
CATCHING UP WITH CLAUDIA MILLS 

 

 
Claudia Mills is the author of 62 books for young people (a fraction of which are pictured 
below) and has written extensively about Maud Hart Lovelace in the scholarly world (she’s 
also a philosophy professor emerita at the University of Colorado at Boulder). In her 
engaging blog “One Hour a Day,” Claudia’s frank depiction of the ups and downs of a 
writer’s life reminded me of Betsy Ray’s struggles to find her voice and finally get published. 
Over Zoom on a cozy winter afternoon, Claudia and I enjoyed tea and cake and had a 
delightful conversation (punctuated with much laughter and a few joyful tears) about 
lessons learned from Maud, the redemptive power of a Parisian jaunt, and how to define 
“writing success.” Enjoy! 

 
 

            
 
Jen: Before we dive in to my questions, tell me: are you a lifelong fan of these books or 
did you come to them later? 
  
Claudia: I started reading them as a child, but they weren’t all available then – and, 



you know, if a book didn’t exist in your library, it didn’t exist for you! But of course I 
read them all as soon as I could find them. 
  
Jen: In the books, we see a lot of Betsy’s life as a writer – learning to write about “what 
she knows,” keeping a good attitude about sending her stories to multiple publishers, 
having Joe tell her that she needs to write novels rather than short stories (which 
apparently Delos also said to Maud). What writerly lessons did you learn from Betsy and 
Maud? 
  
Claudia: I thought about this a lot and realized that I learned three important lessons: 
  

1. If you’re going to be a writer, you have to prioritize it in your 
life.  
A scene that made such a big impression on me is after Betsy loses the Essay Contest her 
freshman year and realizes that her writing will go away if she doesn’t nurture it. (But 
then again, if she didn’t go to all those parties, we wouldn’t have the book!) But I loved 
how she related this to Julia, Carney, Bonnie – it isn’t just writing, it’s the thing that 
gives the deepest meaning to your life, the thing closest to your heart, the source of your 
identity. You have to prioritize it, or it won’t be part of your life any more. 
  

2. Writing is collaborative.  
It’s always a partnership with Betsy. Even as a young child, when she tells “Flossie’s 
Accident” to Tacy and Tib – they ask all these questions that help her flesh out the story. 
Her Puget Sound essay – the best lines come from her friends! She draws on her friends’ 
lives. And her friends know that Betsy is a writer, they love her writing and encourage it. 
I read the questionnaire that Maud sent to Marion [Carney] before writing Carney’s 
House Party, and it’s so incredibly detailed! Writers are not just lone solitary geniuses 
astonishing everyone else. I’ve worked with a writing group, writing buddies, editors, 
teachers – I just did a Zoom this morning with another friend who’s writing poetry! It’s 
collaborative. Our whole community is part of the experience. 

 



3. Writing is redemptive.  
It allows you to take the bad things in your life and turn them into good things. Heaven 
to Betsy and Downtown show Betsy the most as a writer. I love how she mentions her 
“manufactured curls” – something she’s actually a little sensitive about – in her Puget 
Sound essay and how the success of that essay raises her self-esteem. “The pen is 
mightier than the sword,” indeed! Especially when I was young, I wrote so many 
autobiographical things about my own life and my mad unrequited love for Dick Thistle. 
I took all that pain and turned it into art and entertainment. 
  
Jen: Wow, that is so interesting. I’ve never thought of writing as collaborative, but I see 
your point – and for sure, the people around Betsy made her a stronger writer. Have you 
ever heard the possibly apocryphal story I half remember: that Maud was discouraged 
about the sales of her historical novels and wrote to a friend that she was going to try 
something new, a children’s book based on the bedtime stories she told her daughter - 
but if that didn’t go anywhere she was going to face facts and think about a different 
career? How does this story make you feel? 
  
Claudia: I do think that at some point it’s all right to let something go. There’s nothing 
that says you have to do a particular thing your whole life long. But I also like this quote 
from Thomas Edison: “The most certain way to succeed is always to try just one more 
time.” (I should point out that this doesn’t apply to gambling!) It’s worth it to a writer to 
find that marriage between your true self and the voice of the story. In my latest book, 
The Lost Language, I really felt that I had finally found my best and truest voice. But if 
the world doesn’t love my best and truest voice . . . you can keep the dream in other 
ways. 
  
Jen: You’ve written openly about how writing has been a source of discouragement 
recently. Do you see parallels with Betsy/Maud? Did your Paris jaunt do the trick?! 
[Claudia recently spent 10 days in Paris for the express purpose of “rekindling creative 
joy” in her writing.] 



  
Claudia: Well, Betsy never gets 
discouraged – really, only after the first 
Essay Contest when she knows she 
didn’t try. She never seems to have 
writer’s block, she always has an idea 
for a story. And isn’t it interesting that no 
other professions have a “block”? Doctors 

don’t, teachers don’t.  

 
I love her attitude of “Let’s give this magazine a chance at it!” as she sends out her 
stories. Very few kids who want to pursue the arts have the kind of support from their 
families and community that the Ray girls have. Betsy’s friends call her “The Little 
Poetess,” but it’s a loving kind of teasing, not denigrating. The only person who really 
thwarts Betsy is Gaston. 
  
Jen: I wonder, though, if in Betsy’s Wedding she feels eclipsed by Joe – like, he’s the 
real writer. 

  
Claudia: Maybe a little – but Joe is so 
supportive of his wife’s career. And Betsy 
decided that, at least for now, she prioritizes 
housekeeping. The only real parallel I see 
with my writing is the reminder that I need 
to prioritize this thing if I want to keep it in 
my life. But I did learn from Betsy that this 
can mean trying different literary forms. 
Betsy writes plays, poems, stories. The idea 
of being versatile, flexible, open is good for 

me to think about – that new forms might be the way to rekindle that joy. 
 



                           
 
And yes, Paris did kind of do the trick. If you think you’re worth Paris – if you’re giving 
yourself a trip to Paris just to write – it’s a way of giving yourself that encouragement 
that maybe the world has been withholding. I remember Betsy reminding herself that 
she didn’t come to Europe just to see museums, she was here to write. Again, writing is 
redemptive, and writing about the hard things is healing. Everyone should have a trip to 
someplace special to do the thing that they love, whether it’s writing, scrapbooking, 
theater, what have you! 
 

                         



 
Jen: How should a writer define success? 
  
Claudia: If something gives you joy, that’s reason enough to do it. You don’t need any 
other reason. To be a writer is to want connection with a reader, and to have one 
meaningful connection is wonderful. But then we can get into a trap – “I want to have 
lots of connections, lots of readers!!” But it really should be about quality, not 
quantity. I’ll add that BT people have high standards, so to get praise from a BT person 
means a lot. 
  
Jen: I’m very curious about your writing hourglass. Why did you decide to limit your 
writing to an hour a day? 
 
Claudia: I read an article in Reader’s Digest when I was young called “What You Can 
Do With an Hour a Day,” and it made a huge impression on me. I still have it! It’s also 
the premise of that wonderful book Emily reads, How to Live on 24 Hours a Day. You 
need to carve out a portion of each day for something that is 
special to you. My sister adores Anthony Trollope, and I got this 
quote from him: “A small daily task, if it be really daily, will beat 
the labours of a spasmodic Hercules.” Trollope worked full time 
for the British Post Office while writing his sprawling novels; he 
simply wrote for a short time each day. So that idea always had 
an appeal to me: an hour is so undaunting. It’s just not that hard 
to write for an hour. And when I found the hourglass, that 
cemented it. Doing a little bit every day works for me. It’s good 
for things you dread and for things you cherish. After I give talks at conferences, sales of 
hourglasses always go up! 
 



                  
 
I’m also a big believer in ritual. I have my Swiss Miss hot cocoa, my clipboard from 
college (which doesn’t even have a clip any more!), my special pad, my special pen, my 
hourglass. For me, these elements define a sacred space. 
  
Jen: I believe you’ve stated that Emily of Deep Valley is your favorite. What’s your 
second-favorite? 
  
Claudia: The one I think is perfect as a book is Downtown, which also has my favorite 
scene in all of literature: [we say in unison] Betsy’s trip to the library. And I also love 
Heaven to Betsy, where she learns those piercingly awesome lessons about writing. But 
if you’re feeling discouraged, the book you read is Emily. Everyone’s going off to college, 
she’s stuck there and can’t leave, she’s getting bitter, and then there’s the heartbreaking 
scene when she goes back to high school. But then she [we say in unison] musters her 
wits! It makes me think of a hymn we sing in church that I just love: 
   

Something beautiful, something good, 
All my confusion He understood. 

All I had to offer Him was brokenness and strife, 
But He made something beautiful of my life. 

  
Emily speaks to me most as an adult. 



  
Jen: When you meet Maud in Heaven, what will you say to her? 
  
Claudia: I will say thank you. All of us who’ve had our lives touched by these books – 
they’ve made us better people, kinder, more compassionate. I would thank her for 
affirming our gifts and celebrating diversity, all without being preachy. 
  
Jen: What’s next for you, Ms. Author? 
  
Claudia: I’m writing a lot of poetry, which I’ve always done – but I’m now considering 
“doing something” with it. We’ll see! I’m also thinking about a coming-of-age story set in 
the 1960s, when I was a teen. It’s such an interesting time – an age of disillusionment 
and fierce hope for transforming the world but also such playful childishness. 
  
Jen: That sounds marvelous! Claudia, thank you so much for talking to me, it’s been the 
highlight of my week. 
  
Claudia: I wish we could talk every week! 

 
 
Claudia’s latest book, The Lost Language, has been 
named a Junior Library Guild Selection, an NCTE 
Notable Verse Novel, and a Recommended Title by the 
NCTE Charlotte Huck Award Committee. (I will also add 
that it’s a perfectly grand book – one of my favorite 
reads of 2021!) 

  
 
 


