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Have you always wanted to be a writer? Please tell us about your journey to becoming an author?
I can’t remember a time when I didn’t want to be a writer. I’ve always been a huge reader, so it felt natural to want to write my own stories. In grade school, we had these Practice Pads, where the back of each page was blank. Most kids drew pictures in theirs, but I filled mine with stories. I was in third grade when I wrote my first book—a Trixie Belden rip-off called The Adventures of Stacy. I don’t think it had much of a plot, but working on it gave me bragging rights to call myself a writer.

What other authors/books have inspired you along the way?

There were three books I read around age 12 that opened my eyes to a whole other genre of dark, edgy fiction: The Outsiders and That Was Then, This Is Now, both by S. E. Hinton, and The Cross and the Switchblade, by David Wilkerson. My teenage years were hard, so it’s no surprise that I was drawn to sad stories with dark themes, and those themes showed up in my own writing. In high school, I wrote a trilogy of gritty bromance books that were heavily influenced by S. E. Hinton. I’m sure the books were terrible, but I learned a lot from writing them.

A WORK OF ART is your debut Young Adult novel – why Young Adult? and what was your path to success for this book?

I write for young adults because, as a teen, I was filled with self-doubt and I know how important it is to learn to accept yourself. Hopefully, my fiction can help someone do that.

In A WORK OF ART, Tera makes a series of bad choices. But when I started writing it, her problems had more to do with drug abuse than sexual abuse. The novel is actually based on a short story, which, in turn, is based on a photo prompt of a punk girl sitting on a suitcase. (You can see the short story and photo prompt on www.MelodyMaysonet.com.) When I turned the short story into a novel, I spent at least a year writing and rewriting the first 150 pages. Then I finally realized that the story I wanted to tell wasn’t about drug abuse, but about father issues and sexual abuse. 

I spent another few years learning the craft while writing, revising, and polishing…and once I thought the book might be good enough, I started querying agents. Six months later, I was very close to shelving it, but my writing mentor convinced me to follow up on the agents I hadn’t heard from. It was one of these, Tina P. Schwartz, of the Purcell Agency, who offered to represent me. Two weeks later, Tina sold it to Merit Press. I was in my weekly critique group when Tina called with the good news. I think “stunned elation” is a good way to describe my feelings in that moment.

Please tell us a little about your writing methods – do you prefer to outline, or does the story develop as you go along? Is there a special place where you write? ...a certain time of day?

I feel crippled without an outline, even though my outline changes drastically as the story and characters develop. Sometimes I’ll spend an entire week revising my outline, making sure all the threads are connecting and the characters are arcing. Fortunately, I have a nice, quiet office to work in, and even though I have a traditional desk and computer, I prefer sitting in my big comfy chair and writing on my laptop. I start writing at 8a.m., right after I drop off my son at school, and I keep working until lunch, which is anywhere from 12:00 to 1:30p.m. 

What types of support have you found – writers’ groups, industry organizations – and how have they helped you?

My network of support starts with my weekly critique group. They keep me focused on producing pages every week—and they were the ones who convinced me to go to my first SCBWI conference. I resisted going to a writer’s conference (because mingling with a bunch of people I don’t know isn’t my idea of a good time), but as it turns out, SCBWI is filled with people just like me, and it’s an amazing resource for writers (and illustrators) at every level. I also take a lot of writing workshops. Once I signed my book contract, I joined Uncommon YA (uncommonya.com) and Fearless Fifteeners (fearlessfifteeners.wordpress.com) for marketing and promotional support. Over the years, these groups have introduced me to a range of talented, helpful, and truly nice people, so even though writing is a solitary profession, I never feel like I’m working in a vacuum. 

~over~
In your debut Young Adult novel, A WORK OF ART, you tackle a tough, gritty subject – child sexual abuse; why did you want to tell this story?
Someone very close to me suffered from child sexual abuse, and I’ve seen how much she struggled as a result. I, too, went through something as a kid, and although my experience seems tame in comparison to my friend’s, it still affected every aspect of my life. The details of what happened are not something I can talk about in public, but I can say that child sexual abuse occurs more often than most people think. (Studies show that one in four women and one in six men were sexually abused before the age of 18.) A WORK OF ART is fiction, but the feelings associated with being a victim are universal, and it’s those feelings of self-doubt and even self-loathing that I wanted to tackle in A WORK OF ART. 

Art plays such a key role in A WORK OF ART – including that the two main characters are gifted artists – did you consciously decide to weave that into your story, or did it just come about that way?

As I wrote the story, I realized that Tera needed some way to deal with what was happening to her, so I made her an artist. I’m a big believer in art as therapy, whether that art takes the form of music or writing or painting. Throughout the book, Tera’s art teacher tries to convince her that her best artwork is a reflection of what’s inside, and although she resists the concept (not wanting to put her problems on public display), she ultimately realizes that pouring her feelings out in art is what leads to her healing. 

How did the characters come to you?

Tera’s personality is mostly based on my own. I was shy, like her, and like her, I ate lunch in the girls’ restroom at school because I didn’t want to eat alone in the cafeteria. I had little to no experience with guys, but I fantasized quite a bit about having a guy who loved me for who I was. Tera’s boyfriend Joey has qualities from a few guys I dated. For example, Joey makes Tera feel cheap, and that’s based on what happened to me on a first date. The guy drove us to another town an hour away just so we could go to the dollar movie. 

Did writing A WORK OF ART take an emotional toll on you? How did you deal with writing such serious material?

If anything, writing A WORK OF ART was therapeutic for me. I think my favorite scenes to write were the most emotionally charged ones, and those were the ones that flew onto the page. I think it’s important to write from your heart and not worry about what other people might think, especially when dealing with emotional topics. It took me awhile to grasp that concept, but when I finally let go, I broke through my self-constructed glass ceiling. 

A WORK OF ART is mainly told in first person, but the flashbacks are in third person. Why is that?
I put the flashbacks in third person because I wanted to show how Tera has removed herself from her past, as if her memories belong to someone else. To further set off the flashbacks, I gave each one its own chapter, and whereas none of the other chapters have titles, the flashback chapters do. Once again, I wanted Tera’s memories to feel like events that she’d packed up and stored in a box, with the chapter title acting as the box’s label. 

What are you working on next?

I’m currently working on a YA novel about a fifteen-year-old girl named Layla who thinks all her dreams have come true when her rich aunt and uncle rescue her from the homeless shelter where she’s been living with her mom. Of course, getting all the material things she ever wanted comes with its own price tag, and Layla soon discovers that living with a “normal” family doesn’t necessarily bring happiness.

I have a lot of sympathy for homeless people, and I think that’s why I wanted to write this story. I teach at a homeless outreach center, and I think seeing how people struggle to improve their lives has given me some insight. I don’t often see teenagers at the homeless center, but I was once introduced to a mom and her teenage son. The son didn’t look too happy to be there, which made me wonder about his life. Was he supportive of his mom? Did he blame her for their circumstances? Did his friends at school know where he lived? These were the questions I asked myself when creating Layla’s background. 

Any advice to share with new writers?

I would tell aspiring writers to learn as much as they can about the craft of writing. There are numerous books about writing, and there are lots of writers’ associations that offer workshops. You can have a talent for writing (and most aspiring writers do), but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a lot to learn. As the saying goes: You don’t know what you don’t know...
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