Nailed FAQ
Q: Your first novel, Things Change, took 16 years—from the long weekend in 1987 when you typed the first draft to the book’s publication in 2004—to come into fruition.  How was your experience different writing your second novel, Nailed?
Not quite as tortured.  I wrote the first chapter of Nailed in January 2000 (first line then was:  “Hey, nail, you know where we can get some beer?”) and signed the contract in December 2004.  But it wasn't really five years of work.  Instead, I worked on the book off and on, sometimes writing unconnected chapters, except for the Bret character and this very traditional teen theme about being an outsider. I was almost finished in 2003, but decided I hated most of it, and gave up for while.  Then, after getting positive comments about the advanced reading copy of Things Change in late 2003, I got this surge of confidence and creative spark hurling me into a huge writing / rewriting jag in January 2004. If you’ve ever been to Minnesota in January, you know why I’d rather be inside writing than outside doing anything.  This burst-o-energy and ball-o-inspiration got the essential story on paper.  Then I asked librarian friends, some teens who emailed me after reading Things Change, and a high school book discussion group to read and respond to the manuscript over spring/summer 2004.   And while there were certainly rewrites based on their comments, as well as suggestions from my most excellent editor Emily Easton, the core of the story stayed the same (things didn’t change that much this time!) from that first full draft to the final version.  I went from sixteen years to six years.  I got time off for good writing behavior I guess.  
Q: Bret, the sixteen-year-old narrator of Nailed, is a huge fan of professional wrestling.  Do you share his passion for the ring?
I answer with a quote from Stone Cold Steve Austin: “gimme a hell yea.”  Am I fan? Let’s see, I paid $500 for third row seats to a Wrestlemania one year.  Everybody who knows me know not to call on Monday nights when WWE Raw is on, and one of the highlights of my week is on Saturday when my Wrestling Observer newsletter arrives in the mail.  Oh, and when I interviewed Mick Foley (aka Cactus Jack aka Mankind aka Dude Love) at the American Library Association conference on summer, I was as close to Nirvana as possible. The names of Bret and Sean in Nailed are very significant, and any teen who knows recent wrestling history will understand why I choose those names for those characters in the book.  Did I mention the first thing I ever wrote for publication was for a wrestling magazine when I was just eight?  Or that one of my first articles for a library magazine was called “Wrestling with Magazines for Teens” and my essay for the Guys Read book was called “Wrestling with Reading?”  Nailed is constructed like a time-honored wrestling feud:  your sympathetic baby face (Bret), your hated heel bad guy (Hitchings), and then the "turn" of babyfaces (Sean and Kylee) all leading the final showdown.  As Bret says in Nailed, there’s just inherent drama in two grown men in their underwear hitting each other in the head with steel chairs.    
Q: Lots of teen novels shy away from or gloss over the topic of sex.  Yours don’t.  Why?  Have you ever encountered any back-lash for tackling such a controversial issue?
I found out that almost got un-invited to a school because I wrote about teens having pre-martial sex (the horror, the horror). I did a school visit where the teacher copied the first three chapters of Things Change for students and she “blacked out” the sexual references.   At another school, they did the book as a read aloud and teacher said she did some “on the fly” censoring over certain passages, so yes there's been some back-lash. Sadly, not the back-lash I would hope, which would be for the book to banned.  That can only help sales and inspire teens to read the book.  I don’t know how you can write an honest teen realistic novel and not have teen characters thinking, talking, or engaging in sexual activity. All teens are sexual beings:  some act on it with others, some with themselves, some do both and some do nothing, but that doesn't mean it is not part of them.  What I want to do in my books is to have sexual feelings/actions as part of the teens’ lives.  I don’t want to write a book that is just about sex, but about teens where sex is part of their lives.  I don’t want to write a book like Rainbow Party where people get bored with the story and just read it for the good parts (like I did).  I want to write books that don’t apply the standard formula of teens plus sex equals bad things (STD, pregnancy, etc). Teen sexual involvement has consequences, but there are not always tragic or dramatic. The numbers don’t lie about the amount of teen sexual activity in US, nor do hormones.  
Q: Like Bret and his friends, you grew up in Flint, Michigan.  What were the challenges and, conversely, the benefits to setting your story in such a familiar locale?  Did you find it was harder to separate yourself from the story?  
What is in the water in Flint? Okay, the rusted remains of one hundred years of auto parts.  For a smallish city, Buicktown's produced a lot of talent, from authors like Jon Scieszka and Christopher Paul Curtis, to screenwriters like Dave McGee (Finding Neverland) and of course Michael Moore (who gets a shout out in Nailed), not to mention the band Great Funk Railroad.   Flint is the future and folks; it ain’t that pretty at all.  Flint is almost a case study in the changing nature of the US economy, which again Michael has dealt with very graphically in his films.   Bret’s family is very much a working class family now:  two parents both working hard but not making much, no health insurance, and no real way out.   While I called it Pontiac, Things Change was really set in Flint, and I don’t see writing about any place else.  Its not just because it is my hometown (finally, the obligatory Springsteen reference) but because Flint is rich in source material about what happens to families when the American dream crashes.  The other way Flint shapes me as a writer is this almost inborn fascination with cars:  the first scene of Things Change takes place in a car, while the first scene in Nailed involves a car.  The title of the book I’ve just finished invokes a car image (tail lights), and the book I'm working on now has this as the first line:  “I’m fourteen years old and I’m driving a stolen car.”   Cars represent for many teens their first real step (with foot all the way to the floor) into independence and the adult world.   Cars are this great symbol of independence and I can see them playing an important party of every book I write. 
Q: Some of the most poignant moments in Nailed were the moments Bret realizes his parents are struggling too.  Did you aim to bridge the gap between parent and child or did that particular storyline develop naturally as you started to write?
One of the first scenes I remember writing was the one between Bret and his mom where he notices she's an empathy machine.  While I know its been in YA books before, I wanted to show parents who knew they were not perfect, and in the father character, a parent who undergoes a journey as much as the teen character in the book.   My favorite scenes in Nailed – other than the sex and fight scenes – were the conversations and shouting matches between Bret and his father.   In particular when Bret says to his father, "what do you want" and the father replies quicker than lightening, "a drink."  I wanted to show how parents are just people who are flawed, and thus flawed as parents.   Just as I was finishing the book, I saw the movie Big Fish which just drove home everything I was thinking about in this book.  I also liked contrasting Bret's parents with his girlfriend's parents to show people who may have appeared successful in some ways can obviously have glaring flaws as parents.   Finally, after really having no positive adult role models in Things Change, I wanted to explore the adults in the lives of teens, good and bad. 
Q: Did writing Nailed stir up memories of high school? Is there one particular character in Nailed you identify with most?  
If Paul in Things Change is who I might have been in high school if not for a few factors, then Bret in Nailed is who I wish I would have been in high school.  While I was certainly a little outside of the mainstream as a theater/yearbook guy and not a jock/preppie, I didn't push it as far as Bret did.   There are many scenes in the book which are inspired from growing up in Flint, but not all of them directly involved me.  The concert in the K-mart parking lot is something that did happen and I attended, but it was friends who did it, not me.   I was in theater in school (and actually did play the part of Hugo Peabody in Bye Bye Birdie) but not in a punk band.  The positive role model teacher Mr. Douglas has a strong "real" grounding, but most of the other adult and teen characters are primarily fictional.   I think I've mined my own high school days as much as possible, so I think most of the teen characters I write from now on will be more based on teens I met while on the road.  I get more than a few emails from teens who say they want me to help them write their story, so I think I’ll have to take them up on the offer.  
Q: Bret likes to drive around and listen to music when he needs to blow off steam.  Do you have any good methods for getting through writer’s block?
When I was writing Nailed, every chapter had the title of a REM song.  I burned myself a CD – a soundtrack of the book – and listened to it when I writing and rewriting.  While we cut that gimmick from the final version, it was hugely important to writing the book. I think a REM fan (which is a small but vocal minority of teens I met during school visits) could uncover the clues.   For example, when writing the scene of Bret making his student council speech, I listened to "Exhuming McCarthy" or for the first chapter, I listened to the song "Catapult."  Then as I was driving to work or sitting on airplanes, I'd hear the songs, which would make me think about that chapter and what needed to happen.  I tend to write the bare bones of a chapter, and then flesh it out; this soundtrack approach really worked.  I wrote Things Change while listening to about ten Springsteen songs, while the new novel I’ve finished (Chasing The Tail Lights) is fueled by John Mellencamp and Tracy Chapman, in particular “Fast Car.”   I recall very strongly in high school driving too fast listening to music too loud (probably the Stones or the Clash).  I know most teen boys do this yet I’ve rarely seen those scenes in YA novels.   All the said, I’ve never had writer’s block because mostly I only write when I have something I want to write and find the time to write.  For me, it is about the clock, not writer’s block. 
Q: One of the character’s in Nailed is nicknamed “Word Boy.”  While I was reading, I couldn’t help but think of your ability as an author to mold language in interesting ways.  Do you think of yourself as having a signature style? How would you describe it? Do you plan to, or want to, try other styles?
There was a lot more word play in the early version, but the editor Emily Easton wisely toned it down.  It crossed very quickly from cleaver to quirky to irritating.  But this seemed the right voice.  I wanted to show Bret was good with language, well read in order to do so, and smarter than the average bear.  This word play also shows he's outside the mainstream in how he talks, and how he thinks.  I think the voice in Nailed is very different than the voices in Things Change, just as I hope the voice in everything else I write is different than the voices of Johanna, Paul, and now Bret.  I'm trying my new book in 3rd person and find it very difficult for a teen novel:  voice IS character in YA fiction.  The hardest part in writing anything now is not reverting back to Bret-speak by flashing some many puns or activating automatic alliteration.   The voice shows your character, and since each character is different, each voice needs to be.   The only style I think I have is to be honest about teen life including sex, to write about working class kids, and to have at least one character wear Chuck Taylor All-Star high-tops.  My editor might tell you that I have signature style: total inability to punctuate dialogue correctly. 
Q: Bret’s father drives the point home (pun intended) that “the nail that sticks out the farthest gets hammered hardest” and certainly Bret does get hit hard, both physically and metaphorically by this dad, teachers, and classmates.  What do you want readers who identify with Bret to take away from this novel?
Readers can take away whatever they like: its their book, not mine after its in their hands.  I think lots of YA fiction fails because it is too focused on message and not enough on character.   That all said, the title is really what I want to talk about it:  how do you make it in the world as a "nail" -- as someone who sticks out.   At the same time, as Mr. Douglas says in the book, we're trying to have a society, so what's the balance between being yourself and being part of a society.   Maybe the kid on the cover of the book made of nails should instead be standing on scales.  While there's a mention of Columbine in Nailed, I don't have any idea what I could write about school shootings.  Yet, I did want to write about the environment in schools where certain kids (Bret calls them water walkers) are privileged and others, like Bret, are somewhat disenfranchised, not just by the other students, but by the school establishment itself.  Finally, the reference to McCarthy is very deliberate:  the culture of school shootings seems to have created an environment where being different isn't tolerated and snitching on friends is applauded. 
Q: Where do you see Bret after graduation?  

I would hope Bret would get out of Flint, go to college some place, and continue his journey, which might even lead him as an adult back to Flint. At college, I think his first shock would that he’s probably not much of an outsider or “nail” compared to the people he’d meet at college.   He might even be down right mainstream.   I’d like to think he’d reach some of this dreams (like getting on the cover of Entertainment Weekly), but more than likely, he’s discover the odds are a heavy bear walking with him.  While his junior year adventurers toughened him up; I don’t think he’s strong enough to deal with the rejection that an artist – writer, singer, whatever –faces.  My guess is that he’d probably have to make the transformation from being on stage to being content being in the audience.   

Q: What books inspired you when you were an adolescent? 

While I remember reading Carrie, the life-changing book was Ball Four by Jim Bouton.  It begins:  “I'm thirty years old and I have these dreams."  It is the book that turned me from a magazine/newspaper reader (not that's there's anything wrong with that) into a book reader.   Published in 1970 as a controversial best-seller, this diary by baseball player Jim Bouton was the first book I remember reading outside of school.  It was the summer before my sophomore year, and by fall, lines from the book worked themselves into my conversations and even now into Nailed (the line “consider the source” is from Ball Four).  While I liked baseball, I don't recall reading much about it other than box scores and newspaper stories in The Flint Journal.   I opened the book because of an interest, but left it inspired to read.  I don't know if it was the humor, the language, the sexual content (I was an adolescent boy after all) or the "world view" of Bouton, but something clicked.  I reread the book several times while in high school, and still to this day read it once or twice a year.  It was the book that taught me everything about reading:  that words on a page could make you think, make you laugh, make you angry, and thus bring you pleasure. I was hooked.  I get emails from teens saying the same thing about Things Change, and I hope Nailed has the same impact on some teen non-readers.

Q: What’s next for you?
My next YA novel for Walker / Bloomsbury Emily is call3ed Chasing Taillights and is due out spring 2007. I’ve just finished co-authoring my last professional book for librarians and teachers called Connecting with Reluctant Teen Readers:  Tips, Titles, Talking Points, and Tools.  While I’ve enjoyed writing this type of book, I really do want to do focus on writing fiction.  I hope to do a lot of school visits – even if the dirty words are blacked out – to promote my books, talk with teens, and get ideas for future books.  I get a lot of email after these visits, as well as from people who’ve read Things Change, and almost always the email contains something that’s an idea for a scene or character in a book.   On the book jacket of Things Change, it was mentioned I needed to get to Arkansas to accomplish my goal of conducting training in all 50 states, and that happened in March 2004. So, now I'm focused on Canada. If there's anyone reading this from the Halifax, gimme a holler. 
