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INTRODUCTION

A sense of artistic craving was evident in Daniel Voll ever since he was a kid growing up in Wisconsin and Illinois.

 The third of five children, he staged anti-war plays in the late 1960s at his public elementary school and read the news of body counts from Vietnam over the school’s loudspeaker. His father, an ordained minister, was something of an outlaw pastor—both his parents later served as volunteer chaplains in New York City, post-9/11. The Voll household was filled with books—on theater (Voll’s first love), poetry, philosophy, literature and history. Yet it wasn’t until Voll’s senior year in college that he took his first writing course.

 As fate would have it, Duke University had among its faculty Reynolds Price, an award-winning novelist, poet, short-story writer, playwright, and essayist, whose works often featured his native North Carolina.

 As a young writer, Price was first championed by Eudora Welty, the beloved writer of short stories and novels; later, Price would become a revered teacher at Duke, where Voll took his fiction writing class. A treasure of wit and humanity, Price survived spinal cancer in his fifties, rendering him paraplegic.

 As a student, Voll joined Price and Welty for drinks on one of her rare campus visits. Voll recalls Price and Welty sipping scotch and telling each other stories, two voices of the South who never judged their characters, and whose fiction always returned to what they knew best: home, in all its mysteries. He treasures one of Price’s favorite sayings: “The only thing more destructive than a tornado is a family.”

 “If you’re an aspiring young writer,” says Voll, “that Southern ethos gets in your bones, that search for story and voices.” This is what Voll had in mind when, after graduating from Duke, he visited South Africa under apartheid’s emergency rule on assignment for Vanity Fair. He wanted to find out why South African writers such as Nadine Gordimer decided not to go into exile, but instead to remain home, and if it bore any relation to why Welty, William Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor also stayed home.

 Voll’s professional interest was split between journalism and fiction, and after a stint as a playwright-in-residence on a locked psychiatric unit in Rockford, Illinois, he was accepted into the MFA fiction writing program at the University of California, Irvine under Oakley Hall. Upon graduation, Story magazine, edited by the legendary Lois Rosenthal, published two of Voll’s first short stories set in the Midwest—one about a cross dresser who falls in love with Ronald Reagan; and another about a female tattoo artist who falls in love with her grandson.

 These stories about “transgressive love in the Midwest” sparked Esquire’s interest to assign Voll what became “An American Family.” For Esquire, Voll had already delivered unflinching, deeply-reported, yet delicately nuanced stories on white supremacists in South Africa, militia men in Montana, and neo-Nazis at Fort Bragg.

 Interestingly, “An American Family,” about a pair of siblings who fall in love and have children—and the legal and societal consequences that befall them for breaking such an abiding taboo—was the story that brought the writer Voll had become back to his own home in the upper Midwest of his childhood. Reporting the story, Voll recalled another one of his teacher’s favorite sayings: “Feast the heart with what it craves, short of cruelty, and let the world wonder.” It is this notion that is at the heart of “An American Family” as Voll explained to us in a recent conversation.

 	—Alex Belth, Editor
The Stacks Reader Series

Q: How did this assignment come about?

DV: This was in the late ‘90s, and I was publishing a lot of short stories. Most were about transgressive love in the Midwest. I’d already worked on several pieces of long form journalism with Mark Warren at Esquire when he called and assigned this story. Mark wanted me to report the story like journalism but write it as fiction. That was an exciting idea–until I met Patty and Allen.

Q: Patty and Allen were the real life characters. How did that change things?

DV: Both were in Wisconsin maximum-security prison, the first brother and sister ever imprisoned for felony incest with each other, and even as I started reporting, I still thought I’d write it as fiction, stealing details from their lives. There was a real battle in me. As a journalist I prided myself on the rigor of my reporting and fact-checking. The fiction writer in me was governed by different rules—and by the breaking of rules. But I was moved by Patty and Allen’s story, and by their humanity in a way I hadn’t expected. The fiction writer didn’t need to invent anything—the true story was real and messy in the best way. Ultimately the journalist won because the deepest power of Patty and Allen’s unlikely love story is that it’s true.

Q: And you saw them in court?

DV: Yes, I went to Milwaukee and saw them in the back hallway of the courthouse, each in handcuffs and waist chains. I saw their hands touch, and I saw a stolen kiss. That’s when I thought—let’s go deeper, let’s find what really happened. The journalist now had to seek real-world answers to the fiction writer’s transgressive question: what happens when you fall in love with the single most inappropriate person in the world? And more, what if it’s a crime that could land you in prison? And knowing all that, would you still do it?

Q: Did you approach them about writing a story?

DV: Their public defender suggested I write to them directly, so I did. I think it helped that I’d grown up in Wisconsin, and that I wanted to hear their story without judgement. I sent them my number, and they started calling collect from prison, which helped me to start piecing together their story.

Q: How did you balance your journalistic and novelistic impulses?

DV: There is no balance, that comes when I start writing. When I’m reporting, I’m a hunting dog. Nothing else matters. Getting to observe real people close-up doing reckless and improbable things is a dream assignment. I wanted to keep the story rooted in the facts of their lives; but I also wanted to understand their emotional hunger.

Q: You go into great intimate detail about Patty and Allen but then always draw back with the journalistic conceit of addressing the larger subject directly with the reader. How do you hold them accountable without condemning them?

DV: Flannery O’Connor said the writer’s task is to deepen the mystery not to condemn. But Patty and Allen didn’t just decide to have one kid—they had five, the last one delivered while Patty was in prison. Love story or not, some readers were going to be appalled—so this direct address allowed me to interrogate the taboo itself and the very nature of love as a reckless, consequential act. It was also a way, I see in retrospect, to conspire with the reader.

Q: Did you do a lot of reporting?

DV: I knocked on doors across Wisconsin meeting Patty and Allen’s wary but surprisingly talkative other siblings, which helped fill in the story. I interviewed social workers who’d tried to separate them and lawmen who’d hunted them down. I talked to the Milwaukee prosecutor who’d locked them up—I wanted to know why she kept these two in maximum security prison even after Patty had been sterilized. Most of my reporting was done on long prison phone calls with Patty and Allen—their voices had a quality of veracity that only comes from those who have nothing left to lose.

I remember cutting the interviews into color-coded pieces, laying the reporting all out on the floor. My girlfriend Cecilia (now my wife) was puzzling through the scraps with me, and she became obsessed by their love story. That’s when I knew I was onto something. Stripped down, it was two people blindly and desperately in love. I grabbed hold of that outlaw love story and it just pulled me in.

Q: What was Esquire’s response to the piece?

DV: To smuggle this story into Esquire was the miracle. Mark Warren championed it and got the word count we needed, over 7,000 words, plus a great layout that included Patty and Allen’s prison letters. Headline on the cover. Upper management didn’t cut a word. Mark had established a beachhead at the magazine for storytelling that pushed boundaries, and nobody fucked with him.

Q: What was the response when the story came out?

DV: The incest taboo, of course, fascinated and shocked. We got lots of mail. Readers, to their surprise, found themselves rooting for Patty and Allen.





AN AMERICAN FAMILY

Patty and Allen have four beautiful children. Patty and Allen are in love. Unfortunately, their relationship is illegal. So Patty and Allen are in prison. 

In the holding pen at the Milwaukee County Jail, Patty and Allen Muth are waiting for the deputy sheriff to turn his back. They are both handcuffed and wearing prison-issue jumpsuits with white socks and flip-flops. She has hazel eyes and dark-blond hair and weighs ninety-five pounds. He is taller by a foot, a lanky redhead. The deputy is distracted by another inmate. Patty and Allen finally do what they’ve been plotting for months. It is the moment they have been living for, and it is over in one second. They kiss.

 Ten minutes later, they are escorted into a hearing to get the results of a court-ordered test to determine the paternity of their fourth child. As Allen is taken by the sheriff’s deputy to the other side of the room, Patty’s gaze never leaves him. She’s worried that he’s losing weight. All she ever sees is his quiet tenderness, his kindness. How he would say he was going out for cigarettes and return with a bouquet of her favorite flowers. He’s the only man she’s ever loved, and she whispered that in his ear before they entered the courtroom; she wanted to make sure he knew. Allen rakes his fingers through his red muttonchops and buries his face in his hands. He can
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