Things Change FAQ

The questions were all written by 10th grade students at Hudson (WI) High School taking Young Adult Literature taught by Kim Powers and Laura Gajdostik

· How did you think of the name of the book?

I always knew the “punch line” of the book:  that Paul would not change.  Given that I wanted an ironic title.  But more than that, what two words expression could better define the world that teens live in than one where every thing changes.   Also, the title fits since just about everything except the first and last line did change as I rewrote the book. 
· What inspired you to write about a couple of teenagers lives? 
Most of my work in libraries has been directly related to teens, from being a young adult librarian to now working with teens in correctional facilities.  Because of that, about the only fiction I read is young adult literature, so I’m very familiar with what makes a good story for teens.  Also, because I know so many teen librarians, I knew when and if I wrote a book that lots of people might be interested.  All that said, I think the real reason is that I find teens to be fascinating on so many levels.  Here are these people often treated by their parents or other adults as children who obviously engaged in adult activities.   The conflicts of the teen years are so huge that I don’t understand how anyone would not want to write about teens, and I can’t imagine writing a book for adults.  The teen years are so full of drama, both real and imagined, that it is a gold mine  for stories.  Finally, I like to do school visits because I’m addicted to lukewarm mushy cafeteria French fries.  
· Do you think teenagers can experience “love” or they just think they are?

Of everything that Bruce Springsteen has written, these are the key lines from his one of his all time best songs, Born to Run.  He sings “I want to know if love is wild. I want to know if love is real.”   I think both Paul and Johanna are asking themselves that same question:  is this love real.   Yes, teens to feel love, different than adults, but an emotion so raw, so real, and for Johanna in particular, so overwhelming.  Her heart rules her head, and that’s really the central conflict in the novel. Yet, that love has consequences and it doesn’t solve all of her problems, instead it creates a new set of issues for her.  I think Paul in his own broken way does love Johanna, but can’t get it right.  One of my all time favorite adult novels is Endless Love by Scott Spencer since it better than almost any teen novel capture the crazy, intense passion that teens calls love and how it burns.  I think every book I write for teens is going to be about passion, romance, sex, love – whatever you want to call it, because for teens it is all new, exciting, and consuming. 
· Where did you get all the ideas about dating and its controversies?

I was visiting a high school one day and saw this girl backed up against her locker.  She had in her hands lots of big thick textbooks, like Chemistry and Trig.  A boy – I assume her boyfriend but couldn’t know – was leaning against her, talking right into her face.  I could tell she wanted to leave, but his was certainly bigger, probably stronger, and she was trapped.  So the question I asked is one that all writes ask when they see something:
”how come?”  How did this smart girl get herself in this situation?  She had to know better, so why was she letting herself be pushed around?   After the book was almost done, I finally did some research about teen dating violence and found that I’d gotten almost every detail, every sign and symptom, right on for both Paul and Johanna. That scene later worked its way into the book directly although Vickie was the girl pushed up against the locker, not Johanna.   
· Is it hard to make a character, such as Paul, so nice at times and so mean at other times?

That’s important to the story: if he’s just an asshole, then people would think Johanna was stupid for falling in love with him.  The reader – who more than likely is a teenage girl themselves – has to find Paul likable, so they can understand why Johanna loves him and stays with him.   Paul also needs to show both faces to Johanna, when he hurts her, her apologizes, buys her gifts and is nice again.  Sadly, that’s the pattern of abuse.  Also, most everyone has their good sides and bad sides, its just in Paul the gulf between the two is huge.  He’s not a monster, but he does monstrous things.  In the break-up scene, Johanna talks about seeing both sides of Paul splitting right in front of her.   I think all teens have two sides – heck, look at Johanna, honor student by day, visiting the grandparents by night – but in Paul those two sides are intense.  I think the cover of the book captures the two sides of Paul: those red drops are BOTH roses and blood drops.  
· How long did it take you to write this book, in comparison to other books?

Things Change is older than Johanna:  it took me 17 years from the very first draft – typed on a Sears electronic typewriter in 1987 – to the book was published in 2004.  Now, I didn’t work on full time, in fact I went almost all of the 1990s without even looking at it, but decided to pull it back out and give it one chance on a suggestion of Emily Easton, the editor/publisher of Walker Books for Young Readers.  All my other professional books took normally one year from idea to contract to first draft to publication.   I’m a very fast writer, but I like to get lots of feedback from lots of people, including teens, so that slows down the process. Also I don’t think I’m a natural at this so I need – and get – a lot of help from my editor Emily at Walker Books.  A novel also takes longer because every word has to matter, and every emotion about has to be true.  Its not about facts, its about passion.  
· Why did you write this book?

I wrote Things Change because I thought, after reading lots of lame teen novels, that I could do better. I wrote it because I like to write and I love to publish, with over 100 magazine articles in addition to my books.  I also wanted to write about the physical nature of teen relationships, both the good, bad, and the ugly. I don’t think most teen novels deal enough with sex:  not as the subject of the book but as part of the character’s lives.   But mostly I wrote because at the time there wasn’t a book about the subject of dating violence, and there were very few books with a character like Paul who doesn’t change.  If I could have published Things Change back in the late, I think it would have been an earthquake.  Most teen novels had to have happy endings, and I didn’t want one.  I wanted when people were through with the book not to sit it down and say, “that was a nice story” but instead say “Holy Shit!” and be angry.   Because of that and some of other decisions I made in the book, I wrote this book for teens to read, think about, and pass on to their friends.  I didn’t write it for adults or teachers or librarians.  I wanted it to be a book that most teens would know told their side of the story, warts and all. 
· What would you tell Paul if you knew him?

I would tell him that’s he can overcome the trauma in his life, but he needs to reach out to someone, which is something that Johanna learned.  <One very cool thing I found is a girl who has the line that Kara says to Johanna about if you’re drowning you got to reach out, posted on her blog>.   Paul is also in may ways a textbook case of post traumatic stress, with the alcoholism, abuse, and eventual abandonment by his father being the root cause of his trauma.  His past is broken, and until he can heal that, his present will never be healed, and a future never possible.  And I would tell him to stop drinking because its not making things better for him, and is sure making things worse.
· Can you relate to Paul’s life in any way?

Lets just say this:  Paul is my worst version of my self at that age, and maybe, just maybe if I didn’t’ have strong loving and very patient parents that , I might have become.   One of my teachers in high school is sill teaching and uses Things Change with one of her classes and very much recognizes me in some aspects of the Paul character.  I did drive a black firebird, for instance.   I didn’t listen to Springsteen however, being more into the Rolling Stones my junior year (Some Girls), then the Who (Kids Are Alright movie)  and finally the beginnings of punk and new wave, especially The Clash.   So Paul’s obsession with music is very familiar to me, even if the soundtrack is different. My next novel Nailed is much, much more like my high school years, and that’s not necessarily a good thing for the main character!  Oh, and I did wear tennis shoes to my prom.
· Have you thought about a sequel?

I kind of wrote – with the help of a friend at the time – a sequel in the form of a magazine article called Born to Write in the June 2004 issue of Voice of Youth Advocates magazines.  It was me interviewing the characters a few years after the book ended, but other than that, no and I don’t really see a need.  I think the book ends as it should with Johanna’s coming of age and Paul’s locked into the pattern of his life.   And sequels almost always SUCK. < http://pdfs.voya.com/VO/YA2/VOYA200406AuthorTalk.pdf>

· Do you feel that by writing this book makes teens change their perspective on their lives?

A lot of people think if you write for teens that you owe it to them to teach a lesson, but I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.  Instead, I want to tell a story and if teens find truth in the story and the characters, and thus change their perspective, well, that’s a good thing.   That said, I’ve learned from lots of emails from readers, mostly teen girls, that the book helped them change not their perceptive, but their lives.  They’ve told me about an abusive boyfriend they’ve broken up with after reading Things Change, especially once they see the pattern of abuse that occurs in almost all cases of domestic violence.   And I guess I did want to get teens thinking about letting their hearts over rule their heads, and how sexual involvement can complicate that.   I’m not writing some anti teen-sex rant, but rather than showing the real consequences for most teens of sexual involvement is not getting pregnant or contracting a STD, but rather what it does to your perspective.  It changes everything.
· Why did you have the story take place in Pontiac?

Okay, its really my hometown of Flint, but they are so similar. In addition to wanting to mine my own memories of a place, I wanted to write about characters like Paul who are victims  - and yes, I stand by that word – victims of the economic changes in this country.   It used to be that high school kids could go directly from school into a job in the “shop” (that’s what we called the General Motors auto factories that filled Flint) and make a living.  Those days are gone, just watch the films of Michael Moore.  I’m sure there are people and places like this all over the US, but Flint is my hometown (again a Springsteen reference) and I can’t get it out of my blood. 
· Why do you have Paul write to his father?

That served lots of purposes.  First, I wanted to have two points of view in the story and this was a technique to get Paul’s story, but more important, his back-story into the text.  There’s a line from Springsteen’s song “Adam Raised  a Cain” that burned through all of these scenes:  “you’re born into this life paying for the sins of somebody else’s past” and I really wanted to explore the patterns of families.  I also wanted to show that for all Paul’s extroverted behavior, that he’s a very damaged and isolated young man.   I wanted to show him reaching for a connection in his life, if only from a dead man.  
· Why make the parent/child relationships the way they are?  Why are Jo’s parents so strict?  Why did you decide to make Paul’s mom a born-again?

Of all the stuff in the book, I think one of the biggest points of contention between myself and the editor was over how the parents, in particular, Johanna’s parents, were portrayed.  My defense is simply:   point of view.  That is, it is teens who are telling their stories and parents are more often villains than good guys in the lives of teens.  I wanted to show in Johanna a young woman controlled by her parents, thus it is only logical and tragic that her first significant relationship outside of her family is with another person who controls her.  That is why Johanna must first “break-up” with her parents before she can break up with Paul.  Remember, she’s terrified, as many teens are, with disappointing  her parents and having to hear them say “I told you so”.  So, only once she free herself from those crushing expectation can she then focus on freeing herself from Paul.  Johanna’s parents are perhaps over strict because she is only child, and because as successful people they want for her to be successful, and thus avoid the very stuff she ends up going through.  Paul’s mother character had to be someone who was totally absent, thus rather than being consumed by alcohol, I gave her religion.   Same result, different drug.
· Why did you choose to make Bruce Springsteen Paul’s favorite band?

I’d like to say it was so I could write a check to Bruce Springsteen for the rights to use the words to “If I Should Fall Behind” but that was only a side benefit.   All the important stuff in a book has to work on more than one level.  On one level, Bruce is the connection between Paul and his dad.  The music has to something his father could and would have listened to, and the things that Boss writes about certainly would be themes that appeal to Paul’s dad.   More than that, the characters in Springsteen songs are true-red-white-and-blue working class heroes,  so they give Paul role models which are  sadly lacking in his own life.  Also, I wanted very badly to show the obsession that teens have with music, but if I would have picked some contemporary band for  Paul to worship, then that would really badly date the book whereas Springsteen is forever.   I also found it very inspiring:  I had the crashing sounds of “backstreets” playing over the headphone anytime I worked on the break-up scene, so to say it was inspirational is beyond an understatement.  Finally, the themes in Springsteen’s songs are the very things I want to write about.  Oh, did I mention getting to write the check?   
· Why did you have Johanna change her mind? Why didn’t she leave him right away?
I actually got ripped by one review for Johanna not staying broken up with Paul after the first time he hit her.  Obviously, this person had no understanding – or empathy – for women in abusive relationships. It is not easy for an adult experienced woman to get herself out of such a situation, so how easy could it be for a teen without the same resources or experiences.   I think its implied that she tries to break-up with Paul and lot, but just can’t stay out for all the obvious reasons.  Also, she’s got to fail at the break-up before she can go through for dramatic reasons, and also so the book doesn’t end on page 90.  That’s the tension in the book: how will she get out of this situation.  
· Why did you have both Paul and Johanna tell the story rather than just one of them?
That’s  something going on in the book that I think a lot of people missed:  you as the reader know a lot more of the bad stuff about Paul than Johanna does. Because you read his letters to his father, you get to see his anger, his drinking, and his past history, whereas Johanna doesn’t know it.   What I wanted by using the two points of views and letting learn Paul’s secrets was for the reader to want to save Johanna.  I want the reader to get emotionally engaged in the story and see Johanna as not so much a victim, but as a person who doesn’t see there’s a out of control car head her way, and the reader knows this and wants to pull her out of the way.

· How did you manage to write from a girl’s point of view so well?
That was tough, but also a challenge. I don’t think this book would have worked coming just from Paul’s point of view, and certainly not from a detached third person: this is Johanna’s life so she’s got to tell the tale.   Being in the library profession, I have lots of librarian friends, the majority of them female and I asked several of them to read the book early on to make sure I was being true to that experience.  I think many of the librarians I had read it were in some ways like Johanna, so they gave me a great feedback.  I also had a few teenage girls read the book in manuscript and they gave great feedback.  A lot of my author friends shudder at the idea of letting teens read a book before hand, but I can’t imagine not doing that.   I’d rather have them tell me I got it wrong before it is print, then learn that after.  I also wore heels and a dress when writing (that is a J-O-K-E; I didn’t wear heels, they hurt my feet).
· If Johanna knows that Paul will hit her again, then why does she go back?
There’s a whole bunch of reasons, but the two main ones are that she loves him (or thinks she does), and that she’s terrified of admitting to her parents that they were right about Paul.  There’s an important line where Johanna says, more or less, she’d rather get hit than face her mother’s I told you so face.  She also doesn’t want to go back to being the girl in the corner of the library reading books, she doesn’t want to go back to being thought of as just the “brainy girl” and she thinks she can change him.  After all, this is a girl who has achieved at most everything, who strives for perfection, so she assumes that she can achieve in this relationship, learning to late than the heart is way more powerful than the brain. 

· What caused Paul to become so abusive? Is it only because of his dad’s absence?
That’s hard to say: he’s grown up in an alcoholic and abusive household, that’s the world he knows.  The tragedy of Paul’s story is he knows this, wants to change, but cannot.  He’s locked into the patterns of the past. That’s why I had him write the letters at a mini-storage filled with things from the past that he, nor his mother, can part with.   Paul is abusive because – well, its just not that easy to say he does A because he is B.   Paul doesn’t really like or have respect for women, that’s part of it.  He’s insecure, lacks impulse control (he’s never on time), and self-medicates his depression with alcohol.  There’s no one reason, but the primary fact of Paul’s’ life is his father not just abandoning his family but putting the weight of that on Paul’s’ shoulders, thus I named the mini-storage Atlas after the Greek God who bore the weight of the world on his shoulders.  

· What significance does “If I should Fall Behind” have?
While I did use lots of Springsteen lyrics, this was the only one I quoted in total.   The theme of the song rips at Johanna’s heart. The song is about two lovers and the realization that things go wrong in relationships (“our steps so fall so differently”) but true love means waiting for one another.  It is an idealized version of adult love and that’s what Johanna aspires to, not some teen sweaty back seat  romance.   So, she thinks she’s got to stand by Paul even through the bad times to achieve real love, but she learns she can’t do that.  It is too much to ask to stay in an abusive relationship that she realizes won’t change.   When doing class visits, I ask teachers to have students listen to this song and read the lyrics to prep them.   I also think that’s something boys in particular do since they often lack the words to say to their girlfriends, they’ll use song lyrics to say what they can’t express, or more often than not, are afraid to express.   It’s also a great song, in particular the live version from Live in New York City cd/dvd.
· Why did Johanna give in to Paul and decide to “make love?”
Lots of reasons; some to do with making Paul happy, or rather not wanting to make him mad, but more to do with Johanna and her quest for independence from her parents.  Also, I think it has a lot to do with wanting to them of herself as a sexual person, rather than a asexual honor student.  She does it for Paul, but mostly she does it for her.  I know this angers a lot of people, but I think it is dishonest to write a book about two teenagers who think they are love who don’t engage in some sort of sexual activity.   
· Why did Paul think he was going to Stanford his whole life if he lived in a trailer, was poor, and didn’t get good grades?
This again is something that people missed or thought was sloppy writing.  This is the Paul character to a tee:  he dreams of doing things, but doesn’t take any steps to making them happen, as if just by speaking the words is enough.  He can’t plan, hell, he can’t even get to Johanna’s house on time.  He can’t save money, he spends it all on Johanna and his car.  Paul is all about impulsive decision making, not planning or thinking things through.   Also, its probably the only college he knows because his friend is going there.   Paul is never going to leave Flint, but he can’t face that fact and so he creates this whole fantasy life, which again, I think is very, very true in the lives of many teens. 
· Why did you choose to write about a girl like Johanna- a girl who couldn’t make friends and couldn’t stick up for herself?
I think there a lot of girls out there like Johanna, and a lot of them read these kinds of books.  I can tell that from the email I get about girls who talk about doing well in school, but feeling lonely and unhappy.   And the book is about Johanna’s journey from someone who for the most part won’t stick up for herself, after all her parents have controlled her most of her life as is true of many teens, who in the end can declare her independence from her parents, and then break her heart to do what she knows is right. Also, these girls tends to buy books!!
· Why did you make Paul so sexual?
That’s easy:  he’s a teenage boy.  

· Why did you make the kid poor in the book?
 I didn’t think there were enough books about kids like Paul living on the very edge of poverty:  living in trailer homes, single parent families, etc.   I never want to write about teens (at least as the main characters) whose parents are doctors, lawyers, artists, etc.  I want to write about working class kids in a county where the working class is disappearing.  There are plenty of books, sadly and stereotypically about black families, who are poor and live in the ‘hood’ but not enough about kids who don’t have nice clothes, don’t own all the new gadgets, and don’t drive SUVs. My next book Nailed is about such a teen, as are two other novels I’m finishing up.    These kids need a voice. 
