 
her. after college, Barbara Kingsolver’s The Bean 
Trees was the first book i read for pleasure in as long 
as i could remember, and that made a big impres-
sion on me. i couldn’t put it down. i had forgotten 
what it was like to be so in love with a book that 
i’d carry it with me and read it on my lunch break 
or stay up too late at night. Pieces of White Shell by 
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terry tempest Williams gave me the littlest insight 
into what it would be like to teach on a reservation 
in the Southwest, which was something i would later 
do. Most recently, Tales of a Female Nomad by rita 
Golden Gelman has strongly influenced some deci-
sions i’m currently making in my life. i’ve pulled up 
stakes in Washington and moved to Mexico for the 
time being. Who knows if i’ll stay or if i might try 
living in many countries? Life is short, and there’s a 
lot of this world i want to see and experience.

Who are some of your favorite authors?

Oh, Linda Hogan takes my breath away. if i ever 
become one quarter of the writer she is, i will be 
so proud of myself. Sandra Cisneros. What a voice. 
Erica Bauermeister. Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. 
i think Jamie Ford’s Hotel on The Corner of Bitter 
and Sweet is one of the most important books of 
our time, and i appreciate how he told a story of 
unthinkable injustice with profound tenderness.
Sujatha Hampton. river Jordan. Many women writ-
ers from the Deep South. i love how people from 
the Deep South really pride themselves on great oral 
storytelling and picking just the right word. it trans-
lates beautifully into writing. Sarah addison allen 
is someone i can always count on for a fresh, origi-
nal story and a happy ending. i enjoy Sue Hubbell, 
because i don’t really like problems, you know? 
Sometimes i just want to take a hot bath, forget the 
world, and simply think about bees. When i’m writ-
ing, i can’t read other people’s stories because they’ll 
outcompete my own little developing story. i will 
think about someone else’s story instead of my own. 
that’s no good. Emerging stories are difficult to hear. 
i have to be really quiet to hear them. So mostly i 
read poetry. it keeps me loving words without com-
peting with my story. 
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What was the inspiration for The Firelight Girls? 

Camp Zanika Lache, the camp where I worked for 
four summers while i was in or recently out of col-
lege, and later came back to in my mid-thirties, near-
ly didn’t open its doors one year. a group of alumni 
from around my mom’s generation mobilized, wrote 
grants, raised funds, and dedicated countless volun-
teer hours to making improvements to the camp so it 
could be rented year round. they called themselves 
FOZ, Friends of Zanika. One summer, several of us 
volunteered for a very short season—just enough to 
keep camp open. it was close. i really got to know 
some of the FOZ women and I asked them what it 
was about camp that was so important to them that 
they cared this much after all this time. after all, i 
knew why I cared; i knew how it had changed me 
into a different, more capable person with an entirely 
different set of possibilities and opportunities. But 
their answers varied widely and were often times 
things i never would have thought of, like not being 
second-class citizens to boys (back when it was an 
all-girl camp). it was those stories that really inspired 
me to write The Firelight Girls. i wanted to discuss 
what camp does for young people and why it’s 
important to preserve these places.

Can you take readers into the process of writing 
this novel? What challenges did you face in terms 
of plotting and structure, for example?

i use color-coded index cards for each character 
and write a brief synopsis of each chapter on a card. 
then i use clothes pins to pin them to the curtain 
that is my closet door in my bedroom, going down, 
in sequential order. Each day is a new row. that way, 
at a glance, i can see if the story is balanced and i 
can make sure that the sequence is correct. i saw an 
interview with Fannie Flagg, where she said she had 
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a clothesline going down her hallway for this pur-
pose, and that gave me the idea, so thanks, Fannie 
Flagg!

When i write, i love developing character and set-
ting. i don’t really love problems though, which is a 
bummer, being that they’re central to a good plot. i 
mean, aren’t there enough problems in life without 
me creating a bunch of imaginary ones on top of 
them? and i like my characters. i don’t want them to 
suffer. So i’m really blessed to work with an editor 
whose strength is plot. She mentors me through giv-
ing my characters bigger and more urgent problems. 
i couldn’t do what i do without such a great coach. 

Do you have a favorite scene from The Firelight 
Girls—a setting or incident that’s especially  
meaningful to you? 

i love the scene where Ethel and Haddie go skinny 
dipping a year before Haddie dies. i cried and cried 
when i wrote it because it was so beautiful to me. it’s 
so easy to sleepwalk through life, to think we’ll have 
another chance at a magical moment. Sometimes i 
make myself rally for something i think i’m too tired 
to do—a moonlight hike or cross-country ski, for 
instance, and then i’m always so glad i did. Beauty 
and love are two things worth rallying for. Life is so 
short. We get tired and worn down. it’s hard to stay 
mindful of how precious certain moments could be if 
we just went with it. i go through times where i just 
don’t perceive i have time for those important things 
and i say no to everything, and then i wake up and 
realize it’s time to say yes to everything. i find myself 
in the most remarkable situations and profoundly 
beautiful places with incredibly inspired and inspir-
ing people when i’m in one of those phases where i 
say yes to everything. 
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Are you currently working on another book?  
And if so, what—or who—is your subject?

i’m currently writing the De Vine Winery and Goat 
ranch, which mostly takes place near the apache 
reservation where i lived and taught for three years. 
the youngest character spent her teen years going to 
school on the reservation and had an apache best 
friend, so i’m writing a little bit about that culture 
and community as I understood it and observed it. 
the setting is rich and close to my heart, and a part 
of america many people never get to see or experi-
ence, so i really want to do it justice. But ultimately, 
it’s a story of three generations of mother-daughter 
stuff, and it’s a story about making peace with one’s 
home and figuring out where one belongs.  
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Camp Zanika Lache, the inspiration for  
The Firelight Girls. 

Elk’s Beach.

A Selection of Photographs
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i was a counselor in this cabin one summer. this is 
the cabin i imagined Laura and Shannon staying in.

these are the cabins i imagined amber walking past 
when she was looking for a place to live.
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1988. i made a skirt out of skunk cabbage leaves 
for our Hawaiian celebration. For some reason, this 
made people avoid me. Skunk cabbage. Go figure. 
and no, it did not deter mosquitoes.
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Me, canoeing on Lake Wenatchee.
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Behind the 
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Me and my old dog Big Cedar about to play some 
fetch with a big stick after the campers left between 
sessions. that dog never left my side in the dozen 
years we were together except when we were at camp. 
there, he would sneak down to the waterfront and 
get the kids to throw sticks and pine cones in the 
water for him. i like to think he’s doing the very 
same thing up in heaven. i sprinkled his ashes not 
far from here, since it was the one place he loved so 
much he’d go there without me. i figured that makes 
Zanika’s waterfront the closest thing to heaven he 
experienced.

All images from the author’s own photo album.  
You can friend her on Facebook to see—and learn—more. 
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Recommended Reading

if you love books about camp, be sure that you read 
Eternal on the Water by Joseph Monniger.

Some of my favorite books:

Solar Storms 
Linda Hogan

Caramelo 
Sandra Cisneros

Joy for Beginners 
Erica Bauermeister

The Bean Trees 
Barbara Kingsolver

Horse Heaven 
Jane Smiley

As It Was Written 
Sujatha Hampton

The Miracle of Mercy Land 
river Jordan

A Country Year 
Sue Hubbell

Cowboys Are My Weakness 
Pam Houston

Seven Trees
Kathi rivers Shannon 

It’s not published yet, but hopefully it will be. 
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Reading Group Questions

1.  trust—in one’s self and in other people—plays a 
large role in this novel. Explain how each woman’s 
situation and growth involves trust. What are 
some instances when the women specifically 
reflect on trust and what has nurtured or harmed 
it in their relationships?

2.  Similarly, forgiveness is prominent in the 
novel. How do various characters—specifically 
Ethel, ruby, Laura, and amber—approach forgive-
ness? How does it influence their journeys?  

3.  On page 88, Laura says, “i was thinking about 
homes...about how different places house different 
parts of us, and how no other place in the world 
could house the part of me this place does.” What 
do you think of the idea that different places are 
home to different parts of a person? is this true 
for you? What different places house different 
parts of you?

4.  On page 149, Shannon describes how she now 
sees crows in a new way, and Ethel says that 
they’re “really quite elegant when you see them 
with new eyes.” in what way does this reflect a 
larger theme in the book? How do various char-
acters in this book come to look at their different 
situations with new eyes?

5.  On page 85, Ethel wonders if “love didn’t count 
unless it was bigger than one’s fear for oneself.” 
Do you agree?

6.  at multiple points we see the way laughter acts 
as a “way to hit the pressure-release valve in life” 
for the characters. What are some moments when 
this happens in the novel? are there examples 
from your own life when laughter has served as a 
release? You may choose to share your own per-
sonal stories.
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  7.  On page 301, Sue says, in reference to the evo-
lution of her relationship with Jane: “the present 
has to be the foundation.” the interplay between 
one’s past, present, and future—and the way 
a person views and relies on each—are at the 
heart of each woman’s own story, as well as their 
story as a group. What are some instances when 
the women reflect on the past and its influence 
on the present? What do they learn about them-
selves, and about one another?

  8.  When Ethel and amber are leaving camp and 
heading home, Ethel thinks about how canoe-
ing is “an interesting dance of partnership” 
that involves “so many little things to work out 
and refine.” in what ways does this act as a 
metaphor for the relationships between char-
acters in the book—between Ethel and ruby, 
specifically? Between Janet and Sue?  Laura and 
Steve?  

  9.  Janet and Sue joke that it’s as if they’ve “been 
married three times—just all to the same 
woman.” What do they mean by this? Do you 
think this is an accurate description of the way 
relationships function over time?

10.  Ethel describes the camp as being “at the core  
of who she was.” is there a place like this in  
your life? Why is it so important to you? How 
did it influence your life? is it a place you still  
go to now? 
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