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Tananarive Due was kind enough to grant me an interview while I was covering World Fantasy. Read

our conversation to know find out about her life, adventures, and writing.

Mackenzie Kiera: Thank you for meeting with me.

Tananarive Due: Absolutely.



MK: What are you working on right now?

TD: I’m going to have to do some writing, I’m working on a rule right now—I don’t talk about writing

unless I’m actually writing, and I’ve been talking about this to death. I owe myself a good meaty

writing session, but I’m working on a novel called The Reformatory, it’s set in 1915 in Florida. It’s

about a twelve-year-old boy who is unjustly sent to a “school for boys” that’s really a juvenile prison

—a reformatory. They put the boys to work, beat them terribly—and then his sixteen-year-old sister’s

efforts to get him out. The novel is about incarceration set against the Jim Crow south.

MK: A sibling story, too.

TD: A sibling story, a coming of age story. Absolutely.

MK: Sounds intriguing.

TD: I hope! I’m working on it.

MK: What books are you currently reading?

TD: I’m reading An Unkindness of Ghosts.

MK: Who is it by?

TD: A debut writer, Rivers Solomon. It is fantastic and futuristic. It takes place on a very large

spacecraft that mimics the caste systems we have on Earth. The workers are on the lower floor, elite

on the higher, etc. It is so imaginative and amazing to read. It’s really an exciting debut. Reminds me

a lot of old school science fiction like Samuel Delaney. The linguistics have the same feel. Goes into a

lot of detail. Reminds me a lot of my favorite authors.

MK: And they are?

TD: Oh, Octavia Butler. Her Dawn is a good comparison to Rivers Solomon’s debut because of the

size of the spacecraft. Colson Whitehead as well. The high literary quality. I say this because there

are high literary readers who generally don’t pick up a science fiction. But, they will read Colson

Whitehead because he’s a notable writer.

MK: People tend to be comfortable following one writer into another genre, rather than finding

someone entirely new. We like it when someone else makes those choices for us.



TD: Indeed.

MK: When did you start writing?

TD: I was four!

MK: Four? No way!

TD: It’s true. I folded some paper, drew some stick figures and captions. It was called “Baby Bobby”

and it was a great novel. Ha! On the back, I wrote: Baby Bobby is a book about a baby. And the

author was Tananarive Due. I spelled “author” and “baby” wrong. I needed a copy editor even then.

That was my first book.

MK: What were your favorite books to read growing up?

TD: I read a lot of Nancy Drew, Judy Bloom. When Roots, by Alex Haley, came out I was eleven. That

knocked my socks off. That was a real turning point for me, where reading was less about fun and

more about learning. And it really was mind blowing to understand that there had been history

before slavery. To realize how limited my own imagination was about my own history. So, Roots really

woke me up. These were people who had intact lives and histories and rituals and were uprooted. So.

Yes, that was a real turning point for me.

MK: When did you begin teaching?

TD: That didn’t come until later. I was a journalist for ten years, I worked for the Miami Herald, and

then I was a full-time writer for fifteen years. Towards the end of the last five years of those fifteen

years I started teaching at Antioch L.A. in their MFA low-residency program. I still do that, but I

started teaching at UCLA about two years ago. I’m still teaching Creative Writing, but I’m also

teaching Black Futurism, which is about black speculative arts. And this term, a Black Horror class

that got a lot of attention. Jordan Peele came to our class and that was amazing.

MK: That’s very cool! And it sounds like you enjoy it, yes?

TD. I love it! And I enjoy teaching for many reasons. There’s the reason anyone usually should teach,

in that you like imparting information and seeing people’s faces light up. I also like teaching for the

practical reason that it enables me to be less preoccupied with “well, when is the book going to be

done and how much money will I get paid,” yeah, it would be nice to hit the New York Times best-

seller list, but in that quest sometimes writers make choices that are not in line with their own

creative values. So, right now I just want to write what I want to write. I think that is the best advice



I have to offer—be true to your values.

MK: Always be yourself!

TD: Always be yourself, so much that you are stripped down to the bone. Unique.

MK: So, that’s better than to chase the market?

TD: Absolutely.

MK: What’s the next adventure for you?

TD: This is almost a re-introduction to fandom for me. Not that I have been far away from fandom,

it’s just most of my book tours and marketing were focused on—quite frankly—a black audience. The

publishers didn’t do a lot of outreach into the genre community. I credit authors like John Joseph

Adams and some anthologists like him who have approached me and asked to reprint stories. Some

of the stories were originally printed a million years ago. Horror and science fiction readers weren’t

familiar with my stories because they were published in black anthologies and they weren’t crossing

over. So, after twenty years, I’m being discovered. People who are finding me in Nightmare and

wondering what else I’ve done. And I have a long list of books. Better late than never.

MK: Here’s my one silly question I ask everyone. What is your one classic novel that you’ve never

read and know that you should?

TD: Oh, no. There are so many. The Grapes of Wrath. I’ve never read that but I think I would enjoy

that one. And, I should say, it’s only this year that I finally read To Kill a Mockingbird. Oh! Moby Dick.

But I don’t think that one is ever going to happen, to be honest. I have no interest or inclination.

MK: Where can we find you?

TD: I am all over twitter. It’s just my name, Tananarive Due and my website is

Tananarivedue.wordpress.com.

Tananarive Due is a novelist and screenwriter based in Southern California. She currently serves as

the Cosby Chair in the Humanities at Spelman College, so she commutes between Los Angeles and

Atlanta. She has won an American Book Award and an NAACP Image Award. In 2013, her husband

Steven Barnes and she co-produced and co-wrote a short horror film, Danger Word, directed by

Luchina Fisher.  She writes novels, screenplays, short stories and articles.



Mackenzie Kiera is a Contributing Editor to LA's The Last Bookstore's blog Dwarf+Giant and her

work has appeared in the Manifest-Station, The Times Standard, Mad River Union Newspaper, The

Nervous Breakdown, Blumhouse and the latest Ink Stains anthology. She and her husband are

natives to Los Angeles but are determined to live in Humboldt County among the redwoods as long

as possible. If Mackenzie isn't writing, chances are she's running with her dogs or saving the world

from zombies. 
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