A Novel
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1. The character Lil says that we are all haunted

9. Frank, Shelley, and Harvey all have brothers

2. The catastrophic events referenced—the train

10. Lil spends a lot of time thinking about her

3. Harvey’s sections, told from a child’s point of

11. Grief is central in the lives of all four of the

by something. What do you think haunts each
of the main characters and how do they each
deal with it?
wreck and the Cocoanut Grove fire—really
happened. Why do you think McCorkle used
actual events? In what ways does that affect how
you read the novel?
view, are markedly different from Lil’s, Frank’s,
and Shelley’s sections. How does his point of
view color our reading of the other sections?

4. There are many references throughout the novel
to childhood games and toys and keepsakes.
How do they function for each character?

who are key figures in their lives. Discuss what
you know about each brother and how these
relationships affect the central characters’ lives.
marriage to Frank, with particular emphasis on
one period of time. How does she resolve her
feelings about his affair? How do you feel about
her decision?
main characters. How has it affected the way
they live?

12. In the aftermath of both the train wreck and the

fire, people were identified by tags or scars or
the contents of pockets. Discuss the relevance of
these lists.

5. Language—what is communicated as well as

13. The four central characters’ lives are all

6. At the end of the novel, Shelley is literally left

14. Were you surprised by the ending? If so, why?

what remains unspoken—is a central theme
in this novel, from Lil’s notes and diary entries
to Shelley’s transcriptions to Frank’s study of
ancient cultures. How does this relate to the
title of the novel?
standing in a threshold. How would you
describe that threshold? What do you think
lies ahead for her?

7. The present storyline focuses on a day in Frank’s
life. How would you chart his journey?

8. The characters all have interests woven into the

storyline: Lil has her work as a dance instructor;
Frank has his studies of ancient burial rituals;
Harvey is obsessed with horror tales (real and
imagined), his made-up superhero, and animal
droppings; Shelley entertains a wholly imagined
narrative (the book she would write) while also
doing her job. How do these interests help us
understand the characters’ perspectives?

significantly influenced by their relationships
with their parents. Which character’s situation
were you most drawn to? Even after we’ve lost
parents, how do they live on for us and inform
our lives?
If not, why did you expect it?

15. What kinds of things
have you saved over
the years, and why
these specific things?
Do you have any
talismans? Would
the meaning of these
keepsakes be evident
to anyone else, and if
not, why not?
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A Conversation
between
Jill McCorkle &
Editor Kathy Pories
KATHY PORIES: Working on Hieroglyphics was so

moving, so much so that I often had to remember that I was
supposed to be your editor in addition to a devoted reader. I
think that’s because you’re so adept at taking us into the lives
of these characters who try to connect to and understand
each other, and it felt like what we all struggle to do with our
parents, our siblings, our children. And I found myself underlining sentences that spoke to me. And yet, the book is also
so funny. Did you feel as though you were writing a different
kind of novel when you wrote this?

really helped me see and locate the necessary balance for such
a swing to work. And hopefully I’m a bit more subtle these
days!

KP: Hieroglyphics is told in kaleidoscopic pieces that echo one

of the primary ideas of the novel: how we always try to make
sense of what fragments we are left with, and how that is as
difficult sometimes as mastering a new language. And so the
reader pieces this all together as they read. When you set out
to write this book, did you know that it would take this kind of
shape? Or did you decide along the way
that it needed to be told in this manner?

JILL McCORKLE: Yes, it’s so inter“What I have always
esting the way that I now look back over
JM: I think I always knew that it would
my body of work and recognize those
wanted to do is to
not be in chronological order; it’s a
places where I feel my writing went in
go into those more
novel about memory and our memory
a new direction. This novel is definitely
functions in a much more organic way.
one of those times, and yet, I also feel
serious interior places
Lil and Frank have both been shaped
that Life After Life and the many voices
and
also
reach
for
by the early loss of a parent, and so it
within that novel along with a couple
the humor.”
seemed natural to me that they would
of recent short stories paved the way
continue over the years reaching back to
for it to happen. As a younger writer
pick up or discover or reexamine some
I often shied away from where I really
of the pieces. Because they are in the
wanted to go; I was intimidated or felt
final stretch of life, their memories are
I couldn’t do justice to the kind of psymultilayered—as children, as mates, and
chological and emotional portrait that
as
parents—and
so
the
various memories are woven together
most interests me. Humor comes easily and I’m always on the
with that in mind. I’ve always been fascinated by memory
lookout for the one-liner or quick turn to left field, but what
housed within memory—those little things we took for grantI have always wanted to do is to go into those more serious
ed in the moment. Shelley is someone attempting to block
interior places and also reach for the humor. I always tell my
a lot of her memories, so I knew what is revealed about her
students that I think it’s like a pendulum, and however far you
would be slight or cryptic in the opening. Shelley and Harvey
can swing in one direction should allow motion and distance
are more of the present as opposed to the past, and in many
to the other. In earlier works I often lingered in the humor
ways, their lives provide even more substance to the plotline.
stretch, and I felt with this novel I fully indulged the other
direction while hoping to balance the two. It was scary and yet
KP: One of the many moving things about Hieroglyphics is
it is also some of the most satisfying work I have ever done.
the way it reminds us how all our little private keepsakes hold
When I was a kid and writing a lot of really bad poetry, my
so much history and meaning, and how that meaning might
whole motivation was to make myself (and eventually those
not convey to anyone else. Which is why it’s important for Lil
lassoed family members) either laugh or cry. As my editor, you

to explain all that she’ll leave behind. There is a sense in which
the person can live on in all these things they’ve touched or
saved, whether they’re matchbooks or pennies or receipts. I’m
thinking of her memory of the Foundling Hospital, where
people have left behind small tokens, “all there to say, ‘I love
you. I’ll be back. Please don’t forget me.’ ” I was so moved by
how this is a way that Lil, with so much unfinished in her life,
strains to have immortality. Is this how you see it?

KP: Shelley and Harvey are in a way the counterpoint to Lil
and Frank’s family, with Shelley unwilling to share her history.
And her voice creates a great alternate register in the book.
How did you know that she needed to be a part of this novel?
Was she always part of your idea of how to tell this?

JM: I worried for a long time that maybe she didn’t belong

in the novel, and yet, I knew I needed some off-balance comic
relief in there. Shelley’s situation in life is not funny, but some
JM: Oh yes, absolutely. I visited the Foundling Hospital,
of the details are. I love characters who have no filter—old,
and it was one of my most moving experiences and seemed
young, or frazzled like Shelley. It’s fun to unplug and let them
right that I would give that memory to Lil. Each of the many
go. When I realized she was living in the house where Frank
small tokens left behind with all those
once lived, it all made sense. Shelley also
abandoned babies has a story to tell,
represents that part of life when we are
and it seems by way of the object being
too busy or stressed to stop and take
“When all is said and
there that it is not the happy resolution
note and make sense of it all, as Lil (and
done, that is who we are.
the person had hoped for. Objects in
even Frank) is doing.
the aftermath of the Cocoanut Grove
Our lives are built on the
fire and the North Carolina train wreck
KP: What is it about memory that
various
memories—
were used to identify people, but they
attracts you as a writer?
positive and negative—
also remain as clues to the lives lost.
Such objects surround us all through
JM: I think when all is said and done,
that have shaped us.”
life, but with time and/or in the afterthat is who we are. Our lives are built
math of sudden loss, they have more
on the various memories—positive and
meaning. And often what they meant
negative—that have shaped us, and
to the person remains a mystery. I think
then what’s left are the memories others
all the characters are dealing with such
have of us, or repeated versions of our
mysteries and coming to terms with
memories that we have given over to the
those parts of life we might never know or understand.
air or written on a page. Many get lost along the way, which is
why I am endlessly fascinated by those details that render one
life different from all others. I grew up spending a lot of time
KP: Frank nearly destroyed his and Lil’s marriage, yet they
with older relatives, and their voices and stories have never left
made it through this crisis. When you were writing those
me. Many of the works that have inspired me as a writer are
scenes, how did you feel about him? Did you ever think of the
rooted in memory. Thornton Wilder’s Our Town is a play I
action unfolding in a different direction? (Trying not to give
return to often, as well as The Glass Menagerie, which Tennesspoilers!)
see Williams described as a “memory play.” I think we all could
name various memories in
JM: I always felt sympathy for Frank because I see him as
life that, for better or worse,
someone who acts in life without really understanding why.
led to a present moment,
He never got over his father’s death. He was not old enough
and my challenge as a writer
to see his dad as a human who makes mistakes, and so he has
is to find the logical steps
held his father up as an image he will never match. Likewise,
of a character’s progresas a younger man, he was just hoping to get past the age his
sion to some realization or
father was when he died. Frank’s life is completely compartresolution. I want to create
mentalized, and though he is haunted by his dad’s early death,
believable lives. I lived with
he’s been able to shelve it and not look. Frank was the hardest
these characters for a long
character to write for this reason. I needed to rely on his work.
time, and I continue to think
It’s never easy to have a character who is more knowledgeable
about them. I like to think
than you are. He is a shut-down, compartmentalized man, but
that the reader will as well.
I always liked him. Or, let’s say, I was pulling for him.
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ALSO BY

AS WELL AS:
Carolina Moon
Tending to Virginia
Final Vinyl Days
Crash Diet
July 7th
The Cheer Leader
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