A Conversation with Patrick Jones
Author of Chasing Tail Lights
In what ways has your hometown of Flint, Michigan influenced your writing?

While I called it Pontiac, my first novel, Things Change, was really set in Flint, as was Nailed and now Chasing Tail Lights.  I don’t see writing about any place else.  It’s not just because it is my hometown, 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.  Chasing Tailights even invokes a car image in the title.  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 part of every book I write.  In this book, I also wanted to write about generational poverty, as well as the connection between busted economies and shattered families.  While this book certainly looks at the darker side of Flint, the character of Terrell represents a ray of hope.
Do you use real people from your youth as inspiration for characters in your novels now?  

I think I've mined my own high school days as much as possible, so 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.  One of the inspirations for this book came from a young woman I met at a juvenile correctional facility where I published a literary magazine. She submitted a poem for me to read, but not publish.  It wasn’t a poem, it was a anguished cry; it became Christy’s life. 
Do you have any good methods for wrestling writer’s block?

I burn myself a CD – a soundtrack of the book – and listen to it when writing and rewriting.  For example, when writing the first chapter of Nailed, I listened to the R.E.M song "Catapult."  As I was driving to work or sitting on an airplane, I'd hear the song, 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 works.  I wrote Things Change while listening to about ten Springsteen songs.  Chasing Tail Lights is fueled by John Mellencamp and Tracy Chapman, in particular “Fast Car” as well as Springsteen’s epic “Badlands.”  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.   That being 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. 

Do you think of yourself as having a signature style? How would you describe it? 

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.  
You often write and teach about what you call the “core elements of teen life,” including issues of independence, acceptance, excitement, and identity.  Are these elements in the back of your mind while you write and do you consciously include them in your YA fiction?

I would say they are in mid-mind: they are not upfront because then you have message trumping character, but not out of mind because then you have character trouncing reality. While these are the four main drives of teen life, in each character, the drives play out differently.  So, I’m thinking about this stuff, but I write first, and then apply the lists after the fact.   I'm trying to create real teens, not filling in a template.   What is interesting, I think about Christy’ story in Chasing Tail Lights is that it is backwards:  most teen novels are about the teen character moving from innocence to experience; she’s trying to move from experience back to innocence, which is an impossible task.   I use flashbacks in this book to show how those common core elements of teen life are impacted by the differing and defining experiences of childhood. 
Lots of teen novels shy away from, or gloss over, the topic of sex.  Yours don’t.  Why?  Have you ever encountered any backlash for tackling such a controversial issue?

I have been un-invited to schools 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 has been some backlash.  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 a normal part of the teens’ lives.   In Chasing Tail Lights, however, Christy is not a teen who is going to have a “normal” sex life or even thoughts about sex due the sexual violence in her past and present.  The book has no sex scenes.  Instead, there are a few scenes of sexual violence which we edited to the bare bones.   
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 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 bestseller, 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.  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 Nailed, and I hope Chasing Tail Lights has the same impact on some teen non-readers.

Chasing Tail Lights may become a controversial book, in part because of how drug use is portrayed.   Are you worried about a backlash? 
I took the first chapter to an alternative school where we spent ten minutes discussing of the characters would be smoking a joint or a blunt, so this is not a subject unfamiliar to kids.   I think one equation true in most YA novels is you do drugs, you die, or at least bad things happen.   That is certainly true equation in the life of many teens. They self-destruct due to drugs or worse get started on a path to addiction that destroys their life and perhaps the life of every one around them. Yet, that important story has been told over and over again. There are some teens, however, who don’t have their life destroyed by getting high: they go to school, get good grades, and go to college.   You never see those teens in books.   Teen literature should reflect the gamut of teen experiences, even if those experiences make adults upset.   Teen literature is for teens.  I don’t believe the book is “pro-drugs”, but rather it is just not another “drugs equal death” tome.  I expect a fair amount of criticism for that, as well as some other material in the book.  Like so much music teens listen to, if the book is authentic, it pisses off adults. 
What are you working on next?
I’ve completed a first draft of a book called Cheated which is very different that my other three titles.  Where the other books show a character’s life during an entire school year, over half of this book takes places in one school day.   It is based on a real event – some kids in Flint who killed a homeless guy who cheated them out of some money – but there’s no connection between the actual event and this story.  The book opens with two quotes:  one from Robert Frost, and one from Robert Plant of Led Zeppelin.   While it is very much a “coming of age” novel about the main character Mick, the second half is more suspense fiction.   The reader knows what the characters did, the suspense is if they will be found out, and more importantly, if so, will Mick betray his friends.   Its math game theory (“The Prisoners Dilemma”) rolled into a YA novel.  I’m also still doing school visits, as well as some training for librarians though mostly outside of the US with gigs in Canada, Australia, and possibly Singapore in 2007.  I spend a lot of time answering emails from readers and updating my blog (http://www.connectingya.blogspot.com/).  And I spend way too much time on my myspace: http://www.myspace.com/connectingya.  

