CATCHING UP WITH HEATHER VOGEL FREDERICK

Editor’s note: I knew that 16-year-old Grace Boughton, our newest BTS Advisory Council member,
was a huuuuge fan of my pal Heather Vogel Frederick, and I've wanted to interview Heather for
ages - so | invited Grace to join me! Heather is so wonderful with her young fans, truly madly
deeply interested in each one, and Grace was fairly starstruck for a solid hour. We had a lot of fun!

Jen: Heather, it’s wonderful to see you.
Heather: You as well, and I'm so happy to meet you, Grace.
Grace: I'm so thrilled to meet you! You're my favorite author!!

Heather: Oh, thank you so much. I'm thrilled to meet you too. I'm also happy because I
just got my six-year-old niece excited about Betsy-Tacy!

Jen: Representing BT on every occasion! Grace, why don’t you start us off?

Grace: Heather, how did you come up with the idea for the Mother-Daughter Book Club
series?

Heather: I'd been working on the Spy Mice books and was happily engaged in that world
when I got a call out of the blue from my editor in New York. “You know,” she said, “there
are mother-daughter book clubs springing up all over the country, and I've been thinking
that someone should write a novel about one — how about you?” My first reaction was, “I
have two boys - why on earth did she think of me?” But then she suggested that I set the
books in Concord, Mass., where I spent a good chunk of my childhood, and have the
group read Little Women — and my heart melted. I love that book and I love Louisa May
Alcott and I loved visiting Orchard House when I was young.
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So I said yes, hung up the phone - and then panicked. All my other books had welled up

from inside me in a very organic way - but this was an assignment. How was I going to
do that? So, to calm myself down, I reread Little Women - and Louisa’s setup, right from
the start, with four very different girls, helped me imagine four different girls who maybe
didn’t all want to be in the book club . . . and other ideas grew from there.

Jen: Will you share how you came to know about Betsy-Tacy, which you somehow
completely missed growing up?

Heather: It’s true: | had literally never heard the words “Betsy-Tacy” until a few years
ago! I was on the road promoting Dear Pen Pal, book 3 in my MDBC
series, when I got to the Midwest and suddenly BT was everywhere.
People were coming out of the woodwork and cornering me to tell me
about these books! I did a reading at a bookstore in Missouri where
Melissa Posten was the children’s buyer, and she gave me the first two
BTs in exchange for a promise that I'd read them — which I did, on the =
flight home. I thought they were charming. They really held up for
today’s readers, they weren't stilted or out of date, and they had

characters you could relate to. So, the seed was planted. Shortly after
that [ was at a library conference in Oregon, and Radhika Breaden sidled up to me, asked
if I knew about BT, and highly encouraged me to have my fictional book club read the
tomes. She also invited me to dinner at her house that weekend, where a BT group was
gathering! [ was a tad trepidatious - dinner with strangers? - but my husband said, “How
dangerous could they be? They're librarians!” So I went. And at Radhika’s I quickly
realized that I'd found my crowd. We love all the same things! So that was that, and I
knew the next MDBC book would feature Betsy-Tacy. As I like to say: Some are born to
Betsy, some achieve Betsy, and some have Betsy thrust upon them.

Grace: Do you go back and reread the books? Is there one you find yourself grabbing
more often than the others?



Heather: I do reread them, and it’s probably
time to do a full reread; I tend to dip in and
out. Downtown is my favorite. For a writer,
there’s nothing better than knowing that this
sweet girl who wants to write had so much
support from her family. And there are so
many great things in that book: Betsy’s trips to
the library, Uncle Keith’s trunk . . . I love that
her mother understood the importance of
having a place to write. When [ was Betsy’s

age, my mother gave me my grandparents’ big
rolltop desk to write at. Oh, and Mrs. Poppy, I love Mrs. Poppy! In fact, our grandkids call
my husband Poppy! (I'm Nana.)

Recently, when feeling cooped up during the pandemic, I reread Great World, and I love
love love that book too - such a happy ending, Betsy experiencing Europe and travel for
the first time . . . it’s just an exquisite book. So many great lines! Since we moved to
Michigan, we’ve been in temporary quarters and most of my books are still in boxes. ['ve
been reading things on my Kindle, and I'm itching to have my real books again - [ want
to underline!

Jen: I've always been curious how you chose the books for the MDBC. When you were
thinking about what the club would read in book 6, I remember you saying that Our
Hearts Were Young and Gay wouldn’t work. How do you know what the “right” book is?
And what about the Betsy-Tacy books convinced you to include them?

Heather: Our Hearts Were Young and Gay . . . gosh, it’s been a while since I read it.
Maybe it was just too dated? Same with Girl of the Limberlost; 1 thought it just didn’t hold
up. What I liked immediately about the Betsy-Tacys is that the stories are relatable and
fresh - these are strong young women with aspirations and goals and wonderfully
enduring friendships. There’s so much happiness in the tomes! They ticked all the boxes -
there was so much that was so right for the MDBC series.

Of course, awful things do happen

in BT world - I gave the books to
my best friend, and she was so
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mad about Baby Bee dying!
Y ying my readers and think about what books

So much fiction today for young deserve a place on their mental bookshelf.
readers really pushes the envelope




as to drama - things that were considered YA when Jen and I were kids is now marketed
to middle-grade readers. [ work hard to choose “mental wallpaper” for my readers and
think about what books deserve a place on their mental bookshelf. And it has to be
something that I like too!

Jen: Well, we are forever grateful to you for including them. Can you share some of the
fan mail you got from people who found Betsy-Tacy through your books - which includes
our Grace here?

Heather: Yes! I grabbed a handful for you:

Dear Mrs. Frederick, | am writing to thank you for introducing me
to the Betsy-Tacy books! I am a huge fan of your Mother-Daughter
Book Club series and have read all of them many times. They
inspired me to read the Betsy-Tacy books, since the girls

enjoyed them so much, and I have fallen in love with them! I

have even purchased my own set of Maud’s books. Love, Sarah

This one is from a 10-year-old who described herself as “a short New Jersey girl who’d had
nothing to read”:

Dear Mrs. Frederick, You inspired me to read the Betsy-Tacy books
and oh my god were they awesome. Sincerely, Veronica

And another:

While [ was reading Home for the Holidays I got curious about the

They are just so amazing! Thank you for getting me hooked on them!
And this one is from an adult reader:

Dear Mrs. Frederick, I bought the newest Mother-Daughter Book
Club book for my daughter for Christmas and just had to read it
before I wrapped it up. I had not read any of the Betsy-Tacy books
but my oldest daughter had, so I immediately got out her books - the
first five. I raced through them and then ordered the rest of them.

[ am now on the sixth book and I can’t get enough of them.

Love, Debbie

Jen: Oh! These are fabulous!! @



Grace: I'd love to talk about your characters. Do you see parallels between your
characters and anyone in Deep Valley? Which MDBC and BT characters are you most and
least like?

Heather: I think Emma and Betsy would probably be very good friends, as would Jess and
Tacy. Tib would probably love Cassidy - and Megan, they could talk fashion design. I am
so much an Emma, with a good dollop of Jess, and probably least like Cassidy, which
makes her so fun to write about.

Grace: | love Cassidy!
Jen: Me too! And I could not be less of a jock.

Heather: And I totally identify with Betsy —
except for her lively social life; that didn’t really happen
for me until college.

Jen: I think a lot of us bookworms can relate to that!

Grace: Do you have suggestions for how we could

market the BTs to today’s readers?

Heather: That’s a good question - there’s so much noise out there, and it’s hard to cut
through it. If you're going to attract young adults, you'd play up the high school books, all
the romance. Marketing to parents and grandparents is smart, as they are a gateway to
their kids and grandkids. Librarians are also good allies; chat up your local librarians,
make sure they know of the books. Really, we just need to put them into people’s hands,
like Melissa did with me. I have purchased multiple sets of the books and given them to
friends and family, with wonderful results! For instance, I gave them to a work colleague a
while back, and she told me that a young friend stayed with her recently while checking
out colleges, found them in the guest room, and read the entire series in one fell swoop!

Grace: Heather, how did you become a writer?

Heather: When I was 12, | wrote a novel at summer
camp, hundreds of pages, to combat homesickness,
and that’s what ignited the spark for me that this was
something I really loved to do. Later, I went to
Germany for a year; when homesickness struck again,
once again I wrote - a real novel this time! Alas, it
was rejected (rightly so!), but that cemented my

desire to be a writer. Since I clearly wasn’t going to




make a living as a novelist right off the bat, I looked around for other jobs that would
allow me to write, and ended up in the newsroom of The Christian Science Monitor. Two
happy decades as a journalist followed, there and elsewhere, as I eventually went
freelance to stay home with my two boys. That whole time [ was still thinking about
writing fiction, however, and when my youngest was in first grade, I finally had some
extra time - and that’s when I wrote my first real novel. All those years as a journalist had
given me some valuable skills, so that first book — The Voyage of Patience Goodspeed -
was in pretty good shape . . . and it got published!

Grace: What's it like being published?

Heather: It’s very exciting. [ still remember the first time the UPS guy showed up with a

box of my books - it’s right up there with my babies being born! But when you're writing,
especially at first, don’t over-worry about getting published because that will take the joy
out of it.

Grace: That’s good advice. Do you have any other tips for aspiring authors?

Heather: Sure!

e Read, read, read. You're like a little sponge right now; you're soaking up all that
beauty - characters, descriptions, dialogue. Don’t ever stop reading.

o Carry a notebook wherever you go. I often get ideas in the shower, where of course
[ have no notebook - so irritating!

o Take advantage of available resources. Look for a writing group - or start one! For
those who want to write for young readers, I highly recommend checking out the
Society of Children’s Book Writers and Illustrators - they have a great website

and lots to offer. Their workshops and conferences are top-notch.

e And as I said: Don’t put too much pressure on yourself to get published. Allow
yourself the grace to be a writer. A great musician isn’t born overnight - it takes
years of practice. The writing itself is the practice! Just keep doing it, and keep
the joy of doing it. That joy will carry you. It carried me for two decades - I was in
my early 40s before I published a book!

Jen: I believe you have a new Truly book coming out , l
soon?

Heather: Yes, Truly, Madly, Sheeply will be published
in summer 2023. Aunt True gets married, and she




and Rusty buy a sheep farm - which may be haunted! Truly and her friends have to
investigate, of course.

[Heather shows us a mockup of the next cover, it is ADORABLE.]
Jen: Thank you so much for talking with us, Heather!
Grace: This is pretty much the greatest day of my life! @

Heather: It was so much fun! Oodles of thanks for including me.

Heather Vogel Frederick’s Mother-Daughter Book Club reads the Betsy-Tacy series in book 5, Home for
the Holidays (and BT also appears in book 6, Wish You Were Eyre). Heather’s latest book is Really Truly,
book 3 in the Pumpkin Falls mystery series. (You can read a fun blog post about Heather’s quest to find a

real-life Pumpkin Falls here.)




