MR. TOUCHDOWN: Q&A

Q: Are your characters real people? Did the things you write about really happen?

A. Except for the blocked punt, none of these events actually happened, nor are any of these characters real people.

The real events have cooked in the creative soup pot for 40 years until they are fiction.

Strands of real people may be mixed in here or there, but these characters all sprang full-blown from my head.

Q: Is the physical school campus actually Whitehaven High School in Memphis, Tenn?

Yes, the setting is very close to exactly WHS. And the other settings are very much like the neighborhoods of Whitehaven, Tenn., in the early to mid-1960s.

Q. One of the first black students to integrate Whitehaven was Willie Reed. Is your character Eddie Russell modeled on him?

In some ways, yes. Willie Reed did indeed block a punt and win a football game for Whitehaven in 1965. That is a pivotal event in the novel as well. Eddie Russell, my hero, however, is not Willie Reed. Willie was a very friendly, affable guy. Everyone liked him. Eddie is not as accessible, has more conflicts about where he is and what he is doing. In my mind, when I was writing it, I saw him as looking like basketball player Latrell Sprewell, with some of that anger and vulnerability.

Q. How long did it take you to write the book?

In some ways, of course, it’s taken me 40 years. All that time for the events of that time to make sense and settle enough for me to tell the story as fiction rather than journalism. But in the early 90s I wrote a short story, just about the blocked punt. It was around that time that I began to realize I was writing juvenile fiction. That gave me a great kick forward and also around that time my characters began to talk in my head. I’d just sit on my porch in Nashville and listen to them go at it. And then try to get what they said down on paper.

In 1997 I went to a writing conference and had the story critiqued and the editor suggested I not pack so many flashbacks and flashforwards into it. That was also a revelation. When I realized I could just tell it in chronological order the novel opened up like a fan.

My next major revision was in the late ‘90s, when I was working with a wonderful critique group in Nashville. At that time, I wrestled with it until it was basically told from only two points of view—Eddie Russell and Nancy Martin. I had it color-coded to make all my POV shifts. It started as a kaleidoscope of colors, and then became only two. Even though it is written in the third person, it’s now tightly focused in alternating sections in Nancy or Eddie’s head.

The latest revision was last year. I had sent it out a few times and gotten rather nice and encouraging rejections. So I decided to let it sit for a while and wrote actually a couple more middle-grade and young adult novels. When I went back to it, with the help of a pair of great juvenile fiction writers in D.C., I saw a lot of its flaws and changed great chunks of it. 

So, from the time I wrote the original short story until now it’s been almost 15 years.

Q. Why did you decide to self-publish? 

I never wanted to self-publish. I felt and still feel that I was on the bubble of getting a contract from a good publisher. But in April this year I went out to San Francisco for a reunion with my three best friends from college. I was whining to them about how I didn’t want to die unpublished, and how the last few submissions I’d made to publishers for any of my work had taken one full year to come back to me. At that rate I could definitely die without making more than a few more submissions.

The very day I came back from California, I picked up The New York Times and read a long article about self-publishing, how it’s changed, how it’s lost some of its taint. It was pretty much a forehead-slapping moment. Especially for Mr. Touchdown, because it is the 40th anniversary of the incidents in the book and I really feel strongly that this book deserves the light of day.

When I started working with iUniverse, I was pleased with how everything went. I signed up for editorial evaluation and was happy to get the Editor’s Choice designation on the first read, which they said is pretty rare. This has helped distinguish Mr. Touchdown from the vast number of self-published works that have little commercial potential.

Self-publishing is very controversial in the world of writers, but in the broader world of readers, no one cares. I’m signing books at book stores, I’m on the program of the Southern Festival of Books. The only groups that have refused to allow me to sign books are writing groups that I am a member of. I may be dropping those memberships.

For me, I feel like I’ve done the right thing. I am confident I’ve written a good book. The estimate is that only about 1 percent of manuscripts submitted to publishers are accepted and that only about 1 percent of self-published books are commercially successful and/or picked up by traditional publishing companies. Frankly if my odds are 99-1 either way, I’d rather be selling books than languishing in the slush pile.

Q. Your book is about racism. Do you think things have changed? Are we still a racist society?

Mr. Touchdown is about racism but it’s also about young men and women coming of age and making profound choices—especially the choice to see others as individuals rather than members of reviled and distrusted groups.

The novel is somewhat unusual in that I’ve tried to show the era from both the white and the black points of view and because it’s aimed at both boys and girls. Most of the great young-adult novels about racism are from either the black point of view: like The Watsons Go to Birmingham, 1963 and Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry, or the white, like To Kill a Mockingbird. A couple of recent middle-grade novels are about girls making friends across race lines during the 50s and 60s: Yankee Girl and Crossing Jordan. 

As for whether we are still a racist society, for decades, I believed that the Civil Rights Movement had been phenomenally successful. When you look back, you can’t fail to see how society has fundamentally changed. But in just the past few years, I’ve began to wonder whether anything has really changed. There was the case of the Whites Only bathroom at a Tyson’s plant in Alabama (EEOC v. Tyson Foods Inc., N.D. Ala., CV-05-BE-1704, complaint filed 8/11/05; EEOC and Adams v. Tyson Foods Inc., N.D. Ala., CV-05-BE-1720, complaint filed 8/11/05), a case in New Orleans where dark-skinned Negroes working in a post office were forced to work in a cage while co-workers threw banana peels, peanuts and racist comments at them (Allen v. Potter , 5th Cir. , No. 04-31179 , unpublished opinion 10/26/05). And then there was Hurricane Katrina, which really opened up this unhealed wound in our society.

I believe that even among good-hearted people, race still informs everything—race and class. And all we can do is fight it every step of the way--even if the battle is in our own hearts.



